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Assunta De Crescenzo Foscolo’s Parallel between Dante 
and Petrarch: A Perfect Harmony of 
Contrasts

It has been often pointed out that the friendly welcome which Ugo Foscolo 
(Zante 1778 – Turnham Green, London, 1827) received in England was due to the 
spirit of the times, which were characterized by an extraordinary interest in the 
classics (as is well known, “Zacinto”, Foscolo’s beloved homeland, was one of his 
favourite memories and topics of conversation)1 and, particularly, in the Italian 
cultural tradition and style. Anything that came from Italy was fashionable – and 
there was no difference in enthusiasm between the upper class and the middle 
class towards Italian art, architecture, music, and literature; the decade Foscolo 
spent there, as illustrated by Eric Reginald Vincent, «was peculiarly propitious for 
Italian visitors»2:

All high-born young ladies had their Italian masters and the splash they made had re-
mote ripples; for example, we shall find a class of little Quaker girls learning the lan-
guage in their suburban seminary. Dozens of Foscolo’s English friends and acquaintan- 
ces were able to write to him in good, or at least comprehensible, Italian.
When Foscolo visited a typical rich English home he would enter through a Palladian 
portico into a hall containing a group of statuary, perhaps by Canova, thence to the 
withdrawing room on whose walls would be landscapes by Salvator Rosa or Canaletto. 
As he ran his eye over the bookshelves he would notice the Italian classics side by side 
with the Greeks and Latins. If the daughter of the house could be prevailed on to sing – 
as was likely – she would probably choose an Italian aria.
[…] High society in the years after Waterloo was enthusiastic for Italian music. Rossini 

During his stay in England from 1816 to 1827, Ugo Foscolo was particularly aware of the importance of 
giving a new value and deeper meanings to Italian literature; that is why a fresh approach was needed in 
his mind, a sort of well combined mixture of a carefully philological analysis of texts and a detailed psycho-
logical exegesis based on historical evidence. He was convinced that eliciting an emotional response, to-
gether with a historical persuasion, was the best way to properly spread a better knowledge of the classics 
of Italian literature, avoiding cultural approximations and superficial interpretations. Therefore, through 
a close examination of the Parallel between Dante and Petrarch, the present essay aims at illustrating 
Foscolo’s original comparative discourse on the major Italian poets of the Middle Ages.
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left London laden with gold. Catalani, Pasta, Velluti and other popular singers were paid 
enormous sums to perform at private houses. The Italian Opera in the Haymarket was 
always crowded.
[…] Thus there was a public ready and eager for such a poem as Byron’s Childe Harold, 
really a romantic poetical travel book. Roger’s Italy ran to numerous editions. Those 
who could not go to Italy fed their imaginations on the scenes so delightfully conjured 
up for them in such works. On a prose level Lady Morgan’s Italy gave the personal, an-
ecdotal version of a similar theme. All these influences combined to make the way easy 
for Foscolo who seemed to many another Byron, come from Italy in exchange for the 
one who had gone away under a cloud3.

As to modern languages, Italian was taught in the academic precincts «un-
der the folds of Clio’s robe. Thus it was that Wordsworth could study Italian at 
Cambridge with Agostino Isola, the grandfather of Charles Lamb’s Emma, just as 
Gray before him had become proficient in the language under Isola’s predecessor, 
Piazza»4. As previously stated, being able to speak some Italian, or at least to un-
derstand it a little, was fundamental. Therefore, the most eminent members of the 
English aristocracy were encouraged and spurred on to invite renowned Italian 
personalities to their homes in order to assure the best company and teachers (of 
piano or other instruments, of language, of literature) to their families.

