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on a chest filled with very precious jewels, is cared for by a woman
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Lunigiana, where one of her sons, who has entered the household
of the lord she herself serves, is put in prison after sleeping with
the lord’s daughter. Following the Sicilian rebellion against King
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7. 'The Sultan of Babylon sends one of his daughters to be married to 134
the King of Algarve, and in a series of misadventures spanning a
period of four years, she passes through the hands of nine men in
various places, until she is finally restored to her father as a virgin
and goes off, as she was doing at the start, to marry the King of
Algarve.

8. Havingbeen falsely accused, the Count of Antwerp goes into exile 157
and leaves his two children in different parts of England. When
he later returns from Ireland in disguise and finds that they are
doing well, he serves as a groom in the army of the King of France
until his innocence is established and he is restored to his former
station.

9. Deceived by Ambruogiuolo, Bernabo of Genoa loses his money 174
and orders his innocent wife to be killed. She escapes, however,
and dressed like a man, enters the service of the Sultan. Having
located the deceiver, she lures her husband to Alexandria, where
Ambruogiuolo is punished and she dresses like a woman again, after
which she and her husband, rich once more, return to Genoa.

10. Paganino da Monaco abducts the wife of Messer Ricciardo di 188
Chinzica, who, after finding out where she is, goes and befriends
her abductor. When he asks Paganino to give her back, the lat-
ter agrees to do so, provided that she wants to go. She refuses to
return to Messer Ricciardo, however, and after his death, becomes
Paganino’s wife.
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1. Masetto da Lamporecchio pretends heis a deaf-mute and becomes 204
the gardener in a convent where the nuns all race one another to
get to sleep with him.
2. A groom sleeps with the wife of King Agilulf. When the Kingfinds 212
out about it, he says nothing, but tracks down the guilty party and
shears off some of his hair. The shorn one then shears all the others
and thus escapes a terrible fate.
3. Under the pretext of making her confession as someone with an 218

exceptionally pure conscience, a lady who has fallen in love with
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a young man gets a solemn friar unwittingly to provide her with a
means to achieve the complete satisfaction of her desires.

Dom Felice teaches Frate Puccio how to achieve blessedness by per-
forming an act of penance he devises for him, and while Frate Puccio
is carrying it out, Dom Felice has a good time with the friar’s wife.
In exchange for giving one of his palfreys to Messer Francesco
Vergellesi, Zima is granted permission to talk with his wife, but
when she says nothing, Zima answers on her behalf, and what hap-
pens after that bears out the response he made.

Ricciardo Minutolo loves the wife of Filippello Sighinolfi, and upon
learning how jealous she is, he makes her think that his own wife
would be meeting with Filippello at the baths the next day and thus
persuades her to go there herself, after which she discovers that she
had really been there with Ricciardo although all along she thought
he was her husband.

Angered by his lady, Tedaldo leaves Florence, but returns some time
later disguised as a pilgrim, speaks with her, making her aware of
her error, and not only liberates her husband, who has been con-
victed of having murdered him and been sentenced to death for it,
but makes peace between the husband and his own brothers, after
which he discreetly enjoys himself with his lady.

Having consumed a certain powder, Ferondo is buried for dead,
but the Abbot, who has been enjoying his wife, removes him from
his tomb, imprisons him, and makes him believe he is in Purgatory,
until he is finally resuscitated and then raises as his own a child his
wife had with the Abbot.

Having cured the King of France of a fistula, Giletta of Narbonne
asks for the hand of Beltramo of Roussillon, who marries her
against his will and then, in disdain, goes away to Florence. There
he courts a young woman, whom Giletta impersonates, sleeping
with him and bearing him two children, as a result of which he
finally comes to cherish her and acknowledge her as his wife.
Alibech becomes a recluse, and Rustico, a monk, teaches her how
to put the Devil back in Hell. She is then led away from there and
becomes the wife of Neerbale.
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1. Tancredi, Prince of Salerno, kills his daughter’s Jover and sends her 308
his heart in a golden chalice. Sprinkling it with poison, she drinks
it down and thus dies.

2. Frate Alberto, having given a lady to understand that the Angel 319
Gabriel is in love with her, assumes the angel’s form himself and
sleeps with her on numerous occasions, until, scared by her rela-
tives, he throws himself out of her house and takes refuge in that of
apoor man. The next day the latter leads him to the piazza dressed
up like a wild man, where he is recognized and apprehended by his
fellow friars who proceed to incarcerate him.

3. Three young men fall in love with three sisters and run away with 330

them to Crete, where the eldest sister kills her lover out of jealousy.
The second, by giving herself to the Duke of the island, saves her
sister from death, but she herself is killed by her own lover who
then takes flight with the eldest sister. The murder is blamed on the
third sister and her lover, who are arrested for it and confess, but
fearing execution, they bribe their guards and flee, now destitute,
to Rhodes, where they die in poverty.

4. Violating a pledge given by his grandfather King William, Gerbino 338
attacks a ship belonging to the King of Tunis in order to abduct his
daughter, but when she is slain by those on board, he kills them,
after which he himself is beheaded.

5. After Lisabetta’s brothers kill her lover, he appears to her ina dream 344
and shows her where he is buried. She secretly digs up his head and
puts it in a pot of basil, weeping over it for hours every day, but when
her brothers take it away from her, shortly afterward she herself
dies of grief.

6. After Andreuola, who is in love with Gabriotto, tells him about a 349
dream she had, he tells her about one of his and then, suddenly, dies
in her arms. While she is carrying him back to his house, assisted
by one of her maids, they are arrested by the officers of the watch.

She explains what happened to the podesta, who tries to rape her,
but she fends him off. Her father learns of what has been going on,

and since his daughter has been found innocent, he procures her
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release. She, however, absolutely refuses to go on living in the world
any longer, and instead, becomes a nun.

Simona loves Pasquino, and while they are together in a garden,
Pasquino rubs his teeth with a sage leaf and dies. Simona is arrested,
and as she attempts to show the judge how Pasquino met his death,
she rubs one of the leaves against her teeth and dies in the same
manner.

Girolamo loves Salvestra, but yielding to his mother’s prayers, he
goes to Paris, and when he returns, he finds that Salvestra has got-
ten married. After sneaking into her house, helies down at her side
and dies. His body is borne to a church, where she, too, dies at his
side.

Messer Guiglielmo Rossiglione slays his wife’s lover, Messer
Guiglielmo Guardastagno, and gives her his heart to eat, but when
she finds out about it later, she throws herself down to the ground
from a high window, and after her death, is buried with her beloved.
The wife of a doctor assumes that a lover of hers, who has taken
an opiate, is dead and puts him in a chest, which two usurers carry
off to their house with the man still inside. When he comes to, he
is arrested as a thief, but the lady’s maid tells the Signoria that she
was the one who stuck him in the chest, which the usurers stole,
thus enabling the lover to escape the gallows, while the moneylend-

ers are condemned to pay a fine for having taken the chest.
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whom he then abducts at sea. Imprisoned in Rhodes, he is freed
by Lisimaco, with whom he once again abducts both Efigenia and
Cassandrea during their wedding. They then flee with their ladies
to Crete, where they get married, after which they are summoned
to come back to their homes with their wives.

Gostanza is in love with Martuccio Gomito, but when she hears
that he has died, in her despair she sets off alone in a boat, which is
carried by the wind to Susa. Upon finding him alive in Tunis, she

reveals herself to him, and he, who was a great favorite of the King’s
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because of the advice he had given him, marries her and then, hav-
ing become a rich man, returns with her to Lipari.

. Fleeing with Agnolella, Pietro Boccamazza runs into a gang of
thieves, and while the girl escapes through a forest and is led to a
castle, Pietro is captured by them. He manages to get out of their
clutches, however, and after one or two more adventures, he hap-
pens upon the castle where Agnolella is staying, gets married to
her, and returns with her to Rome.

. Ricciardo Manardi is discovered by Messer Lizio da Valbona with
his daughter, whom Ricciardo marries, thus remaining on good
terms with her father.

. Before he dies, Guidotto da Cremona entrusts a young girl to the
care of Giacomino da Pavia. Later, in Faenza, Giannole di Severino
and Minghino di Mingole fall in love with her and come to blows
on her account, but when she is identified as Giannole’s sister, she
is given in marriage to Minghino.

. Having been found with the girl he loves, who had been given to
King Frederick, Gianni di Procida is tied to a stake with her, and
they are about to be burned when he is recognized by Ruggieri de
Loria. He is then released and becomes her husband.

. Teodoro falls in love with Violante, the daughter of his master,
Messer Amerigo, and gets her pregnant, for which he is condemned
to be hanged. While he is being whipped along the way to the gal-
lows, however, he is recognized by his father and set free, after
which he takes Violante as his wife.

. In love with a lady from the Traversari family, Nastagio degli
Onesti spends all his wealth without obtaining her love in return.
At the urging of his friends and family, he goes away to Chiassi
where he sees a young woman being hunted down and killed by a
knight and devoured by two dogs. Nastagio then invites his rela-
tions as well as his beloved to a banquet where she sees that same
young woman being torn apart and, fearing a similar fate, accepts
Nastagio as her husband.

. Inlove with a lady who does not return his affection, Federigo degli
Alberighi consumes his fortune, spending it all on courting her,
until the only thing he has left is a single falcon. When she comes

to call on him at his house, he serves it to her to eat because he has
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nothing else to offer her. Upon discovering what he has done, she
has a change of heart, takes him as her husband, and makes him a
rich man.

After Pietro di Vinciolo goes out to have supper, his wife invites
a young man to come to her house, but hides him underneath a
chicken coop when her husband returns. Pietro tells her that while
he was eating at Ercolano’s place, they discovered a young man
who had been brought there by his wife. Pietro’s wife criticizes her
severely, but then an ass unfortunately steps on the fingers of the
young man underneath the coop, and when he screams, Pietro runs
out and sees him, thus discovering his wife’s deception. In the end,
however, because of his own perversion, he reaches an understand-

ing with her.
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A knight offers Madonna Oretta a horseback ride in the form of a
story, but he tells it in so disorderly a fashion that she begs him to

set her down on foot.

. By means of a single phrase, Cisti the baker makes Messer Geri

Spina see how he has made an inappropriate request.

. With a ready retort, Monna Nonna de’ Pulci silences the unseemly

banter of the Bishop of Florence.

Chichibio, Currado Gianfigliazzi’s cook, saves himself by means
of a prompt retort that converts his master’s anger into laughter,
allowing him to escape the unpleasant fate with which Currado
had threatened him.

Messer Forese da Rabatta and Master Giotto the painter, returning
from Mugello, cleverly mock one another’s disreputable appearance.
Michele Scalza proves to certain young men that the Baronci are the
noblest family in the whole wide world or even in the Maremma,
and wins a supper.

‘When Madonna Filippa’s husband discovers her with a lover, she is
called before a judge, but secures her freedom by means of a prompt
and amusing reply, while also getting the statute changed at the

same time.
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Fresco urges his niece not to look at herself in the mirror, if| as she
has said, she is annoyed by the sight of disagreeable people.

With a clever quip, Guido Cavalcanti justly puts down a group of
Florentine gentlemen who had taken him by surprise.

Frate Cipolla promises a group of peasants that he will show them
a feather belonging to the Angel Gabriel, but when he finds lumps
of coal in its place, he declares that they were the ones used to roast

Saint Lawrence.
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Gianni Lotteringhi hears a knocking at his door during the night
and awakens his wife. She makes him believe it is the bogeyman,
and after they go and exorcise it with a prayer, the knocking stops.
When her husband returns home unexpectedly, Peronella stashes
her lover in a barrel. Her husband has sold it, but she says that she
herself had already done so to a man who had climbed inside to see
if it was in good condition. Leaping out of the barrel, the lover gets
the husband to scrape it out and then to carry it back home for him.
Frate Rinaldo goes to bed with the mother of his godson, but when
her husband discovers them in her room, they get him to believe
that he was using an incantation to cure the little boy of worms.
Tofano locks his wife out of the house one night, and when she
cannot get back in despite all her pleading with him, she pretends
to throw herself down a well, but drops a large rock into it instead.
Tofano comes out of the house and rushes over to the spot, at
which point she slips back inside, locks him out, and screams insults
at him.

Disguised as a priest, a jealous man hears his wife’s confession and
is given to understand that she is in love with a priest who comes
to see her every night. Then, while her husband is secretly keeping
watch by the front door, the wife has her lover come to her across
the roof and passes the time with him.

While she is with Leonetto, Madonna Isabella is visited by a certain
Messer Lambertuccio, who has fallen in love with her. When her

husband then returns, she sends Messer Lambertuccio out of the
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house with a dagger in his hand, and her husband winds up escort-
ing Leonetto home.

When Lodovico reveals to Madonna Beatrice how much he loves
her, she persuades her husband Egano to dress up like her and sends
him out into a garden. She then sleeps with Lodovico, who gets up
afterward, goes into the garden, and gives Egano a beating.

A man becomes jealous of his wife when he discovers that she has
been tying a piece of string to her toe at night so that she will know
when her lover has arrived. While her husband is off pursuing him,
the lady gets another woman to take her place in bed. The husband
beats the woman, and having cut off some of her hair, goes to fetch
his wife’s brothers, but when they discover that his story is untrue,
they direct a stream of insults at him.

Nicostrato’s wife, Lidia, is in love with Pirro, who asks her to do
three things to persuade him that she is sincere, and not only does
she do all of them, but in addition, she makes love to him while
Nicostrato is watching and gets her husband to believe that what
he saw was unreal.

A woman is loved by two Sienese, one of whom is the godfather of
her child, and after he dies, he returns to his companion, as he prom-

ised he would, to tell him all about what people do in the Beyond.

Conclusion
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Gulfardo borrows a sum of money from Guasparruolo after hav-
ing agreed to pay his wife exactly that amount in order to let him
sleep with her. He gives it to her, but later tells Guasparruolo, in
her presence, that he returned it, and she admits that he did.

The priest of Varlungo sleeps with Monna Belcolore in exchange
for a cloak he leaves her by way of payment, although then, after
borrowing a mortar from her, he sends it back and asks her for the
cloak he left behind as a pledge. The good woman returns it, while
directing a witty jibe his way.

Calandrino, Bruno, and Buffalmacco go down along the banks of

the Mugnone in search of the heliotrope. Believing he has found it,
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Calandrino returns home with a load of stones, and when his wife
scolds him, he gets angry and beats her. Finally, he tells his friends
the story, which they know better than he does.

The Rector of Fiesole is in love with a widow, who does not return
his affection, but while he is in bed with one of her maids, thinking
he is sleeping with the widow, her brothers contrive to have him
discovered there by his Bishop.

Three young men pull down the breeches of a judge from The
Marches while he is sitting on the bench and administering justice
in Florence.

Bruno and Buffalmacco steal a pig from Calandrino, and then, pre-
tending to help him recover it, they get him to undergo a test involv-
ing ginger pills and Vernaccia wine. They give him two of the pills,
one after the other, consisting of dog ginger seasoned with aloes,
which make it appear as though he himself had stolen it. Finally,
they force him to pay them blackmail if he does not want them to
tell his wife about it. .
A scholar falls for a widow who is in love with someone else and
gets the scholar to spend a winter’s night waiting for her in the snow.
Later on he persuades her to follow his counsel and spend an entire
day in the middle of July, naked atop a tower, exposed to flies and
gadflies and the sun.

Two men are close friends, and when one of them sleeps with the
other’s wife, and he finds out about it, he arranges with his wife to
have his friend locked up in a chest on top of which he then makes
love with his friend’s wife while he is inside.

Eager to be made a member of a company of privateers, Master
Simone, a physician, is persuaded by Bruno and Buffalmacco to
go one night to a certain spot, where he is thrown into a ditch by
Buffalmacco and left to wallow in filth.

A Sicilian woman masterfully relieves a merchant of the goods
he has brought to Palermo, but when he later returns, pretend-
ing he has much more merchandise than before, he borrows
money from her and leaves her with nothing but water and tow

instead.

Conclusion

xvii

613

619

623

630

655

660

677

690



xviii CONTENTS

Dayo
Introduction 693

1. Madonna Francesca is courted by a certain Rinuccio and a certain 695
Alessandro, but is not in love with either man, and since neither
one can complete the task she assigns him, the first being required
to enter a tomb and pose there as a corpse, while the second must
climb inside and carry out the supposedly dead man, she discreetly
rids herself of both of them.

2. Arising hurriedly in the dark, an Abbess rushes out to catch one 701
of her nuns who was reported to be in bed with her lover, but the
Abbess herself was with a priest at the time and places his breeches
on her head, thinking she is putting her veils there, with the result
that when the accused nun sees them and points them out to the
Abbess, she is acquitted and from then on is able to spend time with
her lover at her leisure.

3. Egged on by Bruno, Buffalmacco, and Nello, Master Simone makes 705
Calandrino believe he is pregnant. Calandrino then gives them all
capons and money in return for medicine, and he is cured without
having to give birth.

4. At Buonconvento, Cecco, the son of Messer Fortarrigo, gambles 710
away not only everything he possesses, but the money belonging
to Cecco, the son of Messer Angiulieri, as well. He then runs after
him, clad only in his shirt, saying that he has been robbed, and
causes Angiulieri to be seized by some peasants, after which he
puts on Angiulieri’s clothing, mounts his palfrey, and rides away,
leaving him behind in nothing but his shirt.

5. When Calandrino falls in love with a young woman, Bruno makes 715
a magic scroll for him, with which he no sooner touches her than
she goes off with him. Then, however, he gets caught by his wife
and finds himself in a very serious and unpleasant predicament.

6. Two young men find lodging overnight, and while one of them 724
goes to bed with their host’s daughter, the host’s wife inadvertently
sleeps with the other. Then the youth who was with the daugh-
ter gets into bed with her father, and thinking he is talking to his
companion, tells him everything. A great commotion ensues, at
which point the wife, realizing her mistake, gets into bed with her

daughter and by means of a few choice words restores the peace.
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Talano d’Imolese dreams that a wolf rips up his wife’s throat and
face, but when he tells her to be on her guard, she ignores him, and

that is exactly what happens to her.

. When Biondello plays a trick on Ciacco about a dinner, Ciacco clev-

erly avenges himself by arranging for Biondello to get a shameful
beating.

‘When two young men ask Solomon’s advice, one wanting to know
what he must do to gain people’s love and the other how he should
punish his obstinate wife, Solomon tells the first to love and the
second to go to Goosebridge.

Donno Gianni is prevailed upon by compar Pietro to use an incan-
tation in order to turn his wife into a mare, but when the priest
comes to stick on the tail, compar Pietro says he did not want one

and completely ruins the spell.

Conclusion
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A knight in the service of the King of Spain feels he is being inad-
equately rewarded, so the King offers him irrefutable proof to
demonstrate that it is not his fault, but that of the knight’s own
malevolent Fortune, and in the end bestows quite a handsome gift
on him.

After having captured the Abbot of Cluny, Ghino di Tacco cures
him of a stomach ailment before releasing him, and when the Abbot
returns to the court of Rome, he effects a reconciliation between
Ghino and Pope Boniface and makes him a friar in the Order of
the Hospitallers.

Envious of Nathan’s reputation for courtesy, Mithridanes sets out
to murder him. After accidentally coming across him without rec-
ognizing him, and being informed by him as to how he might do the
deed, he finds him, just as Nathan had arranged it, in a little wood.
When Mithridanes realizes who it is, he is filled with shame and
becomes Nathan's friend.

Messer Gentile de’ Carisendi comes from Modena and takes the
lady he loves out of the tomb in which she had been buried for dead.
After she is revived and gives birth to a male child, Messer Gentile
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restores both her and her little boy to Niccoluccio Caccianemico,
her husband.

Madonna Dianora asks Messer Ansaldo for a garden in January as
beautiful as it would be in May, and he provides it for her by hiringa
magician. Her husband then gives her permission to satisfy Messer
Ansaldo’s desires, but upon hearing of her husband’s generosity,
Messer Ansaldo releases her from her promise, and the magician
releases Messer Ansaldo from his, refusing to accept any sort of
payment from him.

The victorious King Charles the Old, having fallen in love with a
young girl, feels shame over his foolish fancy and arranges honor-
able marriages for her and her sister.

Upon learning that a young woman named Lisa had become ill
because of her fervent love for him, King Peter goes to comfort her,
after which he weds her to a young nobleman, and having kissed
her on the brow, from then on always calls himself her knight.
Sophronia thinks she is marrying Gisippus, but she actually
becomes the wife of Titus Quintus Fulvius with whom she travels
to Rome, where the impoverished Gisippus eventually turns up.
Believing that he has been slighted by Titus, Gisippus claims to have
killed a man so that he will be put to death, but Titus recognizes
him, and in order to save him, says that he himself committed the
crime. Upon witnessing this, the real murderer reveals himself, at
which point they are all released by Octavianus, and Titus not only
gives his sister to Gisippus in marriage, but shares everything he
possesses with him.

