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Introduction      “This is the seashore. Neither land nor sea.

               It’s a place that does not exist.”1 

   

 

In the same way that the ocean or sea imitates the uncontainable to human perception, so 

the attempt to mirror man in his own mind brings him to a realm of indefinite or continuous, but 

not in an unsteady maner, extension and self-seeking. Therefore, the pure attempt to capture a 

whole whose form palpitates under the rays of intellectual action is achieved only by placing it in 

an external form, in a thought or mental configuration which through the activity of the analytical 

ingredients it gives a form of existence. The container, in other words the thought in which a part 

of this inner world has been placed, if it is looked at, folds in turn into another expanse, which the 

more it reveals itself, the more it becomes the indefinitely itself. And because the limit is not of 

the mind or of its capacity, what makes it viewable only at the level of drops in relation to the 

ocean is given by the placement of man in time and space. Such a drop in the ocean of the topic of 

solitude is also the look we want to immerse ourselves in the approach made by Francesco Petrarca 

in the attempt to give a form to solitude.        

 Solitude does not deny the individual the possibility of a comfortable life, but presents 

itself as the only way of being through which man can achieve his own way of being from an 

ontological perspective. For this reason, it does not represent a rupture at the level of the social 

nature of man, but the only alternative that can restore him to the alterity as what he is, that is, a 

being whose autonomy is constituted by intellectual activity. Solitude is the interval in which the 

affirmation of being takes place through the most proper act of man, who, when he creates, also 

creates himself. These aspects are the ideas around which the general plan of the conceptualization 

of solitude is outlined in the treatise De vita solitaria, dedicated by Petrarch to this theme. The 

 
1 BARICCO, Alessandro, Ocean Sea, Ed. Polirom, 2003, p.100. 



basis of Petrarch's explanations for the thematization of the notion of solitude is the concept of 

otium, defined by differentiation from negotium. But inside them they place another distinction, 

that between contemplative life and active life, to then descend into the everyday concrete plane 

through an opposition that reflects the conceptual spaces from which it originates, established 

between two models of the human being found in the social plane: man caught in the activities 

specific to the urban environment and the one who is looking for respite beyond the walls of the 

fortress.           

 Taking into consideration a treatise written in a stage of ideological transformations – as is 

considered the one in which Petrarch lived –, the present work aims to identify his own way of 

surprising, through an ideational landscape stretched along several centuries, the idea of a solitude 

devoid of contradictory constructions.       

 Despite the fact that the demonstrations that Petrarch uses to support the project of solitude 

in De vita solitaria have often been categorized as inconsistent, contradictory, or subject to the 

fragmentation of the author's own writing, the argument made by the poet can be identified as a 

robust and thoroughly formulated structure.       

 The ideological background is the main source that predisposes towards an interpretation 

in favor of the existence of argumentative inconsistency, since Petrarch's writing is constituted as 

a meeting space of two essential trajectories through which Western culture in general can be 

defined, represented by the culture of antiquity and the approach related to Christian spirituality. 

Then, as a basis of what the idea of retreat in the company of literary studies meant in the following 

ages, Petrarch associates with the concept of solitude that of the friend, which may seem a 

somewhat oxymoronic construction. The notion of the middle path, which, keeping a certain firm 

distinction between the fields of interpretation, Petrarch rejects and preserves in equal measure, 

will also receive a special treatment. In this short enumeration of the apparent contradictions in 

Petrarch's treatise, we must also remember the fundamental one of the space allocated to solitude, 

where he not only does not dispose of the aspects related to it in a contradictory manner, but places 

them in three distinct classes, made up of the idea of temporality, of physical and mental space.

 In addition to the analysis of the logic or consistency of the formulations through which 

Petrarch builds his apology for solitude, the justificatory approach of this research is also 

represented by the conceptual reconstruction of the idea of solitude by understanding some central 

elements of this project and how they place the treatise De vita solitaria in the plan of the great 



ideological fabric from which it originates, also taking into account the transformations of the 

author and his representation, from the perspective of his intellectual formation, his own 

aspirations and the organization of his thoughts in the form of the aforementioned treatise.