Let me frame our discussion by focusing our attention on the literary back-
ground pertaining to the novel. It is well known that the novel, as a genre, was 
already widely circulating in England and France, where the bourgeoisie chose 
to express itself through this new narrative code. In Italy, instead, this revolution-
ary genre was just at its beginnings (in the early nineteenth century, the term 
“romanzo” was still a synonym of the poem in verse)5. At this particular stage of 
this literary process, Foscolo was the first Italian writer who created a novel in the 
genuine meaning of the word, even if it was an epistolary one, Le ultime lettere di 
Jacopo Ortis (of which there were four different editions: 1798, 1802, 1816, 1817). 
This novel represented a new way of conceiving the relationship between the ego 
and reality – its protagonist was the Promethean hero who lives in a permanent 
and sublime conflict with his passions and the world6. As a matter of fact, it broke 
an old balance and, as a consequence, it made a significant change in comparison 
to the previous period. The social and rationalizing ego of the eighteenth cen-
tury was giving way to the Romantic soul, ready to take action and bravely face 
danger, accepting even death to preserve its ideals and strong passions. When 
Jacopo’s political and private hopes faded away, the only way of escaping this 
prostrating situation was the extreme and ineluctable decision of renouncing life. 
In illustration of this point, Gino Tellini has observed that
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This self-character, pulled into two directions and prey to its own passions, brings its 
vital parabola to a close in the tragic act of suicide. Conformity to social conventions, 
together with the negativity of the historical setting, overwhelms the hero, who suc-
cumbs, yet without resigning himself to his own despair.
 […] Step by step, and in clear connection with the biography of Foscolo, Ortis became 
the first modern Italian novel, a distressed reflection on the collapse of Jacobin utopia 
and Napoleonic myth as well as on the cultural crises that laid bare the powerlessness 
of revolutionary intellectuals.
 In his dual misadventure as lover and disappointed patriot, Jacopo manifests an ab-
solute need for individual freedom. […] Death appears as revenge against the tyranny 
of Teresa’s father as well as a kind of self-assertion. A boundless desire for life is trans-
formed into anxiety for death7.

Jacopo’s self-analysis through his letters reveals, as has been highlighted, «an 
exceptional individuality both stormy and tormented»8, which would have rep-
resented a complex and multifaceted symbol, providing a powerful magnetic at-
traction to readers of the following decades.

Foscolo was fully aware of his charisma and potential. During his stay in En-
gland, he wished to create the first nucleus of the future Italian learned class in 
London. As Vincent has pointed out,

After the first Italian revolutionary movements of 1820-21, a new aspect of English Ital-
ianism began to appear. The essentially liberal public opinion of the masses led by the 
Whig aristocrats now included the Italians, together with the Greeks and Spaniards, in 
the picture of oppressed people, held down by reactionary or foreign governments. 
The English sympathy for the Risorgimento movement – that was later to have impor- 
tant political consequences –, developed in the period of Foscolo’s stay in this country. 
His reputation as “patriot” availed him far more than his fame as a poet or scholar, with 
the majority of those he met9. 

In other words, with a prestigious supporter such as Holland House, he wanted 
to elicit an emotional response and, at the same time, a moral consensus from the 
liberal public opinion in favour of the Italian cause (one Nation, free and autono-
mous), to which he tributed a lifelong devotion. 

He thought this enterprise would be better accomplished if accompanied by a 
more complex, historical, and philologically correct approach to literature. Hence 
his need and strong will to describe and comment upon the Italian classics anew 
(especially the so-called “three crowns”: Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio), provid-
ing deeper insights into their works10. So, his methodology (which could be de-
fined as “interdisciplinary”, with an expression belonging to our time) was really 
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«revolutionary», as Walter Binni observed11; and it was not sheer coincidence that 
Francesco De Sanctis, in his Storia della letteratura italiana (1870), borrowed more 
than one of Foscolo’s sharpest critical ideas.

Foscolo’s essays on Petrarch, written during the first years of his voluntary exile 
in London, in their final version12 comprise three essays: On the Love, On the Poetry, 
and On the Character of Petrarch; a fourth essay followed, the Parallel between Dan-
te and Petrarch, in which the Author compared the different personalities, with 
their stylistic manifestation, of the two major poets of the Italian Trecento. The 
four essays were written almost entirely in French by Foscolo; afterwards, they 
were translated into English by native speakers13. 