Disguised as a merchant, Saladin is honorably entertained by
Messer Torello, who, when a Crusade is launched, establishes a
time period for his wife to wait before she remarries. He is taken
prisoner, but because of his skill in training falcons, he comes to
the attention of the Sultan, who recognizes him, reveals himself in
turn, and entertains him lavishly. Having fallen ill, Messer Torello
is transported by magic in a single night to Pavia, where his wife’s
second marriage is about to be celebrated. She recognizes him, and
he then returns with her to his house.

Induced by the entreaties of his vassals to take a wife, the Mar-

quis of Saluzzo, wanting to choose one his own way, selects the
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INTRODUCTION

7%y ne of the most famous opening lines in Western literature is

“..” surely that of Dante’s Divine Comedy: Nel mezzo del cammin di
nostra vita. Dante records how, “in the middle of the journey of our
life,” he came to consciousness in a dark wood, having lost his way
along the path that leads to salvation. After this beginning, the poet as
wayfarer or pilgrim will travel from Hell through Purgatory until he
finally winds up in Paradise and stands in the presence of God. Dante
deliberately places his pilgrimage in his thirty-fifth year: his journey
thus occurs at the biblical midpoint of his life, a key moment when he
finds himself in between his own sinful past and his redeemed future.
His epic poem of one hundred cantos is thus about being in the middle
of things—and then, moving beyond.

Both Boccaccio and his greatest literary work, the Decameron, are
also very much about being in the middle of things, albeit without the
urge to transcendence we find in Dante. Boccaccio started composing
his book just after the Black Death had struck Florence in 1348, and
since he was born in 1313, he would have been thirty-five that year—
Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita—just as Dante was when he woke
up in the dark wood. But Boccaccio was in the middle of things in
many other ways as well. Much of the first half of his life had been
spent in Naples where he associated with the French-speaking Angevin
court and where he produced a series of poems in an Italian decidedly
medieval in character. Later, during the years when he was writing the
Decameron in Florence, he met Francesco Petrarca—Petrarch—often
regarded as the “father” of the Italian Renaissance. Under his influence,
Boccaccio largely turned away from the vernacular and from medieval

genres even as he was completing the Decameron and began producing
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scholarly works in Latin that looked forward to the new age that was
about to dawn, to the Renaissance, with its investment, as the name
suggests, in the “rebirth” of pagan antiquity in the modern world. In
short, the Decameron was written at a time when, perhaps without
knowing it, Boccaccio was at a turning point in his life, putting an end
to his career as a medieval poet and beginning one as a Renaissance
scholar.

If the Decameron comes in the middle of Boccaccio’s life, that life itself
occurs during an age in transition. The court culture of the late Middle
Ages with its emphasis on knightly prowess, chivalry, and courtly love
still had great prestige throughout Italy in the fourteenth century, but
the burgeoning city-states clustered in the northern and central regions
of the peninsula were fostering a secular culture in which knowledge
of ancient Greece and Rome, the ability to speak in public forums
with rhetorical effect, and a sophisticated grasp of the Latin tongue,
as much as the military skills of the knight or warrior, were becoming
the key to success and a means of personal self-definition. Nowhere
was that transformation going on with more intensity than in Flor-
ence, a center of banking and the wool trade and, increasingly after the
mid-fourteenth century, a place where ancient rhetoric and the study
of the Greek and Latin classics held pride of place in the intellectual
world. It was a city that would soon have chancellors, political figures,
such as Coluccio Salutati and Leonardo Bruni, who were Latin scholars
and authors as well. Florence became an important center of human-
ist learning: a center for the scholarly study of Latin and Greek, the
recovery and editing of classical texts, and the teaching of Latin based
on the language of Cicero and Vergil. Boccaccio, together with Petrarch,
was right in the middle of this grand cultural shift.

Like its author, the Decameron straddles two ages without being
fully part of either. With its heavy investment in the idealism of medi-
eval romance and its celebration of virtues such as courtly love and
magnanimity, the book reflects the culture that Boccaccio embraced
during his youthful years in Naples and that he captured in the decid-
edly medieval works he wrote in the vernacular while he was living

there and immediately after his return to Florence in the 1340s, works
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including romances, dream visions, and courtly debates about love.
To be sure, there is another strand in the Decameron that is anything
but courtly and romantic. While the tales sometimes put knights and
ladies on display, they even more frequently celebrate the cunning,
greed, lust, and energy of lower- and middle-class characters who play
tricks on one another and often display great verbal wit in pursuit of
food, money, and, especially, sex. This earthy aspect of Boccaccio’s work
is what he is most famous for—boccaccesco in Italian is a synonym for
“licentious”—and it links him to the Middle Ages as well. For if the
knightly romance was the high genre of that period, tales of lower-class
characters engaging in farcical behavior were their comic counterpart.
Scholars refer to those tales, using their French name, as fabliaux (“little
fables or stories”), but it might be equally appropriate to call them what
Boccaccio does, novelle.

While Boccaccio cultivates medieval genres such as the romance and
the novella in his Decameron, he also anticipates the future, at least par-
tially. Although he does not share the classicizing bent in it that would
later define the cultural movement called humanism and that is central
to any conception of the Renaissance, his book does look forward to
several aspects of the age to come and is thus “in the middle,” this time
between two historical periods. In its emphasis on worldly pleasures,
its embrace of sex and the body, and its investment in things mate-
rial, the Decameron anticipates the increasingly worldly and secular
side of the Renaissance. In addition, although there is very little in the
book to suggest the notion of self-fashioning that most modern scholars
think of as defining the Renaissance—very little to suggest that Boc-
caccio imagined human identity as something achieved through one’s
efforts rather than ascribed to one at birth—he is nevertheless intensely
aware of the social mobility that was occurring in his world, and he
repeatedly has his characters play roles and adopt different identities,
however temporary they may be, creating and re-creating themselves
in their clever verbal performances. The protagonist of the very first
story, Ser Ciappelletto, is the “worst man who had ever been born” (see
p. 26), but who manages to concoct a fictional autobiography—a self

of sorts—in his final confession that dupes a gullible friar into taking
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him for a saint. Thus, while the Decameron gets produced in the middle
of Boccaccio’s career change from medieval vernacular poet to proto—
Renaissance Latin scholar, it also takes a set of medieval genres and fills
them with Renaissance themes and characters. In short, like its author
and his age, Boccaccio’s book is in the middle of things, and partlyas a
result, it turns into a masterpiece that is, perhaps confusingly at times,

both medieval and Renaissance all at once.

Boccaccio in the Middle of Things

Boccaccio was born during the summer of 1313 in or near the Tuscan
town of Certaldo outside of Florence (or possibly in Florence itself). A
bastard, he was quickly legitimized by his father, a man from Certaldo
named Boccaccino di Chellino, who had relocated to Florence around
1300 where he worked for the powerful banking firm owned by the
Bardi family. Growing up in Florence, Boccaccio was encouraged to
study Dante by the father of one of his closest friends, and he would
be deeply influenced by Dante’s works throughout his life. In fact, dur-
ing his last years, when Boccaccio was in his most humanist, proto-
Renaissance scholarly phase, committed as he was to the study of the
classics, he demonstrated his continuing interest in his great Italian
predecessor by undertaking a series of public lectures in Florence
commenting on Dante’s masterpiece. It should also be noted that he
received a stipend from the city of Florence for this work, something
he doubtless appreciated since he spent most of his adult life dealing
with the problem of inadequate monetary resources.

Boccaccio’s father went to Naples in 1326 to assume a position in the
Bardi bank there, and his son accompanied him. After spending six
unproductive years working in his father’s bank, Boccaccio was allowed
to enter the Neapolitan Studium, essentially the university, where he
studied canon law. Although he was not taken with the profession and
did not complete a degree, he did have an opportunity to deepen his
knowledge of a variety of fields, including literature. The Kingdom of
Naples, which included all of southern Italy, was ruled by Robert the
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Wise (b. 1277, reigned 1309—43), a member of the Angevin dynasty that
controlled the area from 1266 until the middle of the fifteenth century.
Boccaccio gained entrance to Robert’s feudal, French-speaking court
because of his father’s high position in the Bardi bank, and it was here
that he formed a largely positive image of aristocratic life in the late
Middle Ages.

During his Neapolitan period, Boccaccio came into contact with a
number of important writers and scholars, and he himself produced
a number of substantial works in Italian, including: La caccia di Diana
(Diana’s Hunt, 1334—-37), a short mythological poem; Il Filostrato (the
title was thought to mean “the one cast down by love”; 1335-40), a long
romance in verse about frustrated love set during the Trojan War; Il
Filocolo (The Labors of Love, finished 1336-39), a prose romance on the
adventures of the French lovers Flor and Blanchefleur; and the Teseida
(The Thesiad, 1339—40), an epic also on the theme of unhappy love,
which was to form the basis for Chaucer’s The Knight’s Tale.

Boccaccio returned to Florence most likely in 1340-41, having been
preceded there by his father, who had stopped working for the Bardi
bank in 1338 and had apparently gone bankrupt. Boccaccio left Naples
with some reluctance, and wrote a letter to a powerful friend there,
the Florentine Niccolo Acciaiuoli, in August of 1341, unsuccessfully
attempting to obtain some sort of post in the court to enable his return.
Boccaccio remained in Florence with his father, an elderly widower, as
well as with two of the five illegitimate children he would sire during
the course of his life. (None of Boccaccio’s children managed to sur-
vive into adulthood.) During this period in Florence, Boccaccio com-
posed more works in the vernacular, such as the Elegia di Madonna
Fiammetta (The Elegy of Madonna Fiammetta, 1343—45) in which a
character named Panfilo, who would turn up later in the Decameron,
disparages the city of Florence, which is also attacked in the Comedia
delle ninfe fiorentine (The Comedy of the Florentine Nymphs, 1341—42), a
prose work with interspersed poems. Boccaccio produced an allegorical
poem, the Amorosa visione (The Amorous Vision, 1342), as well as along
pastoral poem, the Ninfale fiesolano (The Nymph of Fiesole), probably in
1344—46 (there is some question as to whether he was the author). All



xxviii INTRODUCTION

of these works exalt the power of love, but tend to be more allegorical
in character than the ones he produced in Naples.

Political chaos in Florence led Boccaccio to move to Ravenna, where
records place him in 1346. In 1348 Florence was struck by the worst
plague in European history, which Boccaccio would use as a pretext
to have the ten narrators of the Decameron flee the city and spend the
better part of two weeks telling stories in the Tuscan countryside. Since
the conventional definition of comedy in the Middle Ages was that
such a work began in awful circumstances but ended in happier ones,
Boccaccio’s collection, like Dante’s Commedia, was thus intended to be
seen as a comedy. No hard evidence exists that Boccaccio was actu-
ally in Florence when the plague broke out—indeed, there are records
of Boccaccio’s having been in the town of Forli in late 1347 and early
1348—and many elements in his description of the ravages of the dis-
ease come from the eighth-century Historia Longobardorum (History of
the Lombards) by Paulus Diaconus (“Paul the Deacon”). However, his
father, who was the minister of supply (Ufficiale dellAbbondanza) and
was in charge of organizing relief during the epidemic, may have com-
municated details about the disaster to him. Boccaccio’s father died in
1349, though not from the plague, making Boccaccio the head of his
family and leaving him in difficult economic circumstances.

Despite the criticisms of Florence that Boccaccio voiced in several of
his works, the city had a profound influence on him. In the generation
before his, the traditional, feudal nobility were banned from holding
offices in the city and were forced to tear down the towers they had
built as a way of asserting their dominance. Florence was an extraordi-
narily rich city at the time, but its political life was marked by constant
struggles for wealth and power among different fractions of what we
would call the middle class. The Florentine elite admired intelligence,
imagination, and hard work, and a fair number of people in the city,
including many who came there from the countryside around Florence,
experienced some form of the social mobility that would become one of
the defining features of the European Renaissance, even though they
had not yet developed anything like an ideology of self-fashioning to

define what that mobility meant. There was also, simultaneously, a
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great deal of hostility to la gente nuova, the “new people,” the socially
ambitious who sought to rise above what many thought was their
proper station in life. If Boccaccio’s Decameron reflects some of the
aristocratic principles of the Neapolitan court, principles such as mag-
nanimity and proper manners, which were adopted by the Florentine
ruling class, at the same time his work also reflects the mercantile val-
ues of that class, its emphasis on the intelligence, the calculation, and
the inventiveness needed to succeed in the world of commerce.

Boccaccio probably wrote the Decameron between 1349 and 1351 or
1352, although three of its tales had appeared earlier in his works (two in
the Filocolo and one in the Comedia), and he may well have been assem-
bling materials long before the advent of the plague in 1348. It is pos-
sible that he originally intended a collection of seventy stories told by
seven young women, but he added three men and thirty more stories,
then arranged for his ten narrators to tell their tales on ten separate
days spread over a period of two weeks. (They take two pairs of Fridays
and Saturdays off for religious observances and personal hygiene.) By
thus increasing the number of stories to one hundred, Boccaccio made
his text more closely resemble the Divine Comedy with its one hundred
cantos. That resemblance was also enhanced by many textual refer-
ences within the work to Dante’s epic and by Boccaccio’s expanding the
materials in the frame immediately after Days 3 and 6, thus dividing
the work into three large sections that might recall the three divisions
of Dante’s work. Of course, the Decameron is not about the spiritual
journey of a pilgrim on his way to Paradise after passing through Hell
and Purgatory. Its concern is with earthly matters, and it emphasizes
the body and the body’s pleasures. The very first sentence of Boccac-
cio’s work does not place its author in a dark wood like Dante; instead,
the Decameron begins by emphasizing the earthly and the human—as
well as the humane: “It is a matter of humanity to show compassion
for those who suffer” (see p. 1).

The Decameron marks a turning point in Boccaccio’s career: this
was virtually his last full engagement with a medieval vernacular
genre (or set of genres), for after 1350 he was deeply involved in the
proto-humanistic culture of the Renaissance. In October, he was sent



XXX INTRODUCTION

to welcome Petrarch, the most famous man of letters in Italy, at the
gates of Florence, and the two men quickly formed a close friendship
while Petrarch was staying in Boccaccio’s home. Nonetheless, Boccaccio
regarded his friend as his intellectual superior and consistently referred
to him as magister (“master,” “teacher”). In March of 1351 Boccaccio
was sent to Padua, where Petrarch was then staying, in an attempt—
ultimately unsuccessful—to persuade him to come and live in the city
from which he and his family had been exiled. Boccaccio’s diplomatic
failure did not prevent the two men from engaging in long discussions
that may have influenced what Boccaccio said about the importance
of poetry in the last two books of his De genealogia deorum gentilium
(On the Genealogy of the Pagan Gods), an encyclopedic work on classi-
cal mythology that was finished in 1360, but that Boccaccio revised
throughout the rest of his life. Its defense of poetry in its last books
has much in common with what Boccaccio wrote at the end of the
Decameron, although the Genealogy sees the poet’s role in much more
purely didactic and moralistic terms.

After his life-changing encounter with Petrarch, Boccaccio wrote
very little in Italian. There are a misogynistic diatribe called the Cor-
baccio (The Crow), a consolatory letter to a friend, a little treatise in
praise of Dante (Trattatello in laude di Dante, first edition in 1360), and
his unfinished commentary on the Divine Comedy (Esposizioni sopra la
Comedia di Dante, 1373-75). Some scholars think Boccaccio’s commit-
ment to Petrarchan classicism also entailed a commitment to a certain
kind of antifeminine asceticism as well. Boccaccio’s consolatory letter
was written to Pino de’ Rossi in 1361-62 after the addressee was ban-
ished from Florence by the government because of his connection with
an attempted coup d’état. Significantly, at this point Boccaccio gave his
house in Florence to his brother Iacopo and retired to Certaldo where
he lived for the remainder of his life.

Boccaccio had been very active as a diplomat during the 1350s, going
on numerous missions for the Signoria, the governing body of the city,
both inside and outside Italy. He met Petrarch again in 1359, and by
1360, like his friend, had decided to take holy orders. He also sought the

patronage of Niccolo Acciaiuoli in the court of Naples once again, but
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he failed, for Acciaiuoli never really trusted him, labeling him]ohannés
tranquillitatum, “Fair-weather John,” to suggest Boccaccio’s supposed
undependability in a political crisis—yet another reason for Boccaccio
to retire to Certaldo in the early 1360s.

Inspired by Petrarch, Boccaccio advanced the cause of classical stud-
ies in the 1350s. He persuaded the Florentine government to establish
a chair in Greek at the university in 135960, and he himself produced
a variety of compendia in Latin based on his extensive reading of the
classics. There is a view that Boccaccio’s turn to humanist scholarship,
didacticism, and a form of religious asceticism after 1350 meant that he
came to look down on his earlier, more secular works in the vernacu-
lar. This is supposedly supported by an account in one of Petrarch’s
letters from 1362, which is a response to a lost letter from Boccaccio.
In that letter Boccaccio purportedly said that he had been visited by
a Carthusian monk who had brought him a warning that his death
was imminent and that he should repent of his folly. This apparently
prompted Boccaccio to consider destroying his earlier, “profane” works,
including, of course, the Decameron. In his letter responding to this
incident, Petrarch suggests that the two men were devoting somewhat
more time to literature than they should have, but it ends with a sug-
gestion that they should pool their libraries and live together, a sugges-
tion that is hardly consistent with the idea that Boccaccio was about
to burn his secular writings.

Although Boccaccio traveled a great deal in the 1360s, often going on
diplomatic missions for the city of Florence just as he had in the 1350s,
and managed to see Petrarch one last time in 1368, he had essentially
retired to Certaldo. He worked there on revising his Latin works, and
in 1370-71 he copied the entire Decameron out in his own hand, thus
suggesting that whatever regrets he might have felt about this most
“pagan” and licentious of his works, he remained deeply attached to it.
This manuscript is known as the Hamilton codex and is in the Staats-
bibliothek of Berlin. It is the basis for all modern editions of the work,
although they also make use of a codex in Paris that includes a few
minor additions to what is found in the Hamilton codex.

In 1373 the Florentine government invited Boccaccio to give a series
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of public lectures on Dante, but he only got as far as the seventeenth
canto of the Inferno before he died. He was preceded in death the year
before by Petrarch, whose passing he commemorated in a sonnet, the
last poem in his Rime (Poems). Boccaccio was famously fat and suf-
fered from a variety of illnesses in his last years, which finally led to
his demise in Certaldo on December 21, 1375.

The Decameron in the Middle Ages

Boccaccio was probably thinking about creating a collection of tales
united within a single framework as early as the Filocolo of the 1330s,
in which characters debate various questions about love by telling tales
on the subject. He had also had the nymphs provide accounts of their
exploits in his Comedia delle ninfe fiorentine of 1341~42. And both his
Fiammetta and this Amorosa visione have characters who talk about the
notion of passing the hotter part of the day telling stories. All of this
storytelling tends to occur in some sort of locus amoenus, a “pleasant
place,” that is, an ideal spot of natural harmony and pleasure, like the
ones the company of young men and women in the Decameron find
waiting for them in the countryside to which they flee in order to escape
the ravages of the plague in Florence. Finally, Boccaccio’s choice of a
Hellenizing title for his work is consistent with such early efforts as
the Filostrato and the Teseida, although his real model in this case was
the Hexaemeron of Saint Ambrose, the theologian’s pious elaboration
of the six days of creation. Boccaccio’s reference to this serious work
by means of his title can only be said to be ironic.

There is no precedent in Italian literature for Boccaccio’s use of a
frame narrative to unify his collection. The only collection of stories to
appear before his own was the anonymous Novellino from the late thir-
teenth century, and it is really a series of anecdotes told in a relatively
simple style without any frame whatsoever. Boccaccio took material for
several tales in the Decameron from this collection, but he elaborated
on it considerably. He also drew on the French fabliau, as mentioned
earlier, and on collections of edifying stories, exempla, such as the
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Disciplina clericalis (A School for Clerics) by Peter Alphonsi (or Alfonsi)
from the early fourteenth century, which contains some thirty-seven
tales often derived from Middle Eastern and Asian sources. Moreover,
Boccaccio had historical works he could draw on in both Latin and the
vernacular, and there was classical literature as well, including a variety
of texts by the Roman writers Ovid and Apuleius.