 For the remembered purpose, this paper is divided into four parts. I first analiyzed the 

sources that were the basis of Petrarch's composition of the treatise on solitude, a treatise which i 

the intrinsic plan of the discussion on solitude contains another purpose attached to it, more 

precisely that represented by the hypostatization of a new type of intellectual, inspired or caused, 

mainly, by the humanist current of which the author is a part. I considered it important to 

understand the framework within which Petrarch writes, especially because at this stage, 

humanism, which was not yet of the Renaissance, but was only taking steps towards this significant 

historical configuration, was rather a marginal species. For this reason, it is more difficult to draw 

firm demarcations between what represented the culture of the Middle Ages and the fulcrums of 

the future Renaissance humanism, a state of in-betweenness specific to Petrarch's age. The analysis 

carried out in this sense took into Taking into consideration first of all the direct or indirect way in 

which the author had access to the sources of the writings of Greek or Latin antiquity. Then, I 

presented the problem of imitation found at the level of writing, as part of an essential theory for 

the medieval era, on whose foundations the thought of the humanists was built. Thirdly, I made a 

preliminary analysis of the terminological apparatus used by Petrarch to describe the notion of 

solitude, which I located in the wider structure of the history of philosophical ideas corresponding 

to its elements.          

 The second chapter is devoted, in part, to the study of Petrarch's conceptual foundation of 

solitude based on the established difference between otium and negotium. At this point, the 

analysis is centered on the existential typology contained in the concept of respite, understood as 

the goal to which man must dedicate himself in order to be free. The conditions for the possibility 

of this freedom are found in creative acts, and from the perspective of the effect, we are talking 

about obtaining inner peace, tranquility. Another point of interest is represented by the technique 

that Petrarch puts at the foundation of literary studies, the purpose of which is to overcome the 

feeling felt after the creative act, because the goal in mind is the re-establishment by one's own 

forces of the model of antiquity, in the sense the creation of works as valuable as those found in 

the type of ancient writings. Such a project is a standard for measuring virtue. Another issue that 

needs to be clarified regarding the concepts of otium and negotium is the issue of choice, indicated 



by Petrarch through the terms spark of consciousness. Added to this is the configuration of the 

notion of will as an ethical path found in Stoicism developed in Seneca's writings.   

 Also in this chapter, the theme of respite will be examined from the perspective of 

Petrarch's contribution to the association with the motif of friendship, which, as we will show, is 

intrinsically part of the space of solitude. A final aspect that we intend to explain in the second 

chapter is the aspect of Petrarch's contribution to the so-called Augustinian renaissance. In other 

words, we will analyze the possibility that the author can be considered part of it based on his 

contribution to the development of Renaissance humanism and, at the same time, the fact of 

considering the validity of placing Augustine's writings at the base of the treatise De vita solidaria, 

as was often the case in exegesis.        

 The theme addressed in the third chapter focuses on the concept of self and on the manner 

in which it was approached by Petrarch in the analysis of loneliness. To begin with, the problem 

of the self will be analyzed from the perspective of an initial meaning, in the historical plan, 

establishing the connection with the theoretical approaches of the notions of epimeleia heautou 

(έπιμελεία έαυτού), understood as the preoccupation with oneself, along with the other Delphic 

perceptions, gnôthi seauton and eggue will add to these terminological clarifications an analysis 

of the medieval sources corresponding to the imperative nosce te impsum. Also, here I considered 

it necessary to examine the manner in which Petrarch achieves the identification of the self with 

the act of writing, which he presents as having the role of an intermediary in the sphere of self-

knowledge. A final aspect that will be dealt with in this section is the problem of ego negativity 

from the perspective of the redefinition of melancholia. In this context, we will investigate the 

connection with the anticipation of death as an ontological projection that can be manifested at a 

deliberative level regarding the path to follow in life or the calling, with the meaning of vocation. 

