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Scarcely less than Veronica Franco’s daring in belonging to a risk filled and unconventional occupation is her break with conventional standards in poetry.  Writing in an environment where slavish conformity with the pattern laid down by Petrarch is the norm, she chooses to largely forsake this restrictive set of guidelines.  Petrarch had set examples in his overwhelmingly popular “Book of Fragments” which it was considered most cultured and fashionable to adhere to in writing one’s own works.  General characteristics of this model were that it was love poetry written by a man to an unattainable woman who flees his affections, leading him to pursue her with hopeless, yet unrelenting devotion, miserably lamenting and bewailing his fate and addressing himself to the world in general.  Such carryings-on were the exclusive content of the poems to the exclusion of any cohesive description of the beloved, who is only described in delicately phrased disembodied bits and pieces, and who is (aside from the act of fleeing) an entirely passive character.  Through this one also sees the incredibly egocentric nature of Petrarch’s writing.  Veronica Franco’s earnest and comparatively unselfconscious poetry presents a sharp and refreshing contrast to this technique in almost every way possible while still maintaining the courtliness (but not the stilted dryness) of the respected style. 

The first sense in which she breaks with Petrarch lies in the very language with which she expresses herself.  Leaving behind Petrarch’s lyric style, she chooses the Terza Rima scheme of Dante as her principal medium.  Yet an obsessive respect for Petrarch reigned at the time, so far that people would extensively memorize his works, carry miniature copies of his poems about with them, and invent all manner of games which showed off their thorough knowledge of all his writings.  But Petrarch hated Dante, who was also regarded in Franco’s time as being crude and vulgar, and even prided himself on supposedly never having any of Dante’s work.  The Divine Comedy, specifically, had come to be regarded as crude.  Nevertheless, it was Dante’s arrangement of verse and rhyme which Franco chose to adopt. 

Another general characteristic of Franco’s poetry, which contrasts with her contemporaries and their model, is the remarkable frankness with which she writes.  In her rebukes it is often clear and clipped, save for being tempered by gentler words between.  For example, the clarity of Capitolo 24, rubuking a man who has insulted a woman, includes, after a discussion of anger, “If the fault occurred through a fit of anger, don’t go on doing wrong, but admit how far you overstepped the bounds of duty.”  To imagine Petrarch writing such is impossible.  In her poems of love, she presents her pain with unpretentious frankness.  Even her opening lines cut straight to the point, with a simplicity which is not without beauty.  An example of this is even in Capitolo 2, a response to a pleading (and very Petrarchan)  love letter of Marco Venier.  Before proceeding to imply her love for him in the rest of the poem, she begins by stating “If I could be certain of your love, from what your words and face display, which often conceal a changing mind; if external signs revealed what the mind conceals within, so that a person were not so often entrapped by deceit, I would cast aside this fear…” Her poem to him spans some six pages, yet the core of it lies within the first seven lines.  The mature realism of her thoughts is another remarkable contrast with Petrarch’s petulant childishness.  Finally, the letters expressing her unrequited love shine with innocence in the matter-of-fact description of her pain, in which she does not even call for mass sympathy as does Petrarch; rather she longs simply for the compassion of the one she loves and for the understanding and well-being  of those who pursue her unrequited.  With a few simple lines she can express amazing vivdness and sincerity of feeling:  “Your suffering could be called delight since you ease it by speaking of it to me, unlike mine, which my heart shuts up in its core. I still answer you if you speak to me; but the wind has carried my imploring prayers off… without an answer… whenever I have had sufficient daring to appeal… for mercy in return for my dire pain.” (Capitolo 8, 47-55)  

An aspect of Petrarch’s writing which is particularly striking is the degree to which Laura is an almost utterly passive character.  To be sure, she does run from his love, but there are no other actions of hers which the reader can discern, and nearly all that is known of her character is that she does not love the sighing author of so many lines in her honor (or more truthfully, his own).   Franco’s poems of unrequited love, however, are quite different.  While she pursues them with the single-minded passion Petrarch attributes to himself, those she loves are never silent, static characters.  They speak to her, and their words are affecting, for example, the cleric whom she once loved and speaks of in Capitolo 19 “turned your humble and pious brow toward me; and as you spoke of heaven’s supreme good, you sent me your glance, and now open, now closed, you held out both your hands to me.”  And of another, in Capitolo 20, she speaks of how he lies with another woman, vividly describing her fears that they jeer at her love, so even though this beloved does remain silent, he does not remain entirely passive.  Entirely non-passive is the lover to whom, full of outrage, she writes Capitolo 17, upon learning of his infidelity.  He is a poet, and included in her verses is an acknowledgement of his skill, as well as of the virtues he possesses.  It is actually intrinsic to the situation that he not be a wholly silent character, as his wrongdoing was in addressing writings to another woman and possessing hopes in her direction.  An even more active cruel lover is he whom she speaks of to Domenico Venier.  She describes how the slightest twitch of this lover’s brow is enough to send her to agony or ecstasy, and such specific actions of his as departing six days early to spend holidays away from her, out of the country.  Further, this lover is so far from being silent as to write her “often and at length, and even more than he promised he would.”  She tells Domenico much of him, of his rank (“my colonel is ill,”), of where he has gone, why he has gone there (“as a woman born in this city, I want him to go where he is needed and to aid Venice with useful, bold deeds.”) and of the respect he receives as an expert in warfare.  Finally, most active of all is the lover to whom she addresses the ferocious Capitolo 13, under the impression that he has authored verses in attack of her.  It is filled with passionate accusation, description of his presumed crime, and propositions for his action in a duel with her, whether with swords or in bed. 