More important as influences on Boccaccio’s work than all these
were the collections of stories from Asia that had been circulating in
translation throughout Europe since the early Middle Ages. Some,
like the Panchatantra (The Five Heads), which was written in Sanskrit
around 500 CE, involved the use of a frame narrative. Boccaccio prob-
ably knew this text, although in a Latin translation based on a Hebrew
version (which was itself based on one in Arabic, which was in turn
based on one in Persian). There was also a collection known as The Seven
Wise Masters, in which seven advisors to an emperor tell him stories
about the evil powers of women to nullify the plot of the empress who
seeks to have the emperor’s son put to death. This technique of fending
off death by telling tales is generally applicable to the situation in the
Decameron, and it appears in the most famous Eastern framed collec-
tion, The Thousand and One Nights, which Boccaccio probably did not
know, as well as in the eighth and ninth books of Apuleius’s Metamor-
phoses, or the Golden Ass, which he certainly did.

The Decameron actually has two frames. Around the stories them-
selves is the frame of the ten narrators and the world they inhabit; it
describes the Florence that has been destroyed by the plague and the
bucolic environments in which the group tells its tales. But that frame
is surrounded in turn by one involving the author and his readers, a
frame that might be called the “macrotext” in order to distinguish it
from the other frame contained within it. Although Boccaccio iden-
tifies the audience of the macrotext specifically as women, it would
perhaps be better to think of it as having multiple audiences consisting
of both men and women since the macrotext really involves anyone
who is reading the work. Boccaccio addresses this multiple audience
on three distinct occasions: in his Preface, in the lengthy Introduc-
tion to Day 4, and in his Author’s Conclusion. In the first of these he
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expresses his sympathy for women, who are trapped inside their houses
and have no way of finding emotional relief when they are in love, and
he dedicates his stories to their recreation, offering them as a form of
vicarious relief. In the other two passages where Boccaccio addresses his
audience directly, he adopts a witty, tongue-in-cheek tone as he defends
the seriousness of his storytelling in the face of a variety of criticisms.
Despite all his witty nonchalance, however, he is really arguing for the
essential value of literature, and in particular for that of prose fiction.
This is important because Boccaccio is one of the first writers in the
West to see prose fiction as a serious, rather than marginalized and
trivial, form of literature. Although Boccaccio is creating a surface of
wit and banter in these passages, underneath it he is clearly quite ear-
nest about the business of writing stories in the vernacular, no matter
how little the world may think of such an enterprise.

To return to the frame story of the Decameron: the book begins with
a description of the plague that feels powerfully real, no matter how
much Boccaccio may have been indebted to written sources. There is a
clear disconnect, however, between that description and the presenta-
tion of the ten young men and women who will narrate the one hundred
stories: we have moved from the realm of history and fact to that of
art and fiction. The storytellers do assemble in a real place, the Church
of Santa Maria Novella, which was probably chosen because the last
word in its name looks forward to the stories, the novelle, they would
be telling. But the literary or fictional nature of Boccaccio’s group of
storytellers is dramatized by the numbers involved: there are ten of
them in all, including seven women and three men. The number seven
had many important associations in late medieval thinking, including
the days of the week, the seven (known) planets, the seven virtues, and
the seven liberal arts. Like seven, the number three could suggest the
Trinity or the three Graces, and it was identified as the male number in
some medieval numerological systems. Moreover, the number ten is the
result of adding one, the number of unity or perfection or God, to nine,
which was considered the “golden number” since, among other things, it
was the result of multiplying three, the number of the Trinity, by itself,
and thus, in a sense, perfecting it. This and other possible examples of
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number symbolism in the Decameron are clearly indebted not just to
medieval thought in general, but also to Dante’s practice in the Divine
Comedy. His work consists of three canticles, which, in turn, are com-
prised of thirty-four cantos (an initial threshold canto plus thirty-three
others) in Inferno, followed by thirty-three cantos each in Purgatorio and
Paradiso. Dante’s number symbolism ultimately points to the mysteri-
ous, mystical identity of God (one) with the other persons of the Trinity
(three). The numbers used in Boccaccio’s work may echo Dante’s, but it
would be hard to argue that they aim at such a spiritual end.

The fictional nature of the company of storytellers is also suggested
by Boccaccio’s refusal to call them by their real names and his giv-
ing them other, allegorical ones instead. Various scholars have tried to
identify the real people supposedly hiding behind these masks, but with
little success, and a variety of different allegories have been suggested
for the division of the group into seven women and three men. (On this
matter as well as the issue of number symbolism, see the first of the
Headnotes following this Introduction.) Perhaps the most important
thing Boccaccio is doing by inviting readers to think about the allegori-
cal names of the ten narrators is preparing us to think in allegorical
terms about the stories they will tell as well. Thinking in allegorical
terms was, of course, the “default position” for readers in the Middle
Ages, who had been trained since antiquity to think about the Bible
as well as a wide variety of both secular and religious texts, that every
narrative—if not everything in the universe—could and should be
interpreted allegorically.

The unrealistic, fictional character of the storytellers is enhanced
by Boccaccio’s descriptions of the settings in which they tell their tales:
they are all delightful places in the countryside in which nature has
been carefully shaped by art. During their first day away from Florence,
the group travels about two miles to Fiesole and installs itself in a little
palace atop a hill. The palace has bedrooms adorned with fresh flow-
ers and soft, comfortable beds; its water is pure; its cellars are stocked
with the finest wine; and the food is excellent and abundant. More
important, the palace also has a variety of gardens around it as well

as a spacious, shaded meadow in which the group spends its first two
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afternoons telling stories. They then relocate to an equally attractive
palace on Day 3, although the garden attached to it in which they tell
their tales is surrounded by a wall and contains a little meadow with a
fountain at its center. Not surprisingly, this walled garden is explicitly
compared to the earthly paradise, although it is a distinctly artificial
one, created by human beings, not by God.

The final relocation made by the group takes place on Day 7, when
they go to the Valley of the Ladies. This ideal natural space may well
be some version of Heaven, as several critics have suggested, but if so,
itis the Heaven of Art itself, with all its vegetation growing in terraces
arranged like tiers in an amphitheater as they descend toward the bot-
tom of the valley. Atits center there is a little lake of crystal-clear water,
in which, at the end of Day 6, the ladies take a swim and in which the
men do the same thing later on. This swimming can be read as a kind
of ritual purification, for they all go to the valley the following day, Day
7, during which they will tell some of the most salacious tales in Boc-
caccio’s book before returning to the palace they had stayed in on Days
3 to 6 and in whose walled garden they will tell the rest of their stories.

In short, Boccaccio uses the frame of the Decameron to transport
his ten young men and women from plague-stricken Florence into a
series of artificial paradise-like natural spaces in the country in which
they amuse themselves by talking and singing and dancing, by eating
and drinking, and, most memorably, by telling stories. Those stories
are, of course, art on display, just as art is on display in all the “natural”
locations where their storytelling takes place. The ten young men and
women have achieved their own version of paradise, a kind of salvation,
during their two weeks in the country, although the paradise and the
salvation they achieve are the result of human effort, of art, and unlike

Dante’s, they have a decidedly earthly nature.

The Decameron in the Middle of the Plague

Boccaccio’s framed collection of stories takes an actual event, the

plague that invaded Europe in 1347-48 and carried off as much as a
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third of the population in some areas, and uses it as the catalyst for his
ten young narrators to go out into the country and tell their tales. The
plague has essentially destroyed the civilization of Florence. The social,
political, and religious institutions and hierarchies that served to orga-
nize and direct people’s life have all broken down. Laws have ceased to
function, religious institutions failed to carry out their responsibilities,
and the few servants left scarcely obey their masters (or are cared for by
their masters in turn). As hierarchies collapse, the boundaries between
people and things, the boundaries that provide essential definitions and
distinctions, are effaced. People can enter others’ houses with impu-
nity; animals in the country wander out of their fields because their
masters have died; and the boundaries of sexual propriety are crossed
as women do not hesitate to expose themselves at times to their male
servants. Even the dividing line between humans and animals is erased,
as Boccaccio describes how a pair of pigs, tossing about the rags of a
plague victim with their snouts, themselves succumb to the disease. In
short, the structures that maintain society all seem to have crumbled.

Equally important, the affective bonds that hold people together
in families, neighborhoods, political alliances, and the like have been
destroyed by the plague. Families have been decimated by the disease,
and Boccaccio reports with horror that family members no longer take
care of one another. Many people retreat from social contact altogether
by staying in their homes, and although others band together in groups
to eat, drink, and be merry, we are told that such irresponsible social-
izing does not keep them from avoiding death. Perhaps most striking
in this regard is the alteration in burial customs. Funerals are collective
occasions that enable communities to manage the breach in society
that has been opened up by death, but the sheer scope of the mortal-
ity caused by the plague has made funerals impossible. No longer do
the female friends and relations of the deceased gather in the house to
pay their last respects. No longer do the men gather to do so outside.
Priests and mourners can scarcely be found to form a proper funeral
cortege; the dead are carried on wooden planks instead of being borne
to their grave sites on proper biers; a funeral procession for a single

person is quickly made into one for a host of victims; and many of the
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dead are simply tossed into mass graves, like so much cargo piled up
in a ship’s hold. In short, one of the primary rituals that functions as
the glue holding society together has been destroyed, turning Florence
not only into a city whose structures have collapsed, but one in which
people are fundamentally disconnected from one another.

Essentially, Florence has become a living Hell. People are trapped
inside a city of the dead, forced to endure endless repetitions of the same
sterile events that only provoke depression and despair. In this context,
it is significant that Pampinea, the leader of Boccaccio’s group of story-
tellers, proposes that she and her friends flee the city. She stresses the
fact that they are doing the same things over and over again, as if their
lives consisted of nothing except listening to the moans and groans of
the dying, counting the number of corpses piling up, and experiencing
the terror that they, too, might soon become victims of the disease.
Of course, to be trapped in such a deadly vicious circle is precisely
the punishment meted out to the damned in Dante’s Inferno, who are
condemned to repeat some allegorical version of their sins in one of
the circles of Hell over and over again for all eternity, often enough by
literally running around the circle to which they have been consigned.

It is with some relief for the reader—and for Boccaccio himself—
that he finally describes how Pampinea and her friends come together
one Tuesday morning and decide to flee the vicious circle of Florence’s
Hell by escaping into the countryside. Although they take pains to
justify their flight, they hardly need to do so, for they have been aban-
doned by family and friends and servants, and the social structures
that would normally provide stability in their lives have collapsed. A
two-week escape to the country, with ten of the days involved being
devoted to storytelling, thus seems like a perfectly reasonable decision.
Their sojourn in the country will be more than a mere escape, of course;
it will be a way for them to find some personal and intellectual, if not
social and institutional, means to cope with the plague, perhaps a way
for them to restore at least certain aspects of their city that has been
turned into a living Hell.

The group takes a remarkable and unprecedented step when it goes

off to the country, for it goes there to invent a life for itself to replace the
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one it left behind. To be more precise: to compensate for the structures
and rituals that once organized life in Florence, the group creates a set
of artfully invented rituals or ritual-like activities for themselves. Of
course, throughout the Middle Ages, people would frequently step out-
side their normal social life in order to participate in rituals or ritual-
like activities. They would go on processions and pilgrimages, attend
religious services, and join in all the collective, often raucous festivities
sprinkled throughout the year from Christmas to carnival to All Hal-
lows’ Eve. As people still do, they would enter what is usually spoken
of as aliminal (from Latin limen: “threshold”) time and space separate
from that of their ordinary social world, even if nowadays it may be,
for instance, just the few special hours set aside for trick-or-treating on
Halloween. But the narrators of the Decameron are not participating
in a preestablished festivity of this sort, one whose rules were more or
less codified; they are inventing their own ritual-like activity out of
whole cloth.

The group thus begins the process by leaving their normal world and
going out into the country, but as we have noted, they do not exactly
enter the wilds of nature. Just as all ritual activities involve liminal
spaces, the group finds palaces to accommodate them and, more impor-
tant, tells their tales in meadows and gardens attached to those palaces
that are likewise spaces situated betwixt and between, embracing both
nature and culture at the same time. The group then shapes its day by
altering the normal routines they would have followed back in Flor-
ence. They are, in fact, even more organized than they would have been
at home, perhaps in order to compensate for the utter chaos created
there by the plague. They also quickly create a temporary and unusual
sociopolitical structure for themselves that is quite different from that
of Florence. Although by coming with their servants they do retain at
least one aspect of their city’s traditional hierarchy, they invent a kind
of revolving monarchy, naming a new king or queen for each day of
storytelling and passing the crown from one to the other until all ten
of them have had a chance to rule.

By spending so much time in one another’s company, the group

restores something of the society that was destroyed in Florence.
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Indeed, as they walk, and especially as they dance, they literally touch
one another, restoring the contact that the plague had made far too
dangerous. But it is by telling stories in particular that they create a
sense of community, of shared values and pleasures, for their stories
complement the structure their daily routine supplies and give a posi-
tive intellectual and emotional content to their experience. They serve
to restore a kind of rationality (one of the verbs most frequently used
for their storytelling is ragionare: to speak, discuss, or reason about)
and a real feeling of compassion (many of their stories deliberately
provoke that response and in some cases bring them close to tears).
After all, rationality and compassion were lost in Florence when the
Black Death descended on the city. As they tell their stories, the group
sits in a symbolic circle: they turn their backs to the outside world and
face one another, reinforcing their connectedness by looking at and
listening to the other members of the group. If life back in Florence
had become something like a vicious circle of Hell, the storytellers
respond to this by creating a circle of their own, but one that affirms
their personal health and social well-being and thus, in a sense, supplies
a cure for the plague.

Participating in rituals impacts people, for by stepping outside their
ordinary roles and abrogating the rules of society at least temporar-
ily, they enter a liminal space and time that gives them a freedom, a
license to engage in all sorts of normally unpermitted behaviors. Boc-
caccio’s young men and women can thus tell stories that have made the
Decameron synonymous with witty irreverence, mockery, and sexual
license. Festive freedom also allows for a kind of stocktaking, enabling
people to reflect on themselves and to clarify the nature of their social
world. The experience may lead to nothing more than a reaffirma-
tion of conventional structures and rules, but it can also enable the
contemplation of alternatives. In other words, rituals and festivities
have a creative potential that makes for the possibility—or at least the
thought—of change. Such stocktaking, reflection, self-reflection, and
potential thinking about alternatives are precisely what Boccaccio’s
group is doing—and it does so, of course, primarily by means of its

artfully constructed stories.
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Through their tales as well as through their interactions with one
another, the storytellers of the Decameron are thus engaged in the proj-
ect not just of restoring the Florence they have left behind—although
they are certainly doing that—but of reimagining, however uncon-
sciously and unprogrammatically, that society through their art.
Although they all come from the same social class, they populate their
stories with a wide range of individuals—aristocrats, merchants and
tradesmen, artisans and peasants, women as well as men—and this cast
of characters includes both Florentines and people from all over Italy
as well as the rest of Europe and the Mediterranean basin. It may be
misleading to speak of the narrators as “reimagining” the society they
live in, for they do not construct some sort of blueprint for a brave new
world to replace the Florence that has been ravaged by the plague. The
Decameron, after all, is not Utopig; it is not a discursive exploration of
social alternatives. Rather, through its stories, it implicitly offers alter-
natives to the moral and religious teachings of the Church, opens up
new vistas of possibilities for women’s as well as men’s behavior, argues
for the importance of the body and its pleasures, stresses the value of
generosity and magnanimity, and celebrates intelligence in all its forms
as essential for personal happiness as well as social survival. Clearly,
the Decameron is not suggesting a full-scale social and religious reor-
dering of society, let alone an economic or political one; it is not what
one would call a revolutionary work. But it does take a small step in
the direction of More’s groundbreaking text, a text that would usher
in the era of rethinking social norms and structures that we call the
Renaissance.

Reimagining the world the storytellers live in is actually an entirely
appropriate response to the plague’s destruction of Florence. Although
Boccaccio never uses a word such as “new” or “novel” to describe the
Black Death itself, his description of it leaves no doubt that nothing
like this has ever happened before, even if, ironically, his borrowing
parts of his description of the plague from Paulus Diaconus suggests
the devastation was by no means unprecedented. Nevertheless, the
plague of 1347-48 was indeed unique, if only because of its severity

and the widespread effects it had on Italy and on Europe generally.
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This new, this unprecedented calamity, Boccaccio tells us in his Intro-
duction, provokes the creation of all sorts of new customs in Florence,
customs that largely seem inconsistent with any sort of social order. In
this context, then, it makes perfect sense for the group of storytellers to
find their own new solution to the problems the plague has produced,
and it is especially fitting that their central activity is to tell stories,
for “stories” in Italian is novelle, a word that derives from nuovo, “new,”
and that always has some sense that the story involved is new, differ-
ent, unexpected, a notion enshrined as well in the idea of the “news,”
which would be another perfectly legitimate way to translate novelle.
Moreover, Boccaccio’s fiction is new in another remarkable way, for he
deliberately breaks with the storytelling traditions of the Middle Ages
by setting almost all his tales in real places and presenting real histori-
cal characters and, at times, events in them, even though their plots
are, by and large, literary inventions. Reflecting the liminal world of
the storytellers, those tales are thus also situated betwixt and between,
hybrids that yoke together history and literature, always playing with
the fact that both can be described by means of the same word, story.

The social rethinking done in the Decameron is most evident in its
principal themes. To a certain extent, those themes may be found in
the topics that the group selects to organize their individual days of
storytelling. The principal ones are four in number, introduced more
or less in this order: intelligence, Fortune, desire (or appetite), and mag-
nanimity. In one way or another, however, each story in the Decameron
can be said to be about one or more of these themes.

“Intelligence” is really a shorthand term for all the many different
words Boccaccio uses in Italian to identify a range of mental attributes,
from reason, prudence, and sound judgment through good sense, sagac-
ity, and resourcefulness, down to ingenuity, cleverness, and trickery.
From the very first day, which has no set topic for storytelling, intel-
ligence manifests itself in the ability to speak well, in eloquence, and in
a generally witty way with words. More important, intelligence enables
people to create compelling fictions, to make up stories, that persuade
others to do their bidding, It is thus essential to one’s social survival,

both a defensive resource to protect one from the depredations of the
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powerful, and an offensive weapon that is necessary if individuals are
to get what they desire. To put it differently: intelligence is essential for
reaching some sort of accommodation between the individual and soci-
ety. In an ideal world, all people would possess it, and it would enable
them to fulfill their desires while maintaining some sort of social order.
But intelligence can also be used in purely self-interested ways that
work against social harmony, and it can have a nasty, even sadistic edge.
By the time his work is done, Boccaccio has let us see this dimension
of intelligence as well.

Boccaccio’s second main theme involves Fortune, a concept that had
been around since Roman times and was even personified and turned
into a goddess. Although it is an issue in practically every story in the
Decameron, it is the specific focus of Day 2, standing, in essence, for
all the uncertainties and vagaries and contingencies of the world. In
a rigorously Christian theological scheme, such as Dante’s, Fortune is
God’s servant, which means that everything that happens, whether
for good or ill, must have some sort of divine sanction, even if human
beings cannot see how that can be. There are moments in the Deca-
meron when Fortune seems to function in this way, but in general,
Fortune is a more secular matter in Boccaccio’s work, the set of forces
and circumstances that intelligence must deal with in its pursuit of
human happiness. Sometimes Fortune is embodied in the irrational
resistance and hostility and malice of people; sometimes it is just a
matter of “dumb luck.” In any case, it stands as a limit, reminding the
reader that intelligence is not all powerful and that even the wisest and
cleverest among us sometimes need a break.

When relying on their intelligence to deal with whatever Fortune
may hand them, Boccaccio’s characters typically place that intelligence
in the service of desire, and in particular, sexual desire or appetite.
Indeed, if Boccaccio has any axe to grind, it is with the Church and its
teaching about sex, for he insists on the naturalness, the inescapability—
and hence the goodness—of human beings’ appetites, and in particular
the one he calls love, which almost always has sexual desire at its core.
Boccaccio actually mounts a defense of sexual desire in the Introduc-

tion to Day 4, not surprisingly by composing a little story to make his
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point. In most of Boccaccio’s tales, desire is centrally concerned with
the body and its pleasures, and godere, “to enjoy,” not surprisingly, is a
key verb throughout the Decameron. Even more important is far festa,
a phrase with a large number of possible meanings: to make a fuss over
someone, to greet someone with enthusiasm, to feel happy and flattered
about something, to celebrate, to stage some sort of party or festivity,
and to engage in a ritual celebration such as a wedding or a coronation.
The phrase inevitably invokes the idea of carnival, with all its licen-
tiousness, its satire of the conventional social order, its celebration of
the body, and its investment in food, drink, sex, and things material. Far
festa thus points to the importance of collective, communal activities,
and accordingly, the comic endings that conclude so many of Boccac-
cio’s stories invariably involve pairs of individuals, couples, who live
“happily ever after,” and who are often joined by entire communities
participating in some final festivity that rounds off the tale.