The first three essays stemmed from an article previously written in 1818 for 
the «Edinburgh Review», but then published in the «Quarterly Review» in 1821. 
Foscolo intended to examine the Lover, the Poet, and the Man, according to his-
torical and biographical sources, in particular that of the famous Abbot de Sade14. 
Foscolo agreed with his thesis, according to which the character of Laura in the 
Canzoniere actually corresponded to Laura de Noves, who married Ugo de Sade, 
ancestor of the famous Marquis. He also took into consideration Petrarch’s Latin 
works, regarded as a sort of prologue to the rhymes of the Canzoniere. The role 
of Foscolo’s interpretation was of paramount importance in Petrarch’s criticism, 
because it didn’t fit in with the patterns shown in such works as the Life of Petrarch 
(1775), by Susannah Dobson, whose biography was modelled on the Mémoirs 
of the Marquis de Sade; the Vie de Petrarque of the Abbot Roman (1818), and the 
love story Pétrarque et Laura of Félicité Ducrest de Saint-Aubin, countess of Genlis 
(1819), both reviewed by the Author in the article of 1821.

Thus, a complex and extremely varied poetical physiognomy took shape in the 
Essays, developing as a whole into a definite and truly original form. Foscolo let 
the other characteristics of Petrarch’s personality emerge; the poet of Laura was, 
in fact, a renowned moral philosopher, an admired humanist, as well as an erudite 
scholar. This aspect, therefore, is related to Petrarch’s biography. Furthermore, a 
fresh approach to Petrarch’s poetry was also given through Foscolo’s interpreta-
tion – we cannot forget he was a philologist and an expert of stylistics. As a matter 
of fact, the poetical text acquired a totally new and pre-eminent position, being 
considered as a system in which every single element was connected with the 
others as it would occur in a surprisingly complex organism. In so doing, Fosco-
lo overcame the boundaries of the previous Italian critique, represented by Gian 
Vincenzo Gravina, Melchiorre Cesarotti, Cesare Beccaria, discovering the hidden 
articulation between psychology and style, contents and external form. In Fos-
colo’s view, the combination of history, psychology, and philology was crucial in 
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order to really appreciate Petrarch’s verse. 
As to scholarly research, Foscolo was aware of the value of Gerolamo Tirabo- 

schi, whom he considered a leading Italian historian, or that of Ludovico Antonio 
Muratori, whose worthy work he drew upon in preparation of the aforementioned 
article on Petrarch. However, in his mind, the task of historical and philological 
verification was only a preliminary stage – without a doubt essential to thorough 
literary research, but not exhaustive to the purpose of a critical investigation that 
would provide for a truly new and total conception of poetry.

In my opinion, the structure of these three essays is not the result of an arid 
and abstract schema; it derives, instead, from a need of clarity and precision and, 
consequently, has to be considered as a sensible and well organized “system”. In 
fact, every single element of the triadic structure is autonomous but, at the same 
time, interconnected with the others as a whole. As a matter of fact, in every stage 
of its development, this structure re-defines the qualities and the interrelations of 
the elements which constitute it.

The concepts expressed in the first essay recur in the second and the third; 
they acquire a different and clearer meaning according to the context. Love is 
predominant, as it is an experience not only of life but also of art. In the second 
essay, dedicated to Petrarch’s poetry, love is analysed from a stylistic point of view. 
To put it briefly, Foscolo attempts to configure a space in which the psychological 
analysis is adapted to the different stylistic stages of Petrarch’s verse. Undoubted-
ly Foscolo is still far from the idealistic attitude of mind of the Romantic period. It 
is true, though, that the central essay focuses on poetry, and this choice is really 
meaningful. The underlying conviction is that a work of art reflects the historical 
situation of its time, and yet it transcends it, going beyond ordinary limits. Above 
all, it creates something completely new, unpredictable in its future artistic ef-
fects. As it has been noted15, Foscolo believed in the power of the creative ima- 
gination and in the genius’ freedom. This belief was fundamental in the years to 
come, when firstly De Sanctis and then Croce devoted themselves to deepening 
this crucial concept.