Also, the negativity of the ego will be observed from the angle of not assuming intellectual activity, 

respectively from the perspective provided by the concept of acedia.    

 The analysis of the last chapter will focus on new perspectives in the configuration of a 

locus of solitude. We will first stop to notice the philosophical and spiritual conceptualizations that 

value the aspect of spatiality and the way in which a correspondence can be established with 

Petrarch's work. Then, we will investigate the concept of homo viator which, as we will show, 

connects the spatial aspect with that of temporality. At the same time, the examination of the spatial 

component will allow us to research the valorizing reporting of the urban landscape from the 



perspective of Petrarch's involvement in the political field and the theory he attaches, in this sense, 

to the concept of otium: the regaining of the glorious past, he claims, is also possible by assuming 

respite, considered an essential resource for any type of restoration. We will complete the chapter 

with an attempt to include the multiple conceptualizations of the space of solitude by referring to 

several aspects: the poetic composition, the contribution of nature to the creation of the identity of 

the humanist intellectual, the existing connections between this space and Christian spirituality, 

the edification of spatiality from a philosophical perspective.    

 Through the problematization offered by Petrarch, the notion was removed from the 

spectrum of anguish similar to human finitude, prefigured in the most concrete way of death, on 

which the author focused by highlighting its multiple subspecies. The coordinates by which the 

poet extracts solitude from the area of typologies of human fears are constituted in the triad God - 

alterity - act of creation. The spirituality that the author proposes is made up of everything that 

leads to the high – to use an expression from the analyzed text – and puts next to pious prayer, 

almost on an equal footing, verses written under divine inspiration or eloquence as an indication 

of the measure of human virtue. The conceptualization of alterity could not be absent from a model 

of solitude, and in Petrarch, alterity imposes itself as the center of human isolation through the 

referentiality it establishes in the attempt of self-definition and through the fact that regardless of 

the absence or physical presence of another person, the other exists as the one who is not me or, 

on the contrary, the other who is me. A fundamental condition in this context is the need to 

resemble the friend. This last aspect represents an interpretive direction found later in the 

definitions given to alterity, such as those offered by Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel - "I who is a 

we", "We who is an I" - or by Arthur Rimbaud - "I it is another". As for the act of creation, it is 

instituted by Petrarch as a process of self-knowledge in the deepest way, since the man who is 

created through the logos is in turn a word and, for this reason, signified and signified for himself. 

It is about a level of self-knowledge given by the solitude of the act of literary creation, through 

which the textual composition becomes part of the manner in which man can reveal himself. 

 The continuous interweaving of the three concepts (God - alterity - act of creation) is the 

distinctive feature of the treatise on solitude, through which Petrarch proposes us as a technique of 

assuming the ancient Delphic precept "Know thyself" the act of writing carried out in determined 

solitude whether of place, time or mind, a writing that reflects, at the same time, the otherness or 

the intrinsic presence of the friend.         



 In the analysis undertaken in the present study, the initially announced working hypotheses 

were verified by referring both to the text of the treatise De vita solitaria, and to adjacent texts 

found in the poet's work that fall within the scope of the research theme of the concept of solitude. 

At the same time, the analysis also assumed going through that part of the exegetical literature that 

deals directly or indirectly with the subject under investigation, selecting – depending on certain 

landmarks – from the extremely extensive and varied volume of commentaries that Petrarch's work 

was part of. To these aspects of research was added the passage of a wide area of works that 

represented a source of inspiration for the author.       

 Given the physical limitations inherent in the constitution of this study, the issue of solitude 

remains open to future research, which is otherwise necessary to deepen some themes that could 

only be mentioned in the present study. One such aspect is the linguistic one, relevant due to the 

author's passion for the Latin language and the terminological and stylistic richness that allowed 

the articulation of his thoughts to reach depths that still invite (new) analyses. Another is 

represented by the old and always fascinating problem of temporality, which runs like an ideational 

thread through a large part of Petrarch's work. 
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