Desire can also have insalubrious forms, for some of Boccaccio’s
characters are possessed by the urge to inflict harm and to humiliate
others. Indeed, some of his most memorable characters get a certain
satisfaction from deceiving or outwitting others, a sentiment that is not
unrelated to sadism. Desire in all its forms is something that intelli-
gence is primed to serve, but desire, like intelligence, can also be a threat
both to people and to the society they live in. A balancing act of sorts
is thus absolutely necessary, the Decameron seems to suggest, but how
to achieve such a balancing act is never clearly defined, making desire
a mixed affair, to say the least.

The last theme of general importance in the Decameron is that of
magnanimity. This is introduced in several individual stories on Day
1, but it becomes the actual topic selected for the tenth and final day
of the work, where it is offered as a corrective of sorts for the kinds of
tales that were told on the preceding days. Magnanimity—variously
called generosity, liberality, magnificence, and even compassion and
humanity—is an aristocratic virtue that was largely embraced by
members of the Florentine mercantile elite and that manifests itself in
the bestowing of elaborate rewards on others. Although it is the specific
topic of Day 10, the theme actually appears throughout the collection
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whenever Boccaccio’s characters, and especially members of the elite,
offer food or wealth or positions of social and political importance to
those below them. Predictably, Boccaccio’s social inferiors often seem
to have “earned” those rewards by means of the intelligence they have
displayed in dealing with their superiors, an intelligence that those
superiors recognize even when they see themselves being manipulated
by it. Boccaccio’s celebration of magnanimity in Day 10 is meant to
end his work on a high note and in a sense to return us to the very
beginning, for in being identified with both compassion and human-
ity, it deliberately recalls the opening words of Boccaccio’s Preface, in
which he states that his purpose in writing the Decameron is his desire
to display his humanity by bestowing compassion on those who suffer.

The Structure of the Decameron:
Betwixt and Between

The four principal themes of the Decameron are integrated into the
distinctive structure of Boccaccio’s work. Critics have offered a num-
ber of different models for that structure, some of which present the
work as centered about Day 5, with its love stories featuring happy
endings, or about Days 5 and 6, the latter of which contains stories
about how people use witty quips to negotiate their relationships with
others. The Italian scholar Vittore Branca long ago suggested what I
think is a more compelling vision of the work’s structure because it
accounts for the progressive nature of one’s reading experience as one
moves through it from start to finish. In Branca’s view, we begin with
stories primarily featuring people who often use their intelligence to
reprove the vices of the great on Day 1; confront Fortune on Days 2
and 3; deal with love in tragic and then comic modalities on the next
two days; focus on intelligence in various forms from Day 6 to Day o;
and end with magnanimity on Day 10. Branca sees this movement as
constituting a cathartic experience by the time we are done. By con-
trast, Teodolinda Barolini has argued that the Decameron has a circu-
lar structure, emphasizing the fact that the storytellers journey away
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from Florence to a set of locations increasingly distant from the city
before they begin to retrace their steps, and that they tell tales designed
to enable them to recuperate something of the rational control and
human compassion the plague had destroyed back in Florence. She
rightly emphasizes that many of the tales from Day 6 on are set in Flor-
ence as the group begins its return journey, and that the more realistic
stories of Days 7, 8, and 9 concern people close to the storytellers in
time and space, thus making the novelle told about them a little less
like stories and a little more like news from home. Barolini’s argument,
however, like Branca’s, fails to account for a crucial fact, namely that
the intelligence on display in the tales of Day 6 is considerably more
attractive than what one sees on Days 7, 8, and 9, nor does Barolini’s
claim that the group is making a gradual return to Florence in their
stories deal with the fact that almost all of those on Day 10 are set else-
where, sometimes in quite exotic, if not fantastic, locations. Following
Branca’s more “evolutionary” model for the structure of the Decameron,
let me offer another view of what Boccaccio is trying to accomplish,
a view that will finally stress the unresolved nature of his arguments
and the open-ended character of his collection. In the last analysis,
the Decameron leaves the reader betwixt and between on a variety of
issues, in the midst of a muddle about them, although that muddle,
like all muddles, nevertheless offers us important creative possibilities.

To understand what Boccaccio is attempting to do through the
structure of his work, let us actually begin with the conclusion of Day 6
and with Dioneo, who has distinguished himself throughout the Deca-
meron as the most irreverent and subversive of the storytellers. Dioneo
has just been chosen king and is thus responsible for naming the topic
for the stories to be told the next day. The topic he selects is the tricks
that women play on their husbands for the sake of love or for their own
preservation, and it instantly raises the hackles of the women in the
group who reject it almost as soon as they hear it. By contrast, no such
protest occurs on any other day, not even after Filostrato has proposed
that on Day 4 the group tell stories about the “harsh topic” (see p. 308)
of tragedy. Dioneo finally manages to persuade the ladies to accept
what he wants, although they do so without much enthusiasm. In fact,
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their irritation with his topic is later confirmed by Lauretta, when she
is named queen for the next day of storytelling and announces her new
topic. She begins by insisting that she has every right to exact vengeance
by having the group tell tales about the tricks husbands play on their
wives, but she finally declares that she will rise above her feelings and
have them tell a variety of stories about the tricks all kinds of people
play on one another. The ladies’ irritation may well seem somewhat
mysterious, since the first six days of the Decameron contain many
examples of women cleverly deceiving men, any number of whom are
in fact their husbands. But there is a good reason for Dioneo’s topic to
irritate them, for it implicitly challenges a number of key assumptions
on which the first six days of storytelling were based, effectively turn-
ing the whole world of the Decameron topsy-turvy.

Dioneo’s topic actually entails at least three separate challenges.
First—and most obviously—it contains an affront to conventional
morality and social harmony: women’s wit will achieve sexual satis-
faction for them outside of marriage and at the expense of the men
they deceive. Second, his topic is challenging to the group because it
both appears to identify women rather than their lovers as the respon-
sible agents in their illicit love affairs and deliberately portrays them as
the antagonists of men—of their husbands—rather than as, say, the
accomplices of their lovers. Finally, Dioneo’s topic implicitly contains
a distinctly antihierarchical element, insofar as Boccaccio’s society
thought of women as being socially, politically, intellectually—indeed,
ontologically—inferior to men.

Dioneo underscores the antihierarchical character of his topic by
deliberately identifying it with the servant girl Licisca who, at the start
of Day 6, violently interrupts the pattern of decorous dining and danc-
ing and storytelling established during the first five days of the Deca-
meron. Uninvited, Licisca bursts into the space occupied by the group,
scolding her fellow servant Tindaro, who comes with her but is scarcely
permitted a word in his own defense, and calling him a fool for think-
ing that women are virgins when they marry. She then goes on to pro-
test the fact that women should be controlled by men at all, and she
proclaims it the right of every wife to play tricks on her husband. The
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key word she uses here is beffe, which means tricks, to be sure, but also
implies scorn for the poor husband who has been deceived. In social
terms Licisca is doubly disruptive both because of what she says and
because of what she does, for she is a woman who speaks against a man
and against male authority, and she is a servant who thrusts herself
unbidden into the space of her social superiors. At the end of Day 6,
when Dioneo, who has already taken Licisca’s side in her dispute with
Tindaro, chooses his topic for the next day’s stories, he says he picks
it precisely because of what Licisca said, thus essentially confirming
the social and sexual inversion that her disruption entailed. Ironically,
although the obstreperous Licisca is finally silenced, Dioneo’s choice of
a topic for Day 7 effectively gives Licisca—unruly servant and unruly
woman—her voice back again, making her an invisible, disruptive pres-
ence throughout the stories to come.

Dioneo’s challenge actually does more than irritate the women in the
group; it provokes a succession of stories of trickery that surprisingly
does not end with the seventh day, but continues on through the eighth,
whose topic is, as has been noted, the tricks that all sorts of people play
on one another. Such storytelling persists through the ninth day as well,
even though this day has no specific topic and the storytellers are sup-
posedly free to speak on any subject that interests them. This three-day
torrent of tales radically alters the trajectory that the Decameron had
established during its first six days, forcing the reader to reevaluate the
meanings of intelligence and desire, which seemed, up to that point, key
ingredients in the creation of a happy and productive society.

The structural pattern of the Decameron up until Day 7 was basically
an alternating one. Thus, after having presented stories on the first
day about characters who escaped from difficulties or reproved oth-
ers by means of their intelligence and control of language, Boccaccio
focused his second day on the irrational power symbolized by Fortune,
which can defeat the cleverest plans of the cleverest tricksters, although
Fortune turns out to be a rather benevolent deity when all is said and
done. Underscoring the importance of intelligence in managing the
social world, Boccaccio responds to the stories of the second day with

those of the third in which he celebrates human beings’ industria, that
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is, their ingenuity, resourcefulness, and industriousness, thus showing
how intelligence, once again, is essential for social survival, achieving its
ends despite the opposition of Fortune. On Day 4, Boccaccio turns his
attention to tragedy, which is the result of the intolerance, perversity,
and intransigent hatred inside some people that stands in the way of
the protagonists’ fulfilling their sexual desires and that no amount of
intelligence can outmaneuver. By the next day, Boccaccio has turned
from tragedy to comedy, to stories about love and desire fulfilled rather
than lives sadly cut short. The Decameron then reaches a kind of climax
on the sixth day, whose stories celebrate an ideal Florence made up of
witty, clever citizens, whose intelligence is manifested in their motti—
that is, their witty quips and clever repartee. In general, then, the first
six days of the Decameron have a distinctive shape in which days stress-
ing the limitations of intelligence alternate with those celebrating its
capabilities, the latter outnumbering and containing those focused on
the power of Fortune and human perversity. By the end of Day 6, it
would seem as though Boccaccio has created a version of his own quite
human and humane Hexaemeron. Like Saint Ambrose, whose work
described the first six days of the creation of the world, Boccaccio has
led his readers to the point of imagining something like a re-created
Florence arising out of the chaos of the plague. Saint Ambrose fittingly
stops at the sixth day, because God rested on the seventh. Boccaccio, .
by contrast, keeps on going—and that makes all the difference in the
world.

The vision of a renewed Florence imagined during the first six days
of the Decameron assumes that the potentially leveling power of intel-
ligence does not pose a serious threat to the traditional, hierarchical
social order. Indeed, the deliberately idealizing sixth day presents a
range of witty characters, from the noblewoman of the first tale down
to the rascally Frate Cipolla of the tenth, but in this version of an ide-
alized Florence, the socially disruptive potential of wit is extremely
qualified. In the first place, some of Boccaccio’s “heroes” are, in fact,
members of the social elite, the mercantile aristocracy, while others
may be less elevated, but are still highly regarded writers and artists.

More important, when members of the lower orders use their wits to
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defend themselves or to satisfy their desires on Day 6, their actions
either have no real effect on the established social hierarchy, or actually
serve to confirm it. For example, in the second story of the day, when
the baker Cisti seemingly refuses to send some of his special wine as a
gift to his social superior, Messer Geri Spina, Cisti’s refusal is actually a
rebuke directed at Messer Geri’s servant who has come with an overly
large container in order to have some of the wine for himself. His is no
wine for servants, but for gentlemen, insists Cisti, thus defending the
class hierarchy of Florentine society, which he reinforces at the end of
the story by happily having an entire cask of the wine delivered directly
to Messer Geri himself. In this connection, one should recall that the
sixth day began with Boccaccio’s group of storytellers carefully distin-
guishing itself from the lower orders represented by its servants, from
Licisca and Tindaro, whose quarrel may have disrupted their peaceful
order, but who were finally silenced by the reigning queen.

Dioneo’s challenge and the torrent of stories starting on Day 7
about tricks people play on one another fundamentally challenges the
assumption that intelligence will serve the interests of personal desire
while preserving social harmony. Up through Day 6, when tricksters
used their wits to satisfy their appetites, they seldom inflicted harm
on—indeed, they often benefited—their dupes and thus reinforced or
even enhanced the traditional social order. By contrast, on Days 7, 8,
and 9 intelligence often serves as an instrument of antisocial malice
and sadism. Of course, there was always a touch of sadistic pleasure in
the tricksters’ abuse of their dupes before then, but what is really strik-
ing about these three days is how often the sadistic element involved
in the stories is either excessive, or gratuitous, or both. Thus, tricksters
do not merely satisfy their desires by deceiving their dupes, but subject
them to humiliation and even to physical harm. Perhaps the worst
treatment accorded a dupe occurs in the seventh story of Day 8, the
story of the scholar and the widow, who almost kill one another, play-
ing tricks whose sole purpose is to inflict suffering and humiliation on
their victim. Indeed, the group of storytellers finds this tale excessively
harsh and says so. The essential point in such stories is that the dupes
do not go away satisfied, albeit deceived, as they did repeatedly in the
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first six days. Moreover, on these three days intelligence fails to gener-
ate the sort of positive, inclusive community one often saw in the first
half of the Decameron. When individuals do band together now, they
are groups of tricksters who do so in order to torment a dupe who is,
of necessity, rejected by, if not ejected from, the community involved.
In other words, they define themselves against others rather than with,
or by means of, them; the society they create is exclusive, not inclusive.
Significantly, in the ninth story of Day 8, the hapless dupe, who thinks
he is about to be initiated into a merry society of “privateers” led by a
pair of tricksters, winds up being ejected from it instead, unceremoni-
ously dumped into a ditch filled with excrement.

If Days 7, 8, and 9 expose the union of intelligence and social benevo-
lence as an illusion, they similarly reveal that women, in particular,
use that intelligence to achieve what they desire by operating as men’s
antagonists more than their allies and accomplices. Now they are
presented as betrayers who sell themselves for money, as corrupters
of their husbands who turn them into drunkards, as shrews who beat
their husbands and need beatings in return, and as sadists who derive
pleasure from the humiliation and suffering of their husbands and of
other men. Moreover, although women’s sexuality was potentially a
problem for men during the first six days because of its abundance,
it is now frightening because it is associated with betrayal, pain, and
humiliation. Revealingly, in these tales women often wind up “on top,”
both literally at times, and figuratively more often, as they beat men or
arrange to have that beating done on their behalf, and expose them to
the jeers of others or even of an entire community. Not surprisingly,
as tales of trickery continue on Days 8 and 9, a number of them stress
the way men resort to force in order to maintain their dominance over
women, a theme that receives its purest expression in the ninth story of
Day 9, the story of the sage Solomon who has a husband domesticate
his shrewish wife by thrashing her mercilessly.

Finally, the stories of the seventh, eighth, and ninth days explode
the illusion that intelligence will necessarily help to preserve some ver-
sion of the traditional hierarchical social order. To be sure, there are

many stories on those days in which social superiors put their nominal
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inferiors—servants or wives—in their places, often resorting to force
in order to do so. However, the more typical pattern on these days is
to have characters at the same social level deceive one another or to
have inferiors deceive their social superiors, such as when a pair of
painters make a fool of a university-trained physician in one story, a
Sicilian prostitute undoes a wealthy merchant, and wives repeatedly
deceive and humiliate their husbands. Even though intelligence does
not openly challenge the traditional social hierarchy in these stories,
it almost always fails to confirm it. Instead, the world represented in
them is essentially bipolar, divided between the witty and their prey.
Social life is turned into a constant competition, which produces end-
lessly shifting hierarchies of tricksters and gulls so that one person’s
dupe today may well become someone else’s con man tomorrow. Such
a vision of human life hardly seems consistent with any sort of stable,
traditional social order at all. If, on the upside, it suggests that some
people are educable, in that fools can turn into tricksters, on the down-
side it suggests that even the wisest of tricksters can sometimes play
the fool, with the result that society seems a free-for-all in which one
can never afford to let down one’s guard.

Dioneo’s challenge and the stories it provokes have indeed turned
the world of the Decameron topsy-turvy, leaving us as readers situated
betwixt and between, in a conceptual muddle about how to judge the
intelligence that once seemed so essential to the restoration of Flor-
ence. By proposing his topic for the seventh day, Dioneo has opened
up a Pandora’s box, prompting stories that relentlessly undermine the
group’s previous collective fantasy about the compatibility of human
intelligence, sexual desire, and social happiness, a fantasy that turns out
to be possible only if the hostility, competitiveness, and sexual fears and
rivalries that galvanize intelligence into action are successfully hidden
from sight, as they generally were throughout the first six days. What
the stories of Days 7, 8, and 9 suggest is that a society based on intel-
ligence placed in the service of desire may, in fact, be no society at all.

In response to the problematic nature of intelligence on these three
days, Boccaccio has his narrators turn to an alternative principle, that

of magnanimity, on the tenth and last day in an attempt to identify



INTRODUCTION liii

an unambiguously positive source of civilized values. Magnanimity is
presented as being about bestowing things on others rather than taking
things away from them, about repressing desire, including one’s sexual
appetites, rather than giving in to them. Magnanimity thus seems the
missing ingredient needed to construct a truly civilized society, which
is what the storytellers putatively aim to do during their retreat to the
countryside from the plague-ridden city. For example, in one story the
protagonist willingly renounces his claims on the woman he has long
loved with desperation and restores her to the husband who has seem-
ingly abandoned her, and in another, a king foregoes his desire for the
young daughters of a former enemy in order to live up to the best image
of himself, thus affirming a positive, ideal notion of kingship. And
in the very last story of the collection, the famous tale of the patient
Griselda, the heroine’s self-abnegation takes the virtue of magnanimity
to an ultimate—and perhaps unbelievable—level.

Precisely because it may well be unbelievable, however, this last
example should give us pause. Although most readers who come away
from the story feel that Griselda is the one who exemplifies magnanim-
ity in acceding to her husband Gualtieri’s every wish, it is more accurate
to say that he, not she, is the example of magnanimity being offered
the reader. For he initially displays his generosity by taking Griselda
from abject poverty and making her his bride, and then, after he has
deprived her of everything, including her children, has divorced her,
and has sadistically ordered her to serve as an attendant on his new
bride at their wedding, it turns out that he has not really taken any-
thing away at all, her children are alive, and the girl he is to marry is
actually Griselda’s daughter, who is restored to her mother in a trium-
phant affirmation of her patience. In other words, it is Gualtieri who
displays magnanimity in giving so much to Griselda both at the start
of the story and then, again, at the end. The problem here is that in
order to be magnanimous this second time, he had to take away what
he originally bestowed on her, and his doing so—and the suffering that
he inflicts on his victim—are the real focus of the story. His final act of
generosity thus appears supplementary, gratuitous, and fundamentally

incapable of compensating for the torment to which he subjected his
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wife over a number of years. The narrator of this story is, of course,
Dioneo, whose tales almost always parody the ones that come before
them, and Dioneo actually frames his story at the start by denouncing
the matta bestialita, the “senseless brutality” (see p. 839), of Gualtieri
and his sadistic project.

At the end of his story, Dioneo asks rhetorically whether anyone
other than Griselda would have endured so cheerfully the trials to
which Gualtieri subjected her, and then goes on to say that it would
have served him right if his wife had been the kind of woman who,
having been thrown out of his house wearing nothing but her shift,
would have given herself to another man instead. Dioneo’s comment
underscores the unreality of Griselda’s perfect patience as well as the
sadism and cruelty involved in Gualtieri’s behavior, and it suggests that
a truer, more human, more natural emotion for her to have felt was
not the self-abnegation involved in her submission to her husband’s
whims, but a desire for revenge that would have led her to betray him
with another man. In other words, Dioneo’s comment—like his entire
story—leads us right back to the tales of Days 7, 8, and 9, tales in which
human beings are not motivated by high-minded altruism and generos-
ity, but selfish desires for money, sex, and power, coupled with a keen
desire for revenge when those desires are thwarted. That, Dioneo is
saying, is the human reality.

The qualified nature of magnanimity is reinforced by several aspects
of the stories on Day 10. While a large number of the more realistic
tales of Days 7, 8, and g are set in Florence, those of this day are located
elsewhere, sometimes in Italian cities quite distant from Boccaccio’s
hometown, as well as in foreign countries such as Spain, in the ancient
Roman Empire, and even in such exotic locales as Cathay and Egypt.
Moreover, the somewhat unreal quality of these stories is documented
by the extreme behavior of characters like Griselda and Gualtieri,
among many others. Finally, there are two stories that actually take
magic seriously, one of which has a magician create a spring garden
in the midst of a cold, snowy January, while the other involves trans-
porting its protagonist from Egypt back to his home in Italy overnight

on a magic bed. Such displays of magic are designed to elicit a sense of



INTRODUCTION Iv

wonder in the reader, as they do among the storytellers who are listen-
ing to them, but since Boccaccio has been consistently hostile toward
any belief in the supernatural, often making such beliefs a defining
feature of many of his most foolish characters, the seriousness with
which magic seems to be taken on Day 10 can only serve to induce a
certain skepticism on the part of any attentive reader.