If in the first essay Foscolo examines the emotions of Petrarch and in the se- 
cond their poetic sublimation and style, in the third (On the Character) – and also 
in the Parallel, returning to the comparison with Dante – he lets the character of 
the poet emerge. In the words of Eugenio Donadoni, who thoroughly examined 
this aspect in Foscolo himself, «understanding the poet» means «to assess the 
soul and understand at the same time the relations of that soul with the condi-
tions of external life»16.

The Essays on Petrarch are concrete expressions of this intent. Due to the re-
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currence of the Petrarchan themes and motifs analysed by Foscolo, we can carry 
out, via the identification of a central theme, a cross-reading of the first three es-
says. This cross-reading allows us to conjure up a vivid image of the Petrarch that 
Foscolo intended to portray to his readers and, at the same time, to validate the 
coherence of the critical concepts in his three essays, later resumed in the Parallel.

It seems, therefore, that it is possible to identify in the “love-modesty” thematic 
link the leitmotiv from which originates the critical reading of Foscolo’s Essays on 
Petrarch17. «Although Petrarch has contrived to throw a beautiful veil over the fi- 
gure of Love», as Foscolo explains, «which the Grecian and Roman Poets delight-
ed in representing naked – it is so transparent that we can still recognize the same 
forms» (On the Love of Petrarch, EEG II, 543)18.

 By alluding to the extreme transparency of the veil, Foscolo wants to reject 
the tradition that inspired readings of Petrarch «with sentimental prepossession» 
(On the Love of Petrarch, EEG II, 553). This is the reason why Foscolo refuses an 
over-simplified reading, which in the Canzoniere would consider the only path to 
spiritual asceticism. The individual and exemplary journey that leads from sin to 
grace, through the redeeming plan of Providence, requires a kind of ascetic-spir-
itual reading which cannot, however, exclude a worldly-amorous interpretation. 
And, in the belief that Petrarch returns to the Pythagorean theory of love rather 
than to the Platonic in his poems, Foscolo states that  

At the same time that he [Love] excites the spiritual, he cannot avoid exciting the ma-
terial, portion of our nature; and that we desire the body as much as the soul of the 
object of our affections, must be ascribed to the grossness of our senses, and not to the 
viciousness of our passion (On the Poetry of Petrarch, EEG II, 585).

So, with varied and numerous examples, Foscolo illustrates how Petrarch veiled 
with modesty the concrete representations and details of his love for Laura. That 
is, the author of the Essays wants to emphasize how Petrarch felt the binding force 
and the earthly nature of his passion. Only later, in fact, would Laura’s poet have 
discovered the spiritual aspect active and invigorating:

At first Petrarch saw in Laura only the most beautiful of women; one whom he was des-
tined to love, and who inspired and ennobled his talents: he coveted glory only as it might 
secure her esteem and affection, and he hoped to have found happiness on earth. He next 
discovered in her the form and the virtue of an angel – that his love burnt only to enlighten 
and purify his heart; to fix his mind; to harmonize those faculties, which would otherwise 
have been a prey to perpetual perturbation; to lift his desires and thoughts towards hea- 
ven […] (On the Love of Petrarch, EEG II, 552-553). 
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«Towards heaven» – in other words, towards the otherworldly dimension which 
Petrarch tended to due to a strong will of faith, nonetheless always seeing it tinted 
with the “numinous” and the unknown. In this regard, a comparison between the 
two writers may perhaps prove illuminating in order to better understand Fosco-
lo’s arguments on the dual character, earthly and heavenly, of Petrarch’s amorous 
sentiment. Indeed, it is interesting to note how Foscolo himself had created, with 
the verses of Le Grazie, a “system” of poetic images that allow the reader to move 
from the known (the earthly feeling of life) to the unknown (the extra dimension 
of harmony). This, the author stated in his Appunti, he wanted to achieve by de-
veloping the previously mentioned idea of the “veil”. In fact, the veil preserves 
the Graces from the «unhappy ardour of human passions» («ardore infelice delle 
passioni umane») and from «fatal delusions of love» («deliri funesti dell’amore»)19 

and allows them to reside on earth, without being contaminated, to dispense to 
men those consolations for which they were sent down from heaven.