Fundamental to the writing of Petrarch is the inattainability of his beloved Laura.   The fact that he never even expresses a serious hope of attaining her is an indication of how the true focus of his poems is upon his own agony rather than upon her as a goal.  He does indicate hopes of having more of her than he does at the time of his writing, as when he says things such as “I fear I shall change my face and my locks / before she with pity will show me her eyes,” (poem 30, 25-26).  However, the idea of winning her love, of becoming her lover, is oddly absent from the heart of this man who supposedly is dying for love of her.  Veronica Franco’s writing, on the other hand, is never truly empty of hope.  Indeed, in one of her poems of longing for the one she loves, it actually comes out that this man is already hers, though she has had to travel away from him for a time: “Fortunate dwelling of mine, which still enfolds the man to whom I always return in thought.”  In another case, the man for whom she sighs and laments is, again, actually hers already, departed from her because his skills for war are needed elsewhere.  But of his love she can be certain, as “he swears he is ill because he loves me too much,” and “he has written often and at length, and even more than he promised he would,” as well as because she may expect his return tomorrow.  In the meantime, however, she mourns for him with apparent sincerity and passion to rival Petrarch, as she moves about in a daze, feeling her heart and soul departed with her lover, reading and rereading his letters, and kissing his words.  Poems she writes to me who are not loyal lovers, as those were, also contain the spark of hope in their very being, for they are actually addressed TO these men, and also do, even those that are angry and reproachful, contain sentiments of hope for reconciliation.  The poem addressed to the man who loves another woman, Capitolo 20, is an argument on behalf of herself, as she sends him evidence of the great intensity of her love by telling him of her actions and her painful sighs, and as she offers frank and honest arguments for her own worth as an acceptable lover.  Such an attitude reveals the existence of hope, as do her thoughts that “you would see that the duty of a lover is to welcome love like mine… May my unceasing misery and grief, the loving complaints by which I appeal, make you feel compassion for my pain… May the… lofty virtue that dwells in you… have the power to soften your spirit so that… you grant to me some reason to comfort myself with hope.”

Calls for pity from all who hear him resound from nearly every one of Petrarch’s poems of Laura.  Emphasizing his own powerlessness, he shows the reader how victimized and put-upon he is, being, after all, a hapless victim of Love-as-hunter.  Hence his poems as a result focus most strongly on his own anguish and the wrongs he has suffered in feeling such love for a hard-hearted woman.  The laments he lets fall over this are themselves what constitute the Book of Fragments, as the entire affair consists of Petrarch’s bewailing his fate.  Yet, as has been also noted above, Veronica’s approach to unrequited love and painful love is quite different.  She does not address herself  to a removed observer whose tears she wishes to see fall for her sake.  Rather, she attempts to send her poems where they may do some good, in directly addressing herself to the men for whom she feels so strongly.  She does appeal strongly to their pity, reproaching their cruelty and mourning her situation, yet she mixes such with making good arguments on her behalf, offering proof of her love by the actions of hers which she describes and offering reasons why they should return her love.  Further, with the exception of the poem to Domenico Venier (which is actually a different case since the man whom she misses is already her lover), she does not appeal for anyone’s pity or mercy but her own, never calling upon all the world to witness her grief as does Petrarch.  An aspect of her writing which makes her a much more sympathetic character is also the fact that where his grief rings hollow due to his near-exclusive focus upon himself, one finds most of Franco’s poems of loss and longing to be focused upon the object of her affections.  As has been noted, they are not represented as passive objects of her emotions, and their actions and characteristics are relatively well-explored, particularly in the poems where she is responding to an offense or departure on their part.  Conceivably this approach may have met with disapproval from other readers on account of its departure from the respected pattern, yet one cannot help but suspect that Veronica’s choice in writing them this way must surely have made them far more effective, for their sense of exposure and honest, powerful emotion is vastly stronger than that of Petrarch’s work.  

Treating the rather scattered physical description of Laura so delicately that her nose actually goes unmentioned as an unworthy part of the body to dwell upon, Petrarch is an almost prudish model of modesty and physical restraint.  His longing for the elusive Laura seems exclusively emotional.  In contrast, both the poetry written to Veronica Franco and that which she penned herself often feature surprisingly blasé references to physical intimacy and pleasure.  In a rather odd blend, Capitolo 1, from Marco Venier, is one which features both classically Petrarchan themes and a reference to physical intimacy which is really quite shocking after one has become accustomed to compulsive avoidance of such references: “When you lie stretched out upon the pillows, how sweet to fall upon you! And in that way to strip you of any retreat or defense!”  In like vein, Veronica responds, “…in the works of love you’ll find me dearer still to Venus,” and confessing that “when I love, my courteous desires [are] not chaste…” More clearly, she promises that “sweetly lying at your left side, I will make you taste the delights of love when they have been expertly learned; And doing this I could give you such pleasure… So sweet and delicious do I become, when I am in bed with a man who, I sense, loves and enjoys me…” Positively odd is the final such occurrence of a physical reference, in Capitolo 13, where she is addressing the man with whom she has invited a poetic duel.  After describing her rage at him and enumerating the ways in which she proposes to do battle with him, her final dare is that, laying aside all weapons, they take “the path opened to a love match in bed… and stretched out there in skirmishes with you, I would yield to you in no way at all. To take revenge for your unfair attack, I’d fall upon you, and in daring combat, as you too caught fire defending yourself, I would die with you, felled by the same blow.” 

The final impression with which one may exits a comparison and critique of the respective styles of Petrarch and Veronica Franco is one of their characters.  Petrarch, the diginified poet, comes across as an incongruously petulant and self-obsessed man.  The courtesan, however, whom one might naturally assume to possess such negative qualities of character, shows through as being a woman of earnestness, genuinely warm emotions, and honest regard for the feelings of those around her. 
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