In his proposed alternative ending to the last story of Day 10, Dio-
neo’s emphasis on the reality of selfish human desire might also cause
readers to rethink what the magnanimity celebrated on that day really
entails. To be sure, the protagonists of the stories do make personal
sacrifices, repressing their own desires and bestowing liberal rewards
on others. And yet, when they do so, they usually stage their magnani-
mous acts in front of an audience, often before an entire community,
clearly seeking to enhance their reputations by what they are doing.
In other words, all of these characters may be exemplars of magna-
nimity and may thus be said to contribute to the well-being of their
societies and even to be offering models for behavior within them, but
they are also satisfying their own egotistical desires by their actions,
seeking public admiration for their self-sacrifice and generosity. Being
magnanimous may be allowing someone else to eat your cake, but you
wind up getting a large—indeed, if I may put it this way, a generous—
slice of it yourself.

Simply put: magnanimity in the Decameron is never a virtue prac-
ticed for its own sake, never an example of undiluted altruism, never
the self-abnegation of the saint (Griselda aside, of course). Moreover,
it always implicitly involves the actor’s comparing himself to others
and behaving the way he does in order to stand out from them. In
other words, magnanimity contains an element of rivalry at its core.
Nowhere is this aspect of the virtue clearer than in the third story of
the day, the story of Nathan who has built a house on the major east-
west road in Cathay and bestows such lavish hospitality on everyone
who passes by that he achieves fame for possessing a degree of generos-
ity that cannot be surpassed. When the wealthy young Mithridanes
hears of it, he is immediately possessed by a rivalrous desire to outdo

Nathan’s magnanimity and appears to have matched it until an incident
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occurs that makes him feel he has fallen short. Filled with murderous
rage, he instantly sets off for Cathay with every intention of making his
magnanimity supreme in the world by killing his competitor. Nathan,
having discovered the young man’s intentions, actually invites his own
death, with the result that Mithridanes is deeply shamed and eventu-
ally leaves Cathay, confessing that Nathan’s generosity is simply beyond
compare. What this story thus shows is that magnanimity may involve
giving, but it is a deeply self-interested virtue, and that if it may confer
benefits on others, it can also provoke feelings that could destroy any
vestige of social harmony.

Although Boccaccio’s narrators want to end the Decameron on a high
note by telling stories about magnanimity on Day 10, clearly the situa-
tion here, like life itself, is more complicated than that. Magnanimity
cannot simply serve, in and of itself, as a solution to the problem that
desire, allied to intelligence, has created for social and sexual harmony
on Days 7, 8, and 9. It offers a glimpse of a “better world” perhaps, but
in many different ways it returns us to the world of the preceding
three days, which definitively qualified the idealism of the first half
of Boccaccio’s work. Furthermore, the very principle of rivalry and
individualistic competition that is a key component in the magnani-
mous acts performed on Day 10 appears to guide Boccaccio’s narra-
tors as well, albeit in a milder form, for as they tell their stories, they
repeatedly attempt to surpass one another with the examples of mag-
nanimity they describe. This rivalry among Boccaccio’s storytellers is
actually present in the Decameron from the start, although it largely
remains implicit, visible chiefly in the “correction” that one storyteller
may tacitly offer of the viewpoint contained in another’s tale. This
rivalry among the storytellers comes right out into the open on Day
10, revealing the competitive, egotistical drive animating them just as
surely as it informs the displays of generosity they celebrate in their
stories. As readers, we are thus left in a quandary, not sure just how to
evaluate magnanimity, both admiring it as a virtue that can contribute
to the happiness of society, and worrying about it as a potential source
of friction and rivalry that can lead to the sadism of a Gualtieri or the

murderous rage of a Mithridanes—or even to the unraveling of the
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very bonds that have kept the storytellers together during their two-
week sojourn in the country.

Instructively, as Boccaccio’s storytellers head back to Florence,
they do not return with plans for building some brave new world,
even though the social thinking they have done in their stories has
opened up new ways for people to conceive of the traditional social
order. Instead, as the men go off to pursue their different interests and
the ladies assemble briefly once again in Santa Maria Novella before
heading for their homes, they essentially return to the lives they used
to lead. The things they value—the power of intelligence, the ability
of wit to triumph over Fortune, the satisfaction of desire, the virtue
of magnanimity—have all been celebrated in their stories, but also
revealed as problematic in many different ways. All of their storytelling
has helped them deal with the ruin of the plague by offering them the
repeated experience of closure, of plots that have beginnings, middles,
and ends, the kind of thing that stories can provide in a way that his-
tory, especially the seemingly unending sequence of terrifying expe-
riences in plague-stricken Florence, cannot. But when they tell their
one-hundredth tale, their two-week experience in the liminal space of
their country gardens does not reach a conclusion; it simply comes to
a stop. Or, rather, it stops in the middle of things, leaving us, like the
storytellers, in the muddle that is life itself. In this respect, the most
one can say is that their stories have given them—and us as readers—a
chance to reflect on what makes society work and what does not. We
never get beyond that liminal experience, beyond a feeling that we are
still in a state betwixt and between. But in a sense, that is what great
literary works—including Boccaccio’s Decameron, of course—are truly
all about.

Boccaccio and His Decameron as Galeotto
If Boccaccio, like Dante, places us in the middle of things, the alterna-

tive title he has chosen for his collection, Prince Galeotto, which appears
in the rubric at the start of the Preface, also invites us to make yet
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another significant comparison between his work and the Divine
Comedy. In the fifth canto the Inferno, Dante places two of the most
famous lovers in world literature, Paolo and Francesca, in the circle
of Hell reserved for the lustful. The pair fell in love because of a book,
a book that contains a romantic story of courtly love and adultery.
Francesca, who tells her sad tale to Dante, refuses to accept any
responsibility for having been placed in Hell for her lust; instead, she
blames the book she read, calling it a Galeotto. Galeotto is the Italian
form of Gallehault, the name of a character in a French romance who
acted as a go-between or pander for Guinevere and Lancelot. Clearly,
Dante wants us to see the limited nature of Francesca’s vision here.
He also wants us to see that this is the wrong way to go about reading:
one needs to move beyond the literal or fleshly level to the allegorical
or spiritual one. Echoing Francesca—and Dante—Boccaccio says that
his book, too, is a Galeotto. However, it is a Galeotto with a difference,
for he offers it as a remedy to women in love who are confined to their
homes, have no means of release for their frustrated desires, and may
thus be able to find some sort of vicarious satisfaction in reading the
stories Boccaccio has crafted. Since those stories are often about illicit
love relationships, it would seem that Boccaccio is not condemning the
natural appetites of his readers or urging them to transcend the world
of the flesh by having recourse to an allegory that would lead them to
more spiritual matters. If anything, Boccaccio’s allegory takes them
right back into the world again and to the pleasures and satisfactions
it has to offer. If Dante’s emphasis is on the life to come, as he makes
his way from Hell to Purgatory to Paradise, Boccaccio’s emphasis falls
on our life in this world. When the transcendent is imagined, as it is
in just a few tales, that sphere is always made to serve the interests of
our mundane existence. Dante’s concern for the afterlife led readers
to call his work La Divina Commedia. It is thus no wonder that Italian
critics have long insisted on labeling Boccaccio’s La Commedia Umana,
“The Human Comedy.”

When Dante hears Francesca’s story about her love for Paolo and
the way a book served as the Galeotto or go-between in their love affair,
his reaction to it is to faint. This dramatic response suggests that Dante
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may be overwhelmed by the fact that he, like Francesca, could face the
fires of Hell because of his youthful desire for Beatrice. It could equally
well be an expression of his fear that the love poetry he wrote for her
might be regarded as having the same function that the book did for
Francesca and her lover, in other words, that Dante’s poems might be
condemned as a Galeotto, too. If Dante faints in response to such an
idea, Boccaccio, by contrast, remains clear-eyed and wide awake. He
embraces the fact that his book may be an incentive to love, whether
licit or illicit, and although he lays the responsibility for any unwhole-
some reactions off on his readers in his Author’s Conclusion, even there
he is still indulging in suggestive sexual innuendo, joking about how
light he is to bear (by implication, in the act of making love) and how
the women in his neighborhood have praised him for the sweetness
of his tongue. Despite blaming his readers for any lascivious thoughts
they might have had while reading the Decameron, he ends his book by
being nothing less than a Galeotto, a go-between—a pander—inviting
us to entertain lascivious thoughts with the very words he chooses.

A Galeotto or go-between: that is precisely what makes Boccaccio
Boccaccio. We have seen him as a figure poised between two ages and
two cultures, embracing a host of genres in his Decameron: some high,
like the romances of Day 2 and the tragedies of Day 4; some low, like
the fabliau-inspired novelle; some exalted, or seemingly so, as in the
celebrations of wit on Day 6 and of magnanimity on Day 10; and many
more throughout the work that are realistic and down to earth. A go-
between, Boccaccio typically leaves us uncertain just how to interpret
his stories in any ethical, let alone spiritual sense. If Dante may be said
to be a go-between in the Divine Comedy, helping us to get from sin to
grace, from an earth that may seem like Hell, to the joys of Heaven,
Boccaccio keeps us in the middle of things, leaving us less than fully
certain what to value or how to proceed. There is something we can say
with a fair degree of certainty, however: Boccaccio does aim to make us
more adept at judging, and hence at acting in the world, if only because
we have had to face the interpretational challenges his collection poses.
Allliterature actually functions as a kind of intermediary between us

as readers and the author, and between us as readers and the world in
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which we will adapt our reading to the real-life situations we encounter.
Boccaccio knows this truth only too well and underscores his knowl-
edge for us right at the start by calling his book Prince Galeotto, Prince
Go-Between, even Prince Pander. It could be nothing else.

Translating Boccaccio and His Styles:
The Translator as Middleman

While my general goal as a translator, like that of all translators, is to
make a text written in a foreign language and coming from a very dis-
tant culture comprehensible to modern readers of English, I also want
them to appreciate something of the “strangeness” of this great clas-
sic work. The root meaning of “translate” is to take something across
a border or boundary, thus bringing that which is foreign or strange
from one language—and in this case, from a different age as well—
into another. Translation makes strangers feel familiar, but a good one
should also allow us to sense something of the alien in our midst. A
good translator is, in short, a go-between or middleman, linking the
foreign with the domestic, the strange with the familiar, while prevent-
ing the former from being completely absorbed into the latter. For me
this has meant writing modern American English, but also: referring
to time not by our modern system, but by the canonical hours, such
as matins and vespers; calling the large meal Boccaccio’s characters
eat in midmorning not breakfast, as other translators have done, but
dinner; retaining some Italian words that most readers would know,
such as “piazza” (for “town square”); and keeping some titles and forms
of address that really have no exact equivalent in modern English. As
a translator my goals are clearly contradictory, indeed paradoxical.
The work that I have produced is thus, to some extent, betwixt and
between two worlds, the modern world of the English-speaking reader,
and the late medieval world of the Italian-speaking author. It is more
the first than the second, of course, but its strangeness is felt not just
in those Italian words and names I have left in their original forms, but

also because the modes of thought and the feelings of the characters,
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the ways they address one another, the times at which they take their
meals, and a host of other details gives them a certain strangeness,
albeit a strangeness that should not prevent us from responding to the
humanity we share with them.

One of the things that separates them from us—that separates most
characters in prose fiction before the nineteenth century from us—is
the paucity of psychological detail Boccaccio supplies. Although we
are occasionally told what characters are thinking, we mostly infer
motives and feelings from what they say or do. Boccaccio has often been
praised for the economy of his stories, for what they accomplish by way
of characterization with relatively slender means, but this prevents us
from reading his novelle the way we would a modern novel. His char-
acters are typically filled with a desire for something, come up with a
strategy to obtain it (often not sharing that strategy in advance with
the reader), and then succeed (or fail) in their pursuit. There is noth-
ing like the interior monologues or the psychological development we
experience even within the limited space of the modern short story.

Translating Boccaccio is a challenge, and not just because he writes
in a foreign language that is seven hundred years old—although I do
not minimize the difficulties that those things present. Boccaccio is
even more of a challenge because he actually writes in several distinct
styles. Most of the narrative portions of his text are written in a very
formal prose that is modeled on late medieval Latin. To capture this
aspect of his style, I have tried to preserve his long, syntactically com-
plicated sentences, although I have sometimes been forced to break
them up in order to ensure that they are readable in English. In those
lengthy sentences, Boccaccio typically connects elements together by
means of a host of dependent conjunctions, and even more frequently
by using past and present participial constructions, some of which I
have retained, but most of which I felt had to be turned into clauses
with active subjects and verbs. Moreover, those participial construc-
tions make the reader work at determining how the various pieces of
each sentence fit together, whether one idea precedes or follows another
in time or serves as the cause or effect of something else. This has meant

that sometimes I have simply broken his sentences apart, not because
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they threatened to become overly long, but because I felt a need to sort
out temporal and causal sequences for the reader. Moreover, in Boc-
caccio’s aesthetic, it was clearly acceptable to repeat a word, or various
forms of a word, within the short space of just a sentence or two. Mod-
ern English style demands more variation, and thus, whereas Boccac-
cio was content to write amare (“to love”), to follow it in short order
with amato (“beloved”), and then to speak of an amatore (“lover”), I
have elected to supply variations, turning amare, “to love,” for instance,
sometimes into “to fall for” or “to become enamored of.”

There is a sharp break in the Decameron between the more formal
narrative portions of the text, whether they are being produced by Boc-
caccio or by his ten young storytellers, and the often quite informal,
even colloquial language used by the characters, especially the lower-
class characters, in the stories when they talk to one another. I have
sought to capture this difference not only by reproducing the shorter
sentences and simpler syntax that those characters employ when they
speak, as opposed to the more complicated, formal language of the nar-
rative portions of the text, but I have also allowed the characters to
use contractions (e.g, can’t) whereas I have completely avoided them
in the more formal portions of the text. And I have even occasionally
allowed the characters to speak in something close to slang (American
slang, to be sure) where that seemed appropriate, although I have used
slang terms such as “guy” and “buddy,” which should not feel excessively
colloquial. To give one striking example of this: dir male in Boccaccio’s
Italian means to speak badly, to say bad things, about someone or some-
thing; in the mouths of the two Florentine usurers who appear in the
very first story of the collection, this seemed to me best translated as
“to bad-mouth,” a nice colloquial American expression that also does
a good job of capturing the meaning of Boccaccio’s phrase.

In general, I have kept the names for Boccaccio’s characters in their
original Italian forms. Giannotto is always Giannotto, never Little
John, let alone Jehannot, as he is for some translators who turn Boc-
caccio’s Italianized version of what is in at least one story set in France
back into its French original. In a number of cases, the names given

to characters are what might be called “speaking names,” names that



INTRODUCTION Ixiii

have particular meanings. One might argue that all names, however
ordinary and “realistic,” have such meanings: to call someone Giovanni,
that is, John, always, at least potentially, evokes the author of one of
the Gospels and of Revelation, with all that that might entail. For such
names I have generally not supplied any annotation. However, in some
cases the meaning of the name Boccaccio gives a character is so impor-
tant for an understanding of the story that I have provided a gloss for
it in a footnote, or in other cases, where that meaning is interesting but
perhaps less essential, I have glossed it in an endnote. The protagonist
of the last story of Day 6, for example, is named Cipolla, which means
“Onion.” I could have called him that, of course, but I chose to leave
his Italian name in the original rather than rechristen him in English,
although I then supplied the necessary translation (and explanation
for the name) in a footnote. By contrast, with other characters, the
meanings of whose names seemed less essential for the stories in ques-
tion, I have restricted my gloss to an endnote. Thus, for Scannadio,
a truly minor character, indeed a dead one, in the first story of Day
9, I confined my gloss (“he slits the throat of God”) to an endnote.
There are a few cases, however, where the name is a nickname that is
intended to provoke laughter, and in those cases I have elected to turn
it into English, lest the reader miss the joke involved. Thus Guccio
Balena, Cipolla’s exceedingly fat comic sidekick, becomes Guccio the
Whale, which is what the word balena means. In this way I have tried
to transmit to the reader something of the occasional playfulness and
wit of Boccaccio’s language, just as I have with, say, the endless comic
insults that Boccaccio’s clever tricksters direct at their usually uncom-
prehending dupes.

On occasion, I have sought to keep something of the regional inflec-
tion Boccaccio gives his prose in certain stories: the lilt of Venetian Ital-
ian when the comic cook Chichibio speaks in the fourth story of Day 6;
or the French and Sicilian preference for “madama” over “madonna”—
both mean “my lady”—as an honorific in several different stories. I
also felt the need to make country people, whom Boccaccio’s narrators
generally look down on, sound the way they do in the stories, that is, to
make them talk like bumpkins, since part of the comedy of the stories
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lies in the pleasure—a somewhat sadistic pleasure, to be sure—that one
derives from laughing at them.

I had a crucial decision to make with regard to the poems. There
are ten canzoni, or “songs,” sung at the end of each of the ten days of
the work, as well as another one in the seventh story of the last day.
Rather than attempt to reproduce something like Boccaccio’s rhyme
scheme as well as his complicated use of varying meters, which would
have forced me to depart drastically from his Italian, I elected only to
keep the English equivalent of his meters, which vary from stanza to
stanza and poem to poem, substituting the standard iambic pentam-
eter for his hendecasyllabic lines and iambic trimeter for his settenari,
or seven-syllable lines. My translations thus capture his meaning, while
at least seeming like poetry because of their metrical regularity and
because they duplicate the different line lengths of Boccaccio’s poems
on the page, even though they fail to rhyme. I have rendered them all in
modern English, except for the poem that occurs in the seventh story
of Day 10, which is deliberately written in an older style by Boccaccio;
I consequently felt free to use a slightly archaic English in translating
it. As for the verse that occasionally shows up in the stories and usu-
ally aims at some sort of comic effect or serves as a spell, I have tried
to turn it into rhyme whenever possible, reproducing the effect of the
original that way, but without ever sacrificing the sense.

Finally, one of the most interesting features of the style of Boccac-
cio’s work is that although he frequently speaks of the “low” subject of
sex, he never resorts to anything like low language in order to do so.
Nevertheless, although Boccaccio’s language remains proper in such
cases, he compensates for this by supplying an endless series of meta-
phors and euphemisms that provide a double pleasure, in that we can
enjoy the cleverness with which he comes up with a variety of “neu-
tral” words to describe sexual organs and the act of making love, and
yet we can experience a tiny vicarious sexual charge from knowing
exactly what is being referred to. Thus, in the fourth story of Day s,
when Messer Lizio da Valbona goes out onto the balcony of his house
one morning, he discovers that his daughter, who has begged to be
allowed to spend the night there in order to hear the nightingale sing,
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is fast asleep in the arms of her lover, holding his “nightingale” in her
hand. The reader’s pleasure in the scene is doubled by the clever meta-
morphosis in the story by which a literal nightingale becomes a bird of
a very different feather.

As far as “low” language is concerned, things are slightly different
when it comes to the issue of scatology. To be sure, Boccaccio does
not follow Dante’s lead in the Inferno where, for instance, he uses
an extremely vulgar word to describe at one point how flatterers are
immersed in excrement for their sins, declaring that he cannot recog-
nize one of them because his “capo si (era] di merda lordo” (18.116: “head
[was] so smeared with shit”). Such low words fit the low inhabitants
of Hell, of course, so there is nothing arguably indecorous in Dante’s
using them at this juncture in his work. Boccaccio, by contrast, has
recourse to a milder kind of scatological imagery in a very small num-
ber of his stories, and except in one instance, he directs it not at those
who deserve eternal damnation, but at those who violate the rules of
decorum by seeking to rise above their social station. The exception
to this rule is the Venetian woman in the second tale of Day 4, who is
duped thinking that the Angel Gabriel is in love with her. Informed
of the angel’s infatuation, the narrator says she went strutting around
her house with her head so high in the air that “her shift did not reach
down to cover her butt (il cul]” (see p. 324). Otherwise, there are only
two other stories in which Boccaccio uses scatology and, in particu-
lar, references to il culo, which I have usually translated as “butt,” but
which, in other, less “proper” texts, might well be rendered as “ass.”

