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Representation and Creation in Petrarch’s Sonnet 78

Petrarch’s Sonnet 78, “When Simon received the high idea,” describes the poetic speaker’s frustration and distress upon viewing a lost painting of his beloved by the early Italian renaissance painter Simoni Martini. The poetic speaker’s frustrations derive from the lover’s inability to interact fully with his beloved, captured in paint on Martini’s canvas. Curiously, the subject of the poem then is the experience of unfulfilled desire, linking the experience of frustration with poetic expression itself. The speaker’s “sighs” are like the poem: an expression of frustrated desire. 

The overall tone is one of frustrated longing, even verging on the self-pitying. Martini “put his /  hand to his stylus” for the poet’s “sake” (1-2), as if the poet needed the succor an image could provide. In the second stanza, the poet describes his “breast” or heart as heavy, only capable of being “lightened” if Laura were to speak. The poet “sighs” (4) at the image of his beloved; because the image cannot speak, the painting—while beautiful—becomes an image of the beloved’s absence, making it, paradoxically, “most vile” (5). In the painting, Laura’s “expression” may “[promise] peace,” but it cannot deliver; she remains haughtily unattainable in Martini’s rendering (5-6). Even when the poet “come[s] to speak to her, she seems to listen / most kindly” (6-7); yet, she cannot “reply” (7). Because she seems to be able to speak, interact, and engage with the viewer, but cannot, the poet is thrown into even greater fits of longing, which must emerge in poetic form.


Petrarch’s poem is steeped in the imagery of appearance, representation, and artistic creation. The painter transmits the “high idea” into “form,” or painted representation (1, 2). In fact two more artists and creators appear in the poem—Pygmalion, the mythic sculptor, and the poet himself, whose medium is language. Petrarch repeats the language of appearance representation throughout: the “appearance” (5) of the painter’s subject, Petrarch’s beloved Laura, “seems / humble”; she has an “expression” that “promises peace” (6); she “seems to listen” to his speech (7). An important thematic concern in this poem, then, is the status of representation and seeming. 

A key allusion in this poem is in the comparison the speaker makes between the image of the beloved and Pygmalion’s ivory statue of his ideal woman. In the Ovidian myth, the statue comes to life after the sculptor prays (9); she becomes the living embodiment of his “high idea” (1). This central image, placed at the end of the sonnet, returns the reader to image of the first artist, Simon, which alerts us to the creative status of the poetic speaker as well. Aware that Martini is not Pygmalion, the poet must content himself with gazing on the picture and recreating, in language, an idea of the beloved. Or, more appropriately, the poet must recreate an idea of the effect of the beloved’s absence on the poetic speaker—he is eternally frustrated and forced to write poetic exploration after poetic exploration, the Rime Sparse. The poetic speaker, in other words, is less interested in recovering the truth of Laura and more interested in describing accurately how her image affects him, what he imagines about his beloved, and how her absence generates a powerful “yearn[ing]” in him (10)—a yearning that produces the poetry that we read here. Ultimately, the ability to create artistic representations that accurately capture subjective experience is perhaps the highest “high idea” (1) addressed in this poem. 
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