Thus it is possible to deduce, from the comparison between the two poets, that 
the symbol of the veil, used by both, represents all the possibilities of a redemp-
tion – in other words, of a saving transformation. This transformation can be inter-
preted in Petrarch as godly peace among senses and spirit; in Foscolo this takes 
the shape of a mediation between instinct and reason, and indicates conquering 
a “transcendental” dimension (in the Kantian acceptation of the term) that would 
surpass individuality to reach a much deeper and serene vision of human nature. 
So, on the one hand the pudicity (symbolized by the veil) “covers” the fire of hu-
man desire and its more evident manifestation, and on the other hand it becomes 
the means to “discover” a wider and more complex reality. This same reality, as 
Foscolo suggests, is born of «compassion»20, and hence of the understanding of 
an ideal state that has its foundations in harmony, i.e. in the conciliation of the 
opposite drives of the human soul. In conclusion, the author of the Essays believes 
Petrarch’s poetry to have reached unprecedented levels of perfection and argues 
the reasons for its vitality using the Pythagorean-Aristotelian concept of catharsis 
and its psycho-physiologic effects.

To my mind Foscolo’s Essays, highlighting the more human and conflicting side 
of Petrarch (with which Foscolo happened to be in robust and invigorating accor-
dance), have contributed to the consolidation and enrichment of a certain type of 
Petrarchan criticism, that began in England about half a century before with the 
distribution of Sade’s Memoires. This would restitute the author of the Canzoniere 
with a more precise historical and poetical physiognomy, no longer deformed by 
the weight of excessive allegory.

While respecting biographical and historical fact, Petrarch’s love story takes a 
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more narrational rhythm, characterized by precise rhetorical strategies designed 
to capture the reader’s attention. Foscolo admired, and made others admire, the 
poetic sublimation of passion, the splendid images, the high concepts, the me- 
lody and variety of the verses within Petrarch’s poetry; he was almost trying to 
reproduce in his presentation «the progressive interest of a narrative» which he 
had found in the Canzoniere (On the Love of Petrarch, EEG II, 553).

Beyond the characteristics we have already mentioned, there is no doubt that 
the contemporary English essayists’ example was highly influential. The fourth 
essay, i.e. the Parallel between Dante and Petrarch, paid homage to the tradition 
which almost imposed a comparison between the two poets. As Foscolo ex-
plains, «Dante, like all primitive poets, is the historian of the manners of his age, 
the prophet of his country, and the painter of mankind; and calls into action all 
the faculties of our soul to reflect on all the vicissitudes of the world» (A Parallel 
between Dante and Petrarch, EEG II, 646). Instead,

Petrarch makes us see every thing through the medium of one predominant passion, 
habituates us to indulge in those propensities which, by keeping the heart in perpetual 
disquietude, paralize intellectual exertion – entice us into a morbid indulgence of our 
feelings, and withdraw us from active life (A Parallel, EEG II, 645-646).

Foscolo’s Dantism, as Ettore Bonora observed, even in a sensitive reader and 
lover of Petrarch, as Foscolo was, «implied, if not a negative opinion, at least a less-
er opinion of Petrarch as a man»21. This limitation appears evident in the structure 
of the fourth essay that, as has been noted22, lets aspects surface in the compari-
son that would not have had the same relevance if analysed singularly. 