Boccaccio marshals such scatology in the service of invective in the
eighth story of Day 7 about a woman who cheats on her husband, a
successful merchant, who has married into a socially superior family.
The wife gets everyone to believe that her husband is at fault, prompt-
ing her mother to deliver a vicious attack on him as a “petty dealer in
donkey droppings (feccia dasino]” (see p. 570), one of those upstarts
who have come up from the country and go around in cheap cloth-
ing and baggy breeches “with their quill pens stuck in their butts [nel
culo)” (see p. 570). Finally, in what is the most scatological story—and
one of the funniest—in the Decameron, the ninth story of Day 8, which
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I have mentioned before, Boccaccio gives us a Bolognese doctor who
has set up his practice in Florence and has an exaggerated sense of his
knowledge, his social importance, and his sexual prowess. Two of Boc-
caccio’s cleverest tricksters “punish” him for his arrogance by means
of a mock initiation into their secret society, promising to bestow the
“contessa di Civillari,” the “Contessa di Crappa” (see p. 671), upon him
as his mistress. The doctor does not know that “Civillari” was the name
for a ditch in Florence in which all sorts of excrement were deposited,
nor does he catch the play on culo when he is told that the Contessa is
“the most beautiful thing to be found in “the whole ass-sembly (il culat-
tario] of the human race” (see p. 671, my italics). The doctor’s initiation
reaches its comic conclusion when he is indeed dumped into a ditch
and gets covered from head to toe in excrement.

These are virtually the only places in the Decameron where Boccac-
cio could be said to employ parollacce, “bad words,” and they are rela-
tively mild ones at that. He uses them to mock a simpleminded resident
of Venice, Florence’s great commercial rival, or to put social upstarts
very much down in their place. Otherwise, Boccaccio’s language in
the Decameron is extraordinarily proper, although all the witty refer-
ences to mortars and pestles, leeks and birds should leave no doubt in
any reader’s mind about the metaphorical meaning of those terms. If
nothing else, by showing himself the master of euphemisms, Boccaccio
reveals one last time just how artfully he can manipulate language. In
this way, too, he ensures that his Decameron would still be read almost
seven centuries after its creation, maintaining its place up to the present
not just as one of the fundamental texts in the Italian literary tradition,
but as one of the great works of world literature—even in translation.
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1. The Names and Number of
Boccaccio’s Storytellers

The Decameron is narrated by ten young men and women. The women
are introduced first in the frame narrative, toward the end of the Intro-
duction. There are seven of them, and their names are all allegorical
and literary, alluding to figures in the works of other poets as well as

to those who appear in Boccaccio’s earlier literary productions.

Pampinea means “the blooming one” and was used by Boccaccio in
his youthful Bucolicum carmen (Pastoral Poem).

Fiammetta, “the little flame,” was used repeatedly as the name for
Boccaccio’s beloved throughout his early works.

Filomena, meaning either “the beloved” or “the lover of song,” was
an even earlier name for Boccaccio’s beloved.

Emilia, “the alluring one,” also appeared in earlier works, such as
his Amorosa visione (Vision of Love).

Lauretta, the diminutive of Laura, alludes to Petrarch’s beloved in
his great lyric collection, the Canzoniere, or Rime sparse (Songbook,
or Scattered Rhymes), as well as to the laurel tree, whose leaves
crowned the poet laureate.

Neifile means “the newly beloved” and may refer to the beloved typi-
cally celebrated by poets before Dante, such as Guido Cavalcanti,
who wrote elevated lyrics in praise of their ladies in what became
known as the Dolce Stil Novo (“Sweet New Style”).

Elissa is another name for Dido, the tragic, love-struck queen of
Vergil’s Aeneid.

Ixvii
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Encouraged perhaps by Boccaccio’s insistence on the historical real-
ity of these characters, as well as that of the three men soon to join
them, scholars have attempted to identify the real women the names
seem to allude to. They have not been successful. It is important to
note that the number seven had many important associations in late
medieval thinking, including the days of the week, the seven (known)
planets, the seven virtues and vices, and the seven liberal arts. More-
over, the ladies’ age limits of eighteen and twenty-seven are both mul-
tiples of nine, which was considered the “golden number” since, among
other things, it was the result of multiplying three, the number of the
Trinity, by itself, thus, in a sense, perfecting it. This and other possible
examples of number symbolism in the Decameron are clearly indebted
not just to medieval thought in general, but also to Dante’s practice in
the Divine Comedy.

Just as with the women, although it is impossible to determine the
historical reality behind the names of the three men, those names also

have allegorical significance.

Panfilo, “he who is made entirely of love,” or “he who loves all,” was
used by Boccaccio in his earlier Eclogues and Fiammetta.

Filostrato was thought to mean “he who is cast down or overcome
by love” (the true etymological meaning is “he who loves war”);
it was an epithet used to identify the hero Troilo of Boccaccio’s
youthful Il Filostrato, which Chaucer translated as his Troilus and
which helped shape Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida. Since Il
Filostrato was dedicated to a woman named Filomena, some crit-
ics think that she is the one with whom Filostrato is in love, while
others think the woman is Fiammetta. Any such identification
remains uncertain.

Dioneo (“lustful”) was used by Boccaccio in several minor works
and is derived from Dione, the mother of Venus.

Although they are linked to the seven young women by bonds of love
or kinship, who is in love with or related to whom is never made clear.

The number three, like seven, was also symbolic and could refer to the
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past, present, and future, or birth, life, and death, or the three Graces in
classical mythology, or the Holy Trinity in a more specifically Christian
context, although it is difficult to see the three men as being connected
to most of these things. Three, however, was the male number, two the

female, in some medieval numerological systems.

2. The Times of the Day and the
Storytellers’ Daily Routine

People in late medieval Italy told time according to the canonical hours,
rather than using twenty-four-hour clocks. Although the exact names
and number of the canonical hours shifted during the course of the
Middle Ages, there were seven (or eight) of them by Boccaccio’s time.
At those times, church bells would be rung, and the religious would
recite prayers. The hours included: matins, which, followed immedi-
ately by lauds, was celebrated before daybreak; prime, at sunrise; tierce,
at midmorning; sext, at noon; nones, at midafternoon; vespers, at sun-
set; and compline, after dark. Since days were longer in the summer
than the winter and matched nights in length only at the vernal and
autumnal equinoxes, the duration of the hours varied throughout the
year, being shorter in winter and longer in spring,

It is likely that the storytellers in the Decameron set out for the coun-
try several weeks after the plague struck Florence in March 1348 (it
would continue to rage well into the summer), and since we are told
that they try to avoid being out in the sun during the heat of the day,
they are probably away from Florence in the month of April or, more
likely, May, or even June. Thus, we should imagine that the sun is ris-
ing around 5:00 a.m. and setting sometime after 7:00 p.m. This would
mean something like the following distribution of hours: matins and
lauds would be celebrated before 5:00 a.m. at which time prime would
occur; tierce would be around 8:30 or 9:00 a.m.; sext, at noon; nones,
around 3:30 p.m.; vespers, around 7:30; and compline, after dark.

The company of storytellers thus rises around 5:00 a.m., occasionally
having a little something by way of breakfast, after which they divert
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themselves by going for walks and the like. They then eat one of their
two principal meals of the day in the midmorning or perhaps a little
later. They are said to be dining after tierce, which means they would
be going to the table between around 9:00 a.m. and 10:30 a.m. or so.
This meal is not given an identifying name, and some translators and
critics refer to it as breakfast. However, since medieval and Renaissance
Italians and Europeans in general ate their main meal of the day in
the late morning, dinner seems the much more appropriate label and
has been used accordingly. Note that at the start of Day 3, the story-
tellers move to a new palace in the country where they live until their
final return to Florence. They have arisen at daybreak, eat nothing,
and when they arrive at the palace after a relatively short walk, their
steward greets them there with fine wine and confetti. I have translated
confettias “sweets” (instead of the slightly old-fashioned “sweetmeats”),
which were candy-like confections originally made from honey and
dried fruit as well as spices and, possibly, seeds or nuts. They were pro-
duced by apothecaries and were thought to have restorative powers,
as was wine, which is why the group is served some wine and sweets
after having exerted themselves with their walk. Later, when they have
finished exploring the walled garden attached to the palace, they then
eat their main meal, as usual, sometime after tierce. The members of
the company sleep during the middle of the day and then get up around
nones, or 3:30 p.m., after which they tell their tales in the shade during
the hottest part of the day. Once again, they set off walking in order
to relax for a while before supper, which seems to occur shortly before
vespers, or around 7:30 p.m. For this meal, Boccaccio does have a word,
cena, or “supper,” which he uses consistently throughout his text. Fol-
lowing their meal, they dance and sing songs until after it has grown

dark at which time they retire for the night.

3. Titles and Forms of Address

Frate: the English equivalent for this word when used alone is “friar,”

and I have translated it accordingly. However, when placed before
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aname, such as “Frate Rinaldo,” I have elected to keep the Italian
rather than write “Brother Rinaldo.”

Madonna (Monna, Madama): this was the honorific title used for
a woman with something like the equivalent of upper- or middle-
class status. Madonna was sometimes shortened to monna, and
madama was used in certain regions of Italy, such as Sicily, in
place of madonna. When prefacing a name, I have elected to keep
these terms. When used as a form of direct address without the
individual’s name, I have translated both as “my lady,” which is
close to the original Italian and avoids the anachronistic effect of
“Madam,” which is old fashioned and speaks to a more modern
society with a self-consciously defined middle class or bourgeoisie.

Master: my translation of the Italian maestro, itself a version of
the Latin magister, a title for someone with a university degree
who practiced a profession or was empowered to teach. Since the
English term has a long pedigree and is still employed to identify
an expert, someone in charge, a teacher, and the like, I felt free
to use it for maestro.

Messere (Ser): this was the honorific title used for a man with
something like the equivalent of upper- or middle-class status
(ser is short for messere); it was like addressing someone as “sir,”
but without the implication of aristocratic status. Since there was
no concept of a middle class in Boccaccio’s time, translating it as
“Mister” would be anachronistic, and I have accordingly retained
the Italian terms. When someone is simply addressed as messere, 1
have translated the word as “sir.” In a number of the more satiri-
cal stories, messer is used before a character’s title, as in messer lo
prete (“Messer Priest”), and I have retained it there where it serves
to underscore the satire, since the person in question is hardly
deserving of the honor the honorific signifies.

Podesta: this was the title for the chief magistrate and administra-
tive officer in the towns of northern and central Italy during the
late Middle Ages. Since those cities were often riven by factions,
the podesta was inevitably a titled foreigner who was appointed,

usually for a short period of six months or so, because he would
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be impartial, and who theoretically derived his authority from the
Holy Roman Emperor to whom the towns owed nominal alle-
giance. The podesta held court in his palace, and often had judges
and magistrates who served under him and whom he brought
from elsewhere. In Boccaccio’s time, the authority of these figures
was on the decline, and they were often intensely disliked by some
of the residents in the cities where they served. Since there is no
exact English equivalent for the word, I have usually retained the
Italian form throughout the translation.

Signoria: this was the name for the ruling body of republican city-
states in Italy during the Middle Ages and Renaissance. It comes
from the word signore, which is the equivalent of the English “sir,”
and ultimately derives from the Latin senex (“elder”).



THE
DECAMERON

“hie

o N
F.;«g}.?m;:ﬁ

(s e o/
¥d

L8
Q33






Preface

Here begins the book called Decameron, also known as Prince Galeotto,
which contains one hundred stories told in ten days by seven ladies and three
young men.

“{ tis a matter of humanity to show compassion for those who suffer,
.i..and although it is fitting for everyone to do so, it is especially desir-
able in those who, having had need of comfort, have received it from
others—and if anyone ever needed it or appreciated it or derived any
pleasure from it, I am one of them." For, from my earliest youth up to
the present, I have been enflamed beyond measure by a most exalted,
noble love, which, were I to describe it, might seem greater than what is
suitable for one in my low condition. Although I was praised and held
in high regard for that love by those discerning individuals to whose
attention I had come, it was nevertheless extremely painful to endure,
not because of the cruelty of my beloved lady, to be sure, but because
of the enormous fire produced within me by my poorly regulated appe-
tite, which never allowed me to rest content or stay within reasonable
limits and often made me feel more pain than I should have. While
I was suffering, the pleasant conversation and invaluable consolation
certain friends provided gave me such relief that I am absolutely con-
vinced they are the reason I did not die. But as it pleased Him who is
infinite and who has decreed by immutable law that all earthly things

must come to an end, my love abated in the course of time of its own

*'The title of Boccaccio’s work derives from Greek and means “ten days.” Prince Gale-
otto (Gallehault, in French) is a character from Arthurian romance who served as a go-
between in the love affair of Lancelot and Guinevere. On both the title and the alternative

title, see the Introduction.
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accord, although it had been more fervent than any other and could not
be altered or extinguished by the force of reason or counsel or public
shame or the harm it might cause. At present, love has left in my mind
only the pleasurable feeling that it normally gives to those who refrain
from sailing on its deepest seas. Thus, whereas it used to be painful,
now that all my suffering has been removed, I feel only the delightful
sensation that still remains.

But although my pain has ceased, I have not forgotten the benefits
I once received from those who, because of the benevolence they felt
toward me, shared my heavy burden, nor will this memory ever fade in
me, I truly believe, until I myself am dead. And since, in my opinion,
gratitude should be the most highly praised of all the virtues, while its
contrary is to be condemned, and since I do not wish to appear ungrate-
ful, I have decided to use what little ability I have, now that I am free
of love, to try and provide some relief in exchange for that which I
received. And if I cannot provide it for those who aided me, since they,
thanks to their intelligence or their good luck, do not require it, I will
offer it to those who do. For, however slight my support—or comfort,
if you prefer—might be to the needy, I nevertheless feel that it should
be directed where it is more in demand, for there it will be more help-
ful and more appreciated.

Who will deny that it is much more fitting to give this aid, however
inadequate, to charming women than to men? Out of fear and shame,
women keep the flames of love hidden within their delicate breasts, and
as everyone knows who has had this experience, such fires have much
greater force than do those that burn out in the open. Restrained by
the desires, whims, and commands of their fathers, mothers, broth-
ers, and husbands, most of the time women remain pent up within
the narrow confines of their rooms, and as they sit there in apparent
idleness, both yearning and not yearning at the same time, the varied
thoughts they mull over in their minds cannot always be happy ones.
And if, because of those thoughts, a fit of melancholy brought on by
their burning desire should take possession of their minds, it will inevi-

tably remain there, causing them great pain, unless it is removed by
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new interests.” Finally, women’s powers of endurance are simply less
than those of men.

As we can plainly see, this is not what happens to men who are in
love. Should melancholy or burdensome thoughts afflict them, they
have many ways to alleviate or remove them, for, if they wish, they
never lack opportunities to get out of the house where they can see
and hear all sorts of things going on, and where they can hawk, hunt or
fish, go riding or gamble, or just attend to their business affairs. Each of
these activities has the power to occupy a man’s mind either wholly or
in part and to free it from painful thoughts, at least for a while, after
which, one way or another, either he will find consolation or the pain
will subside.

Therefore, I wish, to some extent, to provide a remedy for the sins
of Fortune, who has been more niggardly in providing support where
there is less strength, as we see in the case of our delicate ladies. And
so, I offer here a succor and refuge for those who are in love, whereas
for those who are not, they can just make do with their needles, their
spindles, and their wool winders. My plan is to recount one hundred
stories, or fables, or parables, or histories, or whatever you wish to call
them.? They were told over ten days, as will be seen, by an honorable
company made up of seven ladies and three young men who came
together during the time of the recent plague that was responsible for so
many deaths. I will also include some little songs sung for their delight
by the ladies I mentioned. In the stories, you will see many cases of
love, both pleasing and harsh, as well as other adventures, which took
place in both ancient and modern times. In reading them, the ladies
of whom I have been speaking will be able to derive not only pleasure
from the entertaining material they contain, but useful advice as well,
for the stories will teach them how to recognize what they should avoid,
and likewise, what they should pursue.* And I believe that as they read
them, their suffering would come to an end. Should this occur—and
may God grant that it should—Iet them thank Love who, in freeing me
from his bonds, has granted me the ability to attend to their pleasures.



Day 1, Introduction

Here begins the first day of the Decameron, in which the author explains how
it came about that the individuals, who will soon make their appearance, were
induced to come together in order to converse with one another, and how, under
the rule of Pampinea, they speak on whatever topic each one finds most agreeable.

"%/ ost gracious ladies, whenever I contemplate how compassion-

i,
PR

LY ate you all are by nature, I recognize that, in your judgment,
the present work will seem both somber and painful, for its opening
contains the sad record of the recent, deadly plague, which inspired so
much horror and pity in all who actually saw it or otherwise came to
know of it. But I do not want you to be afraid of reading beyond this
introduction, as though you would always be going forward amid con-
tinual sighs and tears. You will be affected by this horrific beginning
no differently than travelers are by a steep and rugged mountain, for
beyond it there lies a most beautiful and delightful plain, which will
supply them with pleasure that matches the difficulty of both their
ascent and their descent.* And thus, just as happiness at its limit turns
into sadness, so misery is ended by the joy that follows it.

This brief pain—I call it brief because it is contained in just a few
words—will be quickly followed by the sweetness and pleasure that I
have just promised you and that such a beginning would not, perhaps,
have led you to expect, had I not explained what is about to happen.
And truly, if in all honesty I could have led you where I want to go by
any route other than by such a difficult path as this one will be, I would
have done so gladly. But because, without recalling these events, I could
not explain the origins of the things you will read about later on, I have

been forced by necessity, as it were, to write it all down.

4
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Let me say, then, that one thousand, three hundred, and forty-eight
years had passed since the fruitful Incarnation of the Son of God when
the deadly plague arrived in the noble city of Florence, the most beau-
tiful of any in Italy® Whether it descended on us mortals through
the influence of the heavenly bodies or was sent down by God in His
righteous anger to chastise us because of our wickedness, it had begun
some years before in the East, where it deprived countless beings of
their lives before it headed to the West, spreading ever-greater misery
as it moved relentlessly from place to place. Against it all human wis-
dom and foresight were useless. Vast quantities of refuse were removed
from the city by officials charged with this function, the sick were not
allowed inside the walls, and numerous instructions were disseminated
for the preservation of health—but all to no avail. Nor were the humble
supplications made to God by the pious, not just once but many times,
whether in organized processions or in other ways, any more effective.
For practically from the start of spring in the year we mentioned above,
the plague began producing its sad effects in a terrifying and extraor-
dinary manner. It did not operate as it had done in the East, where if
anyone bled through the nose, it was a clear sign of inevitable death.
Instead, at its onset, in men and women alike, certain swellings would
develop in the groin or under the armpits, some of which would grow
like an ordinary apple and others like an egg, some larger and some
smaller. The common people called them gavoccioli, and within a brief
space of time, these deadly, so-called gavoccioli would begin to spread
from the two areas already mentioned and would appear at random
over the rest of the body.* Then, the symptoms of the disease began
to change, and many people discovered black or livid blotches on their
arms, thighs, and every other part of their bodies, sometimes large and

*Gavocciolo is a Tuscan word meaning a swelling or protuberance; it is a diminutive
and derives from the late Latin gaba (Italian gozzo), meaning goiter, crop, throat, or even
stomach. These swellings are called bubboni in modern Italian and buboes in English
(from the Greek word for groin or gland), and it is from this term that we get the name of
the sickness, the bubonic plague. It was also called the Black Death because of the black
spots on the body that were due to internal bleeding and that Boccaccio will describe in

the next sentence.
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widely scattered, at other times tiny and close together. For whoever
contracted them, these spots were a most certain sign of impending
death, just as the gavoccioli had been earlier and still continued to be.

Against these maladies the advice of doctors and the power of medi-
cine appeared useless and unavailing. Perhaps the nature of the disease
was such that no remedy was possible, or the problem lay with those
who were treating it, for their number, which had become enormous,
included not just qualified doctors, but women as well as men who
had never had any training in medicine, and since none of them had
any idea what was causing the disease, they could hardly prescribe an
appropriate remedy for it. Thus, not only were very few people cured,
but in almost every case death occurred within three days after the
appearance of the signs we have described, sometimes sooner and
sometimes later, and usually without fever or any other complication.
Moreover, what made this pestilence all the more virulent was that it
was spread by the slightest contact between the sick and the healthy
just as a fire will catch dry or oily materials when they are placed right
beside it. In fact, this evil went even further, for not only did it infect
those who merely talked or spent any time with the sick, but it also
appeared to transfer the disease to anyone who merely touched the
clothes or other objects that had been handled or used by those who
were its victims.

What I have to tell is incredible, and if I and many others had not
seen these things with our own eyes, I would scarcely dare to believe
them, let alone write them down, no matter how trustworthy the per-
son was who told me about them. Let me just say that the plague I have
been describing was so contagious as it spread that it did not merely
pass from one man to another, but we frequently saw something much
more incredible, namely that when an animal of some species other
than our own touched something belonging to an individual who had
been stricken by the disease or had died of it, that animal not only
got infected, but was killed almost instantly. With my own eyes, as I
have just said, I witnessed such a thing on many occasions. One day,
for example, two pigs came upon the rags of a poor man that had been
thrown into the public street after he had died of the disease, and as
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they usually do, the pigs first poked at them with their snouts, after
which they picked them up between their teeth and shook them against
their jowls. Thereupon, within a short time, after writhing about as if
they had been poisoned, both of them fell down dead on the ground,
splayed out upon the rags that had brought about their destruction.

These things and many others like them, or even worse, caused all
sorts of fears and fantasies in those who remained alive, almost all of
whom took one utterly cruel precaution, namely, to avoid the sick and
their belongings, fleeing far away from them, for in doing so they all
thought they could preserve their own health.

Some people were of the opinion that living moderately and being
abstemious would really help them resist the disease. They, therefore,
formed themselves into companies and lived in isolation from every-
one else. Having come together, they shut themselves up inside houses
where no one was sick and they had ample means to live well, so that,
while avoiding overindulgence, they still enjoyed the most delicate
foods and the best wines in moderation. They would not speak with
anyone from outside, nor did they want to hear any news about the
dead and the dying, and instead, they passed their time playing music
and enjoying whatever other amusements they could devise.

Otbhers, holding the contrary opinion, maintained that the sur-
est medicine for such an evil disease was to drink heavily, enjoy life’s
pleasures, and go about singing and having fun, satisfying their appe-
tites by any means available, while laughing at everything and turning
whatever happened into a joke. Moreover, they practiced what they
preached to the best of their ability, for they went from one tavern to
another, drinking to excess both day and night. They did their drink- -
ing more freely in private homes, however, provided that they found
something there to enjoy or that held out the promise of pleasure. Such
places were easy to find, because people, feeling as though their days
were numbered, had not just abandoned themselves, but all their pos-
sessions, too. Most houses had thus become common property, and any
stranger who happened upon them could treat them as if he were their
rightful owner. And yet, while these people behaved like wild animals,
they always took great care to avoid any contact at all with the sick.
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In the midst of so much affliction and misery in our city, the respect
for the reverend authority of the laws, both divine and human, had
declined just about to the vanishing point, for, like everyone else, their
officers and executors, who were not dead or sick themselves, had so
few personnel that they could not fulfill their duties. Thus, people felt
free to behave however they liked.

There were many others who took a middle course between the two
already mentioned, neither restricting their diet so much as the first,
nor letting themselves go in drinking and other forms of dissipation
so much as the second, but doing just enough to satisfy their appetites.
Instead of shutting themselves up, they went about, some carrying
flowers in their hands, others with sweet-smelling herbs, and yet others
with various kinds of spices. They would repeatedly hold these things
up to their noses, for they thought the best course was to fortify the
brain with such odors against the stinking air that seemed to be satu-
rated with the stench of dead bodies and disease and medicine. Others,
choosing what may have been the safer alternative, cruelly maintained
that no medicine was better or more effective against the plague than
flight. Convinced by this argument, and caring for nothing but them-
selves, a large number of both men and women abandoned their own
city, their own homes, their relatives, their properties and possessions,

"and headed for the countryside, either that lying around Florence or,
better still, that which was farther away. It was as if they thought that
God’s wrath, once provoked, did not aim to punish men’s iniquities
with the plague wherever it might find them, but would strike down
only those found inside the walls of their city. Or perhaps they simply
concluded that no one in Florence would survive and that the city’s
last hour had come.

Of the people holding these varied opinions, not all of them died,
but, by the same token, not all of them survived. On the contrary, many
proponents of each view got sick here, there, and everywhere. More-
over, since they themselves, when they were well, had set the example
for those who were not yet infected, they, too, were almost completely
abandoned by everyone as they languished away. And leaving aside the

fact that the citizens avoided one another, that almost no one took care
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of his neighbors, and that relatives visited one another infrequently,
if ever, and always kept their distance, the tribulation of the plague
had put such fear into the hearts of men and women that brothers
abandoned their brothers, uncles their nephews, sisters their brothers,
and very often wives their husbands. In fact, what is even worse, and
almost unbelievable, is that fathers and mothers refused to tend to
their children and take care of them, treating them as if they belonged
to someone else.

Consequently, the countless numbers of people who got sick, both
men and women, had to depend for help either on the charity of the
few friends they had who were still around, or on the greed of their
servants, who would only work for high salaries out of all proportion to
the services they provided. For all that, though, there were few servants
to be found, and those few tended to be men and women of limited
intelligence, most of whom, not trained for such duties, did little more
than hand sick people the few things they asked for or watch over them
as they died. And yet, while performing these services, they themselves
often lost their lives along with their wages.

As aresult of the abandonment of the sick by neighbors, friends, and
family, and in light of the scarcity of servants, there arose a practice
hardly ever heard of before, whereby when a woman fell ill, no matter
how attractive or beautiful or noble, she did not object to havinga man
as one of her attendants, whether he was young or not. Indeed, if her
infirmity made it necessary, she experienced no more shame in show-
ing him every part of her body than she would have felt with a woman,
which was the reason why those women who were cured were perhaps
less chaste in the period that followed. Moreover, a great many people
chanced to die who might have survived if they had had any sort of
assistance. In general, between the inadequacy of the means to care for
the sick, and the virulence of the plague, the number of people dying
both day and night was so great that it astonished those who merely
heard tell of it, let alone those who actually witnessed it.

As a result of the plague, it was almost inevitable that practices
arose among the citizens who survived that went contrary to their
original customs. It used to be the case, as it is again today, that the
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female relatives and next-door neighbors of a dead man would come
to his house and mourn there with the women of the household, while
his male neighbors and a fair number of other citizens would assemble
in front of the house with his male relatives. After that, the clergy-
men would arrive, their number depending on the social rank of the
deceased, who would then be carried on the shoulders of his peers, amid
all the funeral pomp of candles and chants, to the church he had chosen
before his death. As the ferocity of the plague began to increase, such
practices all but disappeared in their entirety, while other new ones
arose to take their place. For people did not just die without women
around them, but many departed this life without anyone at all as
a witness, and very few of them were accorded the pious lamenta-
tions and bitter tears of their families. On the contrary, in place of all
the usual weeping, mostly there was laughing and joking and festive
merrymaking—a practice that women, havinglargely suppressed their
feminine piety, had mastered in the interest of preserving their health.
Moreover, there were few whose bodies were accompanied to church
by more than ten or twelve of their neighbors, nor were they carried on
the shoulders of their honored and esteemed fellow citizens, but by a
band of gravediggers, come up from the lower classes, who insisted on
being called sextons and performed their services for a fee. They would
shoulder the bier and quick-march it off, not to the church that the dead
man had chosen before his demise, but in most cases, to the one clos-
est by. They would walk behind four or six clergymen who carried just
a few candles—and sometimes none at all—and who did not trouble
themselves with lengthy, solemn burial services, but instead, with the
aid of those sextons, dumped the corpse as quickly as they could into
whatever empty grave they found.

The common people and most of those of the middling sort pre-
sented a much more pathetic sight, for the majority of them were con-
strained to stay in their houses either by their hope to survive or by
their poverty. Confined thus to their own neighborhoods, they got
sick every day by the thousands, and having no servants or anyone
else to attend to their needs, they almost invariably perished. Many
expired out in the public streets both day and night, and although a
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great many others died inside their houses, the stench of their decaying
bodies announced their deaths to their neighbors well before anything
else did. And what with these, plus the others who were dying all over
the place, the city was overwhelmed with corpses.

For the most part, the neighbors of the dead always observed the
same routine, prompted more by a fear of contamination from the
decaying bodies than by any charity they might have felt. Either by
themselves or with the aid of porters, whenever any could be found,
they carried the bodies of the recently deceased out of their houses and
put them down by the front doors, where anyone passing by, especially
in the morning, could have seen them by the thousands. Then the bod-
ies were taken and placed on biers that had been sent for, or for lack of
biers, on wooden planks. Nor was it unusual for two or three bodies
to be carried on a single bier, for on more than one occasion, they were
seen holding a wife and a husband, two or three brothers, a father and
a son, or other groups like that. And countless were the times when a
couple of priests bearing a cross would go to fetch someone, and porters
carrying three or four biers would fall in behind them, so that whereas
the priests thought they had one corpse to bury, they would have six
or eight, and sometimes more. Even so, however, there were no tears or
candles or mourners to honor the dead; on the contrary, it had reached
the point that people who died were treated the same way that goats
would be treated nowadays. Thus, it is quite clear that things which the
natural course of events, with its small, infrequent blows, could never
teach the wise to bear with patience, the immensity of this calamity
made even simple people regard with indifference.?

There was not enough consecrated ground to bury the enormous
number of corpses that were being brought to every church every day at
almost every hour, especially if they were going to continue the ancient
custom of giving each one its own plot. So, when all the graves were
full, enormous trenches were dug in the cemeteries of the churches, into
which the new arrivals were put by the hundreds, stowed layer upon
layer like merchandise in ships, each one covered with a little earth,
until the top of the trench was reached.

But rather than go on recalling in elaborate detail all the miseries we
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experienced in the city, let me just add that the baleful wind blowing
through it in no way spared the surrounding countryside. The forti-
fied towns there fared just like the city, though on a smaller scale, and
in the scattered villages and farms the poor, wretched peasants and
their families died at all hours of the day and night. Without the aid of
doctors or help from servants, they would expire along the roads and
in their tilled fields and in their homes, dying more like animals than
human beings. They, too, became as apathetic in their ways as the city
dwellers were, neglecting their property and ignoring the work they
had to do. Indeed, since they thought every day was going to be their
last, they consumed what they already had on hand, neglecting what
they might get in the future from their animals and fields and from
all their past labors. Thus it came about that oxen, asses, sheep, goats,
pigs, chickens, and even dogs, who are so loyal to men, were driven from
their homes and left to roam freely through fields in which the wheat
had not even been reaped, let alone gathered in. Nevertheless, many of
the animals, as if they were rational beings, would eat well there dur-
ing the day and then return home full at night, needing no shepherd
to guide them.

To leave the countryside and return to the city: what more can be
said except that the cruelty of the heavens—and perhaps, in some
measure, that of men, too—was so great and so malevolent that from
March to the following July, between the fury of the pestilence and the
fact that many of the sick were poorly cared for or abandoned in their
need because of the fears of those who were healthy, it has been reli-
ably calculated that more than one hundred thousand human beings
were deprived of their lives within the walls of the city of Florence,
although before the outbreak of the plague perhaps no one would have
thought it contained so many.*

*Boccaccio’s estimate of the number of deaths due to the plague is somewhat exagger-
ated, perhaps for the sake of rhetorical effect. Historians, relying on various fourteenth-
century chroniclers, think that about 6o percent of the population, or anywhere from
fifty to eighty thousand people, perished in Florence and the surrounding countryside.
Boccaccio’s interest in rhetorical effect is also evident in the heightened language of the
following paragraph.
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Oh, how many great palaces, beautiful houses, and noble dwellings,
once filled with lords and ladies and their retainers, were emptied of
all their inhabitants, down to the last little serving boy! Oh, how many
famous families, how many vast estates, how many notable fortunes
were left without a legitimate heir! How many valiant men, how many
beautiful women, how many lovely youths, whom Galen, Hippocrates,
and Aesculapius—not to mention others—would have judged perfectly
healthy, dined in the morning with their families, companions, and
friends, only to have supper that evening with their ancestors in the
next world!*

Since my own grief will be increased if I continue to meditate any
longer on so much misery, I want to pass over what I can suitably
omit and tell what happened one Tuesday morning while our city was
in these straits and had been practically deserted. As I later learned
from a trustworthy person, seven young women, who had just attended
divine services and who, in keeping with the requirements of the times,
were dressed in mourning attire, found themselves in the venerable
Church of Santa Maria Novella, which was otherwise almost empty.
Each one was the friend, neighbor, or relative of one of the others,
none had reached her twenty-eighth year or was under eighteen, and
all were intelligent, wellborn, attractive, and graced with fine manners
and marvelous honesty. I would tell you their real names, but there is
a good reason that prevents me from doing so, which is that I do not
want any of them to feel shame in the future because of the ensuing
stories, which they either listened to or told themselves. For the rules
concerning pleasure, which are rather strict today, were then, for the
reasons I have already given, very lax, not just for women of their age,
but even for those who were much older. Nor do I wish to supply the
envious, who are ready to censure the most praiseworthy life, with
material that might allow them to denigrate the honesty of these wor-
thy ladies in any way by means of their filthy gossip. However, so that
what each one said may be understood without confusion, I intend to
identify them by means of names that are either wholly, or partially,
adapted to their characters. We shall call the first of them, who was
also the oldest, Pampinea, and the second Fiammetta; the third and
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fourth, Filomena and Emilia; then let us say that the fifth is Lauretta
and the sixth Neifile; and to the last, not without reason, we will give
the name Elissa.*

By chance rather than some prior agreement, they had all come
together in one part of the church and were sitting down more or less
in a circle. After finishing their prayers, they heaved a deep sigh and
began talking among themselves about the terrible times they were
going through. After a while, when all the others had fallen silent,
Pampinea began to speak as follows:

“My dear ladies, we have all heard many times that there is no harm
in exercising our rights in an honest way. Now, every person on earth
has a natural right to maintain, preserve, and defend his life to the best
of his ability. In fact, the proof that we all take this for granted is that
men are judged innocent if they sometimes kill others in self-defense.
Thus, if the laws, to which the welfare of every human being has been
entrusted, concede such a thing, how can it be wrong, provided no one
is harmed, for us or for anyone else to use whatever remedies we can
find in order to preserve our lives? When I pause to consider what we
have been doing this morning as well as on previous mornings, and
when I think about the subjects we have discussed and what we have
had to say about them, I realize, just as you must realize, too, that each
of us fears for her life. I am not surprised by this, but considering that
we all have the natural feelings shared by women, what really does
surprise me is why you have not taken any steps to protect yourselves
from what each of you has a right to fear.

“Instead, here we sit, in my opinion, as if our sole purpose were to
count the number of corpses being carried to their graves, or to hear
whether the friars inside the church, whose numbers have practically
dwindled away to nothing, are chanting their offices at the specified
hours, or to exhibit, by means of our clothing, the quality and quan-
tity of our miseries to anybody who might show up here. And if we go
outside, either we see the dead and the sick being carried everywhere
about us; or we see people, once condemned and sent into exile for

*On the names and the number of the seven women, see Headnote 1.
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their misdeeds by the authority of the civil law, mocking that law as
they rampage through the city committing acts of violence, know-
ing that those who enforce the law are either sick or dead; or we are
tormented by the dregs of our city who, thirsting for our blood, call
themselves sextons now and go about everywhere, both on horseback
and on foot, singing scurrilous songs to add insults to our injuries. And
all we ever hear is ‘So-and-so is dead” and ‘So-and-so is about to die.’
If there were anyone left to grieve, we would hear nothing but doleful
laments everywhere.

“And when we return home, I do not know whether you have the
same experience that I do, but since, out of a large household of ser-
vants, there is no one left except my maid, I get so frightened that I feel
asif all the hairs on my head were standing on end. And what terrifies
me even more is that wherever I go in the house, wherever I pause for a
moment, I see the shades of those who have passed away, and their faces
are not the ones I was used to, but they have strange, horrible expres-
sions on them that come from who knows where. For these reasons,
whether I am here or outside or in my house, I am always anxious, and
all the more so, because it seems to me that there is no one possessing
sufficient means and having some place to go to, as we do, who is left
in the city except us. And as for the few people still around, they make
no distinction, as I have often heard and seen for myself, between what
is honest and what is not, and prompted only by their appetites, they
do what promises them the most pleasure, both day and night, alone
and in groups. Moreover, I am not speaking only of laymen, but also of
those cloistered in monasteries, who have convinced themselves that
such wicked behavior is suitable for them and only improper for others.
Breaking their vows of obedience, they have given themselves over to
carnal pleasures, and in the belief that they will thereby escape death,
they have become wanton and degenerate.

“And if this is so—and it most manifestly is so—then what are we
doing here, what are we waiting for, what are we dreaming about? Why
are we lazier and slower than all the other inhabitants of this city in
providing for our safety? Do we consider ourselves less valuable than

they are? Or do we believe that our lives, unlike those of others, are
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tied to our bodies by chains so strong that we need not worry about
all these things that have the power to harm them? We are mistaken,
we are deceived, what bestial stupidity for us to think this way! The
clearest argument against us is the frequency with which we are forced
to recall the names and conditions of the young men and women who
have been struck down by this cruel pestilence.

“Although I do not know if things appear to you the way they do
to me, for my part I have come to the conclusion that the best thing
for us to do in our present situation would be to leave the city, just as
many have done before us and many are still doing, lest we fall prey
through timidity or complacency to what we might possibly avoid if we
desired to do so. We should go and stay on one of our various country
estates, shunning the wicked practices of others like death itself, but
having as much fun as possible, feasting and making merry, without
ever overstepping the bounds of reason in any way.

“There we will hear the little birds sing and see the hills and plains
turning green, the fields full of wheat undulating like the sea, and thou-
sands of kinds of trees. There we will have a clearer view of the heav-
ens, for, even if they are sullen, they do not for all that deny us their
eternal beauties, which are so much more attractive to look at than are
the walls of our empty city. Moreover, the air is much fresher in the
country, the necessities of life are more abundant, and the number of
difficulties to contend with is smaller. Although the peasants are dying
there in the same way that the city dwellers are here, our distress will be
lessened if only because the houses and the people are fewer and farther
between. Besides, if I am right, we will not be abandoning anyone here.
Rather, we can truly say that we are the ones who have been abandoned,
for our relatives, by dying or fleeing from death, have left us alone in
the midst of this great affliction as if we were no kin of theirs. Nor will
anyone reproach us if we adopt this plan, whereas if we do not, we will
be facing sorrow and grief and possibly death itself.

“Consequently, if you please, I think it would be a good idea for us to
do what I suggest, taking our maidservants with us and having every-
thing we need sent after. We can live in one place today and another

tomorrow, pursuing whatever pleasures and amusements the present
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times offer. And if death does not claim us before then, let us go on liv-
ing this way until such time as we can perceive the end that Heaven has
decreed for these events. Just remember that it is no less unseemly for
us to go away and thus preserve our honor than for the great majority
of the others to stay here and lose theirs.”

Having listened to Pampinea, the other women not only applauded
her advice, but were so eager to take it that they were already beginning
to work out the details among themselves, as though they were going to
get right up out of their seats and set off at once. But Filomena, who was
very prudent, declared: “Ladies, although what Pampinea has argued is
very well said, that is no reason for us rush into it, as you seem to want
to do. Remember, we are all women, and every one of us is sufficiently
adult to recognize how women, when left to themselves in a group, can
be quite irrational, and how, without a man to look after them, they can
be terribly disorganized. Since we are fickle, quarrelsome, suspicious,
weak, and fearful, I am really worried that if we take no guide along
with us other than ourselves, this company will fall apart much more
quickly, and with much less to credit to ourselves, than would other-
wise be the case. We would be well advised to deal with this problem
before we start.”

“It is certainly true,” said Elissa, “that man is the head of woman,
and without a man to guide us, only rarely does anything we do accord
us praise.” But how are we to get hold of these men? As we all know,
the majority of our male relatives are dead, and the others who remain
alive not only have no idea where we are, but are fleeing in scattered
little groups from exactly the same thing we seek to avoid ourselves.
Nor would it be seemly for us to take up with those who are not our
kin. Therefore, if self-preservation is the purpose of our flight, we must
find a way to arrange things so that no matter where we go in quest of
fun and relaxation, trouble and scandal do not follow us there.”

The ladies were engaged in their discussion, when lo and behold,
who should come into the church but three young men, though none
so young as to be under twenty-five, in whom neither the horrors of
the times, nor the loss of friends and relatives, nor fear for their own

lives had been able to cool down, let alone extinguish, the love they
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felt. The first was named Panfilo, the second Filostrato, and the last
Dioneo, all of them very pleasant and well bred.* In the midst of all
this turbulence, they were seeking the solace, sweet beyond measure,
of catching a glimpse of the ladies they loved, all three of whom just
so happened to be among the seven previously mentioned, while sev-
eral of the others were close relatives of one or another of the men. No
sooner did they catch sight of the ladies than the ladies caught sight
of them, whereupon Pampinea smiled and began: “Look how Fortune
favors us right from the start in placing before us three discreet and
worthy young men who will gladly guide us and serve us if we are not
too proud to ask them to do so.”