Nevertheless, Foscolo’s lesser, or should we say better, “alternative” sympathy 
for Petrarch can be deduced indirectly from historical and biographical consi- 
derations rather than from explicit declarations. In these, in fact, Foscolo picks up 
a beloved theme often expressed in his writing – that which in the civil, political 
and moral freedom of a state identifies the ideal and indispensable condition for 
originality and fecundity of Italian literature:

Dante applied his poetry to the vicissitudes of his own time, when liberty was making 
her dying struggle against tyranny; and he descended to the tomb with the last heroes 
of the middle age. Petrarch lived amongst those who prepared the inglorious heritage 
of servitude for the next fifteen generations (A Parallel, EEG II, 648). 

Yet, between these two characters, as Foscolo underlined, «the only point of 
resemblance» is formed by their «endeavours to bring their country under the 
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government of one sovereign, and to abolish the Pope’s temporal power» (A Par-
allel, EEG II, 651). Both of them, therefore, appealed with their passions to men’s 
hearts, spurred on by the «gratification of knowing and asserting the truth, and 
of being able to make it resound even from their graves» (A Parallel, EEG II, 656).

That is why they are, with their peculiarities, the expression of those faculties 
which no genius ever embodied:

To judge fairly between these two poets, it appears, that Petrarch excels in awakening 
the heart to a deep feeling of its existence; and Dante, in leading the imagination to 
add to the interest and novelty of nature. Probably a genius never existed, that enjoyed 
these two powers at once in a pre-eminent degree (A Parallel, EEG II, 645).

The Parallel, therefore, aimed at illustrating how the poets followed opposite 
paths; the paths, as Foscolo anticipated in the third essay, «by which nature, edu-
cation, their times and the accidents of fortune, led these two men to immortali-
ty» (On the Character of Petrarch, EEG II, 623).

In my opinion, Foscolo’s observations which can be read in the Parallel do not 
contradict what he had stated in the previous three essays. As Cesare Goffis no- 
ted, this last essay did not represent a negation of Foscolo’s overall judgment on 
the poet of Vaucluse; instead, it can be easily assumed as a natural development 
of the premise of the first three essays23.

This statement could sound somewhat paradoxical. But, as a matter of fact, it is 
not a paradox, if we consider that biographers and critics of Foscolo have always 
highlighted how the first three essays and the poet’s unfortunate love for Caroline 
Russell (his beloved “Callirhoe”) were closely intertwined24.

In other words, Foscolo fell in love with Caroline, who was much younger than 
him; the young lady was full of admiration for the poet, but she was totally un-
interested in the man. Foscolo tried to convey his message of love to her by em-
bodying Petrarch’s feelings towards Laura; but Caroline did not accept his court-
ship and went away from London.

This is why the majority of critics thought that the Parallel between Dante and 
Petrarch was just a way to “take revenge” – let us say – on the writer of the Can-
zoniere for his really upsetting and disgraceful failure in love. In reality, Foscolo 
sympathized with Dante more than Petrarch; this may be due to the great simila- 
rities between the two men, relating to their characters and moral values. But this 
does not mean that Foscolo was unfair. Even if he devoted himself to divulging 
a deeper and more precise knowledge of Dante’s works and personality, he dis-
dained “Dantolatry”. Some years later, Thomas Campbell, Scottish poet and Fo- 
scolo’s friend, in his Life of Petrarch (1841), wrote that Foscolo’s vehement Dantism 
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and the profound admiration he felt towards Petrarch were equally relevant25.
Therefore, Foscolo carries out a proper and impartial evaluation of the two po-

etical bodies, but does not create any rigid hierarchy of artistic merit. He expresses 
his judgment without any exaggeration or unjustified overemphasis and analyses 
both poets’ qualities. In the end, it all balances out in a perfect harmony of con-
trasts. His criticism is, therefore, still vital, thought-provoking, and very enjoyable.

In Foscolo’s analysis the two personalities take on an even more evident and 
significant physiognomy due to their style, as it is ultimately connected with the 
two poets’ work and its representative quality:

Petrarch’s images seem to be exquisitely finished by a very delicate pencil: they delight 
the eye rather by their colouring than by their forms. Those of Dante are the bold and 
prominent figures of an alto rilievo, which, it seems, we might almost touch, and of 
which the imagination readily supplies those parts that are hidden from the view (A 
Parallel, EEG II, 640).

Reading these quick notes on the Essays on Petrarch, the coherence of Fosco-
lo’s critical thought appears evident, although previously underestimated or even 
confuted by some critics26. In fact, it has been often said, at times and with stron-
ger or weaker impetus, that Foscolo critical works were not coherent and did not 
find a linear representation in the theoretical pages that he produced. Against 
this view (possibly not entirely unfounded if referring to thought organization), 
I believe Benedetto Croce intervened with a decisive paragraph that needs no 
further comment:

[…] we should correct the habit of researching the history of philosophy exclusively 
with professional philosophers, most of whom (scholars and writers and system cre-
ators) are less valuable than amateur thinkers, who say things whereas the others say 
words27.

The validity of this method (recognized and valued particularly by Donadoni28 
and later by Croce) needs to be taken into account against anyone today that 
tries to reduce Foscolo’s literary criticism to an incoherent miscellany of contra-
dictory statements, some of which impressionistic and some of which drawing 
directly from the critics of the eighteenth century. First of all, as I have tried to 
demonstrate, the exegesis technique of the Essays confirms the theoretical con-
cepts expressed by Foscolo in his previous works, hence showing a method which 
is far from heterogeneous and incoherent. Secondly, it represents the progressive 
development of an understanding of history and aesthetics preceding the literary 
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historiography of the later Romanticism. In fact, although it appears that the four 
Petrarchan essays are based on the historic-erudite tradition of the eighteenth 
century and on Neoclassicism, I believe Foscolo overcame the limits of his own 
critical studies relying on his personal sensibility.

Moreover, Foscolo’s Essays constitute a milestone in the history of the study 
of Petrarch. As has been observed, within the development of a mature and mo- 
dern critique of Petrarch (in other words, when the first proper monographs were 
constructed), the acid test is always Foscolo with his acute essays, in which he 
expressed fundamental observations on Petrarch’s poetry29.

The Essays on Petrarch, unanimously considered as Foscolo’s masterpiece, were 
born in that special cultural climate that fostered, along with German classical 
philosophy, the foundation of the modern aesthetics and, within a short period, 
the rise of the critical genius of De Sanctis. However, I would agree with Ugo Dotti 
that «even before De Sanctis we find Ugo Foscolo; and we can safely say that 
future critics will add much on his Essays on Petrarch, but will correct little or no- 
thing»30.

In conclusion, the physiognomy of Foscolo’s critical work is extremely complex 
and structured, not immune to considerations and theoretical anticipations such 
as those regarding, in our contemporary language, the autonomy of criticism. 
These will in fact constitute, from Croce onwards, the favourite areas of the cul-
tural debate that animated and is still animating literature. In his exegetic works, 
Foscolo was prone to let the more authentic voice of the poet or writer emerge, 
reproducing all of its modulations. His methodology was varied and tuned to the 
different works he was using it for. His analyses – and the Essays on Petrarch are 
a clear example – could turn either to the psychological, bibliographical, histo- 
rical, and sociological, or to the more specifically stylistic and literary aspects; he 
could highlight differently one or the other, depending on the author or the text 
analysed. I will not, then, consider incoherence or lack of connection between 
theory and practice, but instead, extreme critical intelligence, open-mindedness 
and methodological flexibility31. These qualities represent, in my view, some of 
the more relevant and original elements which define the modernity of Foscolo’s 
criticism, ensuring its current interest and historical vitality. 
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Fig. 1:  ANDREA APPIANI, Ritratto di Ugo Foscolo, 1801-1802, Pinacoteca di Brera.