Neifile’s entire face had turned scarlet with embarrassment because
she was the object of one of the youths’ affections. “Pampinea, for the
love of God,” she said, “be careful about what you are saying. I know
for certain that nothing but good can be said of any one of them, and
I believe they are more than competent to carry out this task. I also
think they would provide good, honest company not only for us, but
for many women more beautiful and finer than we are. But since it is
perfectly obvious that they are in love with some of us here, I am afraid
that if we were to take them with us, through no fault of theirs or of
our own, we would be exposed to censure and disgrace.”

“That really does not matter in the least,” said Filomena. “If I live like
an honest woman and my conscience is clear, let people say what they
like to the contrary, for God and Truth will take up arms on my behalf.
Now; if only they were disposed to accompany us, then we could truly
claim, as Pampinea has said, that Fortune favors our plan.”

Having heard what Pampinea had to say, the other ladies stopped
talking and unanimously agreed that the men should be called over,
told about their intentions, and asked if they would like to accompany
them on their expedition. And so, without another word, Pampinea,
who was related by blood to one of the men, got up and went over to
where they stood gazing at the women. After giving them a cheerful
greeting, Pampinea explained their plan and asked them on behalf of

*On the names and the number of the three men, see Headnote 1.
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all the women if, in a spirit of pure, brotherly affection, they might be
disposed to accompany them.

At first the young men thought they were being mocked, but when
they saw that Pampinea was speaking in earnest, they replied happily
that they were ready to go. In order to avoid delaying their project, they
all made arrangements then and there for what they had to do before
their departure. The next day, which was a Wednesday, after having
carefully prepared everything they needed down to the last detail and
sent it all on ahead to the place where they were going, they left the
city at the crack of dawn and started on their way, the ladies traveling
with a few of their maids, the three youths with three of their servants.
Nor did they go more than two short miles from the city before they
arrived at their first destination.

The place in question was some distance from any road, situated
on a little mountain that was quite a pleasant sight to see with all its
shrubs and trees decked out in their green foliage.® At the top there was
a palace, built around a large, lovely courtyard, containing loggias, great
halls, and bedchambers, all of which were beautifully proportioned
and adorned with charming paintings of happy scenes. Surrounded
by meadows and marvelous gardens, the palace had wells of the cool-
est water and vaulted cellars stocked with precious wines, wines more
suitable for connoisseurs than for honest, sober ladies. When they got
there, the company discovered to their great delight that the palace had
been swept clean from top to bottom, the beds had been made up in
their chambers, every room had been adorned with seasonal flowers,
and the floors had been carpeted with rushes.

Soon after reaching the palace, they sat down, and Dioneo, who was
the merriest of the young men and had the readiest wit, said: “Ladies,
we have been led here more by your good sense than by our own fore-
sight. Now, I do not know what you intend to do with all your troubles,
but I left mine inside the city gates when I passed through them with
you just a short while ago. Hence, you must either prepare to have
fun and to laugh and sing along with me—as much as is consistent, of
course, with your dignity—or you should give me leave to go back there

to reclaim my troubles and stay in our afflicted city.”
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As though she, too, had gotten rid of such thoughts herself, Pam-
pinea replied to him gaily: “Very well said, Dioneo. We should have fun
while we are living here, for that is the very reason we fled our sorrows
back there. But since things that lack order will not last long, and since
I am the one who initiated the discussions that led to the formation
of this fair company, I think that if we are to preserve our happiness,
we have to choose a leader from among ourselves, someone whom we
will honor and obey as our superior and whose every thought will be
aimed at enabling us to pass our time together agreeably. Moreover, to
allow us all to experience the heavy burden as well as the pleasure of
being in command, and thereby to prevent those who are not in charge
from envying the person who is, I think that the burden and the honor
should be assigned to each of us in turn for just one day. The first ruler
is someone we should all elect, but as for those who follow, the person
who has been in charge on a particular day should, when the hour of
vespers approaches, choose his or her successor.* Then this new ruler
will be free to determine the place where we will go and to dictate the
manner in which we are to live during the period of his or her reign.”

They were all quite happy with Pampinea’s proposal and unani-
mously elected her Queen for the first day, whereupon Filomena
quickly ran over to a laurel tree, for she had often heard people say
that its leaves were quite venerable and conferred great honor on those
worthy individuals who were crowned with them. Having gathered a
few branches, she made a magnificent garland of honor, which, during
the time the company remained together, was placed on each person’s
head as a clear sign of royal sovereignty and authority.”

Once she had been crowned Queen, Pampinea summoned the ser-
vants of the three men as well as the women’s maids, who were four in
number. She then ordered everyone to be silent, and when they were,
she said:

“So that I may begin by setting an example for you all that will allow
our company to be able to live free from shame and will make our expe-

rience here an ever more orderly and pleasurable one for as long as we

*Vespers: evening. On the canonical hours, see Headnote 2.
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choose to stay together, let me first appoint Parmeno, Dioneo’s servant,
as my steward and entrust him with the care and management of our
entire household as well as everything pertaining to the service of our
dining hall.* I want Sirisco, Panfilo’s servant, to be our buyer and trea-
surer and to carry out Parmeno’s orders. Tindaro, who is in Filostrato’s
service, shall take care of his master’s bedchamber as well as those of
the other two men whenever their own servants are prevented by their
duties from doing so. My maid Misia will be in the kitchen full-time
with Filomena’s maid Licisca, where they will diligently prepare all
the dishes ordered by Parmeno. We want Chimera, Lauretta’s maid,
and Stratilia, Flammetta’s, to act as the ladies’ chambermaids and to
clean all the places we frequent. Finally, if they wish to stay in our good
graces, we desire and command all of the servants to take care that,
no matter what they see or hear in their comings and goings, no news
from the outside world should ever reach us unless that news is good.”

Having summarily given out her orders, which everyone com-
mended, she rose gaily to her feet and declared: “Here there are gardens
and meadows and lots of other truly delightful spots in which we are
free to walk and enjoy ourselves. However, at the stroke of tierce, let
us all return here so that we can eat while it is still cool.”™

After the merry company was given leave to go by the Queen, the
young men and their lovely companions set off on a leisurely walk
through one of the gardens, talking of pleasant matters, making lovely
garlands out of various types of foliage for one another, and singing
songs of love. Then, when they had spent as much time there as the
Queen had allotted them, they returned to their lodging where they
found Parmeno had been quite diligent in carrying out his duties, for
when they entered one of the great halls on the ground floor, they
saw that tables had been set up, laid with the whitest tablecloths on
which there were goblets gleaming like silver, and that the whole room
had been adorned with broom blossoms. At the Queen’s behest they
rinsed their hands in water and went to sit in the places Parmeno had

assigned them.

* Tierce: midmorning. On the canonical hours, see Headnote 2.
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Exquisitely prepared dishes were brought in, the finest wines were
at the ready, and without a sound the three servants began waiting
on them. The entire company was delighted that everything was so
beautiful and so well presented, and all through the meal there was a
great deal of pleasant talk and much good cheer. As soon as the tables
were cleared away, the Queen sent for musical instruments so that a
few of their number who were well versed in music could play and sing,
while all the rest, the ladies together with the young men, could dance
a carola.* At her request, Dioneo took up a lute and Fiammetta a viol,*
and the pair began playing a melodious dance tune together, where-
upon the Queen, having sent the servants away to eat, formed a circle
with the other ladies and the two young men, and all began dancing at
a stately pace. After that, they sang a number of pleasant, happy little
songs, and continued to entertain themselves in this manner until the
Queen, thinking it was time for a nap, dismissed them. The three young
men consequently retired to their bedchambers, which were separated
from those of the ladies. There they found not merely that their beds
had been neatly made, but that their rooms were as full of flowers as
the hall had been, and the ladies made a similar discovery, whereupon
the entire company undressed and lay down to rest.

Not long after nones had struck, the Queen got up and had the young
men and all the other women awakened, declaring that it was harm-
ful to sleep too much during the day.t They then went off to a little
meadow where the grass, shaded everywhere from the sun, grew lush
and green, and where, feeling a gentle breeze wafting over them, the
Queen asked them to sit down in a circle on the green grass. She then
spoke to them as follows:

“As you can see, the sun is high, the heat is intense, and nothing
can be heard but the cicadas up in the olive trees. To take a walk and
go somewhere else right now would be the height of folly, since it is
so lovely and cool here, and besides, as you can see, there are boards

set up for backgammon and chess. However, although we are free to

*Carola: a dance in which the dancers joined hands and moved in a clockwise direc-
tion, usually accompanied by music and the singing of the dancers themselves.

t Nones: midafternoon. On the canonical hours, see Headnote 2.



DAY 1, INTRODUCTION 23

amuse ourselves in whatever way we like, if you would take my advice
in this, we should not spend the hot part of the day playing games, for
they necessarily leave one of the players feeling miffed, without giving
that much pleasure either to his opponent or to those who are watch-
ing. Rather, we should tell stories, for even though just one person is
doing the talking, all the others will still have the pleasure of listening.
And by the time each one of you will have told his or her little tale, the
sun will be setting, the heat will have abated, and we will be able to go
and amuse ourselves wherever you choose. Now, if you like what I am
proposing, let us put it into effect, but if you dislike it, since my only
desire is to carry out your wishes, let us all go and spend our time doing
whatever we please until the hour of vespers.”

The entire company, the ladies and the young men alike, praised the
idea of telling stories.

“Then, if that is your pleasure,” said the Queen, “my wish is that, on
this first day, we should all be free to speak on whatever topic each of
us finds most agreeable.”

Turning to Panfilo, who was seated to her right, the Queen gra-
ciously asked him to start things off with one of his stories. Upon
hearing her command, Panfilo responded with alacrity, and as all the
others listened, he began speaking as follows.
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Ser Cepparello deceives a holy friar with a false confession and dies, and
although he was one of the worst of men during his life, he is reputed after his
death to be a saint and is called Saint Ciappelletto.’

. earest ladies, it is fitting that everything man does should take

L7 asits origin the wonderful and holy name of Him who was the
maker of all things. Thus, since I am the first and must begin our story-
telling, I intend to start off with one of His marvelous works so that,
once you have heard it, our hope in Him, as in that which is immutable,
will be strengthened, and we will forever praise His name. Now, it is
clear that the things of this world are all transitory and fading, so that
both in themselves and in what they give rise to, they are filled with
suffering, anguish, and toil, as well as being subject to countless dan-
gers. We, who live in the midst of these things and are a part of them,
would certainly not be able to resist and defend ourselves against them,
if the special grace of God did not lend us strength and discernment. It
is wrong to believe that this grace descends to us and enters us because
of any merit of our own. Rather, it is sent by His loving kindness and
is obtained through the prayers of those who, though mortal like us,
truly followed His will while they were alive and now enjoy eternal
bliss with Him. To them, as to advocates informed by experience of
our frailty, we offer up prayers about our concerns, perhaps because
we do not dare to present them personally before the sight of so greata
judge. And yet in Him, who is generous and filled with pity for us, we
perceive something more. Although human sight is not sharp enough
to penetrate the secrets of the divine mind in any way, it sometimes
happens that we are deceived by popular opinion into making someone

24
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our advocate before Him in all His majesty whom He has cast into
eternal exile. And yet He, from whom nothing is hidden, pays more
attention to the purity of the supplicant than to his ignorance or to
the damned state of his intercessor, listening to those who pray as if
their advocate were actually blessed in His sight. All of this will appear
clearly in the tale I intend to tell—clearly, I say, not in keeping with
the judgment of God, but with that of men.

The story is told that Musciatto Franzesi, an extremely rich and cel-
ebrated merchant in France, who had been made a knight, was once
supposed to move to Tuscany with Lord Charles Sans Terre, the King
of France’s brother, whom Pope Boniface had sent for and was encour-
aging to come.” Musciatto recognized that his affairs, as those of mer-
chants often are, were tangled up here and there and could not be put
right quickly and easily, but he thought of a number of different people
to whom he could entrust them and thus found a way to take care of
everything, There was, however, one exception. He was unsure whom he
could leave behind to recover the loans he had made to quite a few people
in Burgundy. The reason for his uncertainty was that he had heard the
Burgundians were a quarrelsome lot, evil by nature and untrustworthy,
and he could think of no one he could rely on who would be sufficiently
wicked that his wickedness would match theirs. After he had given the
matter a great deal of thought, there came to mind a certain Ser Cep-
parello da Prato, who was often a guest in his house in Paris.> Because
the man was small of stature and dressed like a dandy, the French, not
knowing what “Cepparello” signified and thinking it meant “hat,” that is,
“garland,” in their language, called him, because he was small as we have
said, not Ciappello, but Ciappelletto. And so, he was called Ciappelletto
everywhere, while only a select few knew he was really Ser Cepparello.*

*Cepparello’s first name is the diminutive (-ello) of Ciapo, short for Jacopo (James),
although Boccaccio plays with the fact that ceppo meant “log” or “stump.” “Cepparello”
could thus be translated as “Little Log.” The French-speaking Burgundians mistake his
name, thinking it sounds like their word for hat or garland, chapelet, and transform
it into the half-French, half-Italian Ciappelletto, “Little Garland.” In the course of the
fourteenth century, chapelet also acquired the meaning of “rosary,” so his name could
also mean “Little Rosary.”
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Let me tell you about the kind of life this Ciappelletto led. A notary,
he would feel the greatest shame if even one of the very few legal docu-
ments he drew up was found to be other than false. He had composed
as many of these phony ones as people requested, and he did so for
free more willingly than someone else would have done for a sizable
payment. Furthermore, he supplied false testimony with the greatest
delight, whether it was asked for or not, and since people in France in
those days placed the greatest trust in oaths, and since he did not care
if his were false, he won a great many law cases through his wickedness
whenever he was asked to swear upon his oath to tell the truth. Because
it gave him real pleasure, he went to great lengths to stir up bad feelings,
hatred, and scandals among friends and relations and everyone else,
and the greater the evils he saw arise as a result, the greater his happi-
ness. Invited to be an accomplice in a murder or some other criminal
act, he would never refuse to go. Indeed, he would do so with a ready
will and often found himself happily wounding or killing men with
his own hands. He was the greatest blasphemer of God and the Saints,
and since he would do so at the slightest provocation, he came off as
the most irascible man alive. He never went to church and used abomi-
nable words to mock all its sacraments as being beneath contempt. On
the other hand, he happily spent time in taverns and frequented other
places of ill repute. Of women, he was as fond as dogs are of being
beaten with a stick, and he took more delight in their opposite than any
degenerate ever did. He would rob and steal with a conscience like that
of a holy man giving alms. He was a total glutton and a great drinker,
so much so that sometimes it would make him disgustingly ill. Plus,
he was a devout cardsharp and gambled with loaded dice. But why do
I'lavish so many words on him? He was perhaps the worst man who
had ever been born. For a long time his wickedness had preserved the
wealth and rank of Messer Musciatto who often protected him from
both private persons, who were frequently the victims of his abuse, and
from the courts, which always were.

Thus, when this Ser Cepparello crossed the mind of Messer
Musciatto, who was well acquainted with his life, he thought to himself
that this would be just the man he needed to deal with the wickedness
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of the Burgundians. He therefore had Ciappelletto sent for and spoke
to him as follows:

“Ser Ciappelletto, as you know, I am about to leave here for good,
and since, among others, I have to deal with the Burgundians, who are
full of tricks, I know of no one more qualified than you to recover my
money from them. Since you're not doing anything at present, if you
take care of this business for me, I intend to obtain the favor of the
court for you here and to award you a fair portion of what you recover.”

Ser Ciappelletto, who was indeed unemployed and in short supply of
worldly goods, saw the man who had long been his refuge and defense
about to depart, and so, without a moment’s hesitation, constrained, as
it were, by necessity, he made up his mind and said he would be more
than willing to do what Musciatto wanted. The two of them then
worked out the details of their agreement, and Ser Ciappelletto received
Musciatto’s power of attorney as well as letters of introduction from
the King. Soon after Messer Musciatto’s departure, Ciappelletto went
off to Burgundy, where almost no one knew him. There, in a kind and
gentle manner quite beyond his nature, as though he were holding back
his wrath till the end, he began recovering Musciatto’s money and tak-
ing care of what he had been sent to do.

Before long, while he was lodging in the house of two Florentine
brothers who lent money at interest and who treated him with great
respect out of love for Messer Musciatto, he happened to fall ill. The
two brothers immediately sent for doctors and servants to take care of
him and to provide him with everything he might need to recover his
health. All their help was in vain, however, for, in the opinion of the
doctors, the good man, who was already old and had lived a disorderly
life, was going from bad to worse every day, as people did who had a
fatal illness. The two brothers were very upset about this, and one day;,
right next to the bedroom in which Ser Ciappelletto lay sick, they began
talking together.

“What are we going to do about this guy?” said the one of them to
the other. “We've got a terrible mess on our hands on account of him,
because if we kick him out of our house, as sick as he is, people would
condemn us for doing it. Plus, they’d really think we're stupid since
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we didn’t just take him in at first, but also went to great lengths to
find servants and doctors for him, and now; although he couldn’t have
done anything to offend us, they see him suddenly kicked out of our
house when he’s deathly ill. On the other hand, he’s been such a bad
man that he won’t want to make his confession or receive any of the
sacraments of the Church, and if he dies without confession, no church
will want to receive his body, and they’ll wind up tossing him into some
garbage pit like a dog.* But if he goes ahead and makes his confession,
the same thing will happen. Since his sins are so many and so horrible,
no friar or priest will be willing or able to absolve him, and so, without
absolution, he’ll be tossed into a garbage pit just the same. And when
that happens, the people of this town—both because of our profession,
which they think is truly wicked and which they bad-mouth all day
long, and because of their desire to rob us—well, they’ll rise up and riot
when they see it. And as they come running to our house, they’ll be
screaming, “These Lombard dogs that the Church refuses to accept, we
won't put up with them any longer!” And maybe they won't just steal
our stuff, but on top of that, they’ll take our lives. So, no matter how
things work out, it'll be bad for us if this guy dies.”

Ser Ciappelletto, who, as we said, was lying close to where they were
talking, and whose hearing was sharp, as it often is in those who are
sick, caught every word they were saying about him and reacted by
sending for them to come to him.

“I don’t want you to fear anything on my account,” he told them,
“or to be afraid you'll be harmed because of me. I heard what you were
saying about me, and I'm very sure that the outcome will be exactly
what you've predicted if things happen the way you've been imagining
them. However, it’s all going to turn out differently. I've done the Lord
God so many injuries during my lifetime that doing Him one more at
the hour of my death won’t make a difference to Him one way or the
other. So go and arrange for the holiest and worthiest friar you can find
to come to me—if such a one exists—and leave everything to me, for
I'm sure I can set both your affairs and my own in order so that all will
be well and you'll be satisfied with the result.”
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Although the two brothers didn’t derive much hope from this, they
nevertheless went off to a monastery and asked for a wise and holy man
to hear the confession of a Lombard who was sick in their house. They
were assigned an elderly friar, a grand master of the Scriptures, who
had lived a good and holy life and was a very venerable figure toward
whom all the townspeople felt an immense special devotion, and they
took this man back home with them.

When the friar reached the bedroom where Ser Ciappelletto was
lying, he seated himself beside the sick man, and after speaking some
words of comfort, asked him how much time had passed since he had
made his last confession. Ser Ciappelletto, who had never been to con-
fession, replied to him: “Father, it used to be my custom to go to confes-
sion at least once a week, without counting the many weeks in which
I went more often. Since I've been sick for about a week now, the truth
is that the suffering I've endured from my illness has been so great that
it has prevented me from going to confession.”

“My son,” said the friar, “you've done well, and you should continue
that practice in the future. Considering how often you've made your
confession, I don’t think it will be a lot of trouble for me to hear it and
to examine you.”

“Messer Friar,” said Ser Ciappelletto, “don’t speak like that. Although
I've gone to confession many, many times, I've always had a longing
to make a general confession of all the sins I could remember, start-
ing from the day of my birth and coming right down to the present.
Therefore, my good father, I beg you to examine me point by point
about everything just as if I'd never been to confession. And don’t be
concerned about me because I'm sick, for I would much rather mor-
tify this flesh of mine than indulge it by doing something that might
lead to the perdition of my soul, which my Savior redeemed with His
precious blood.”

These words pleased the holy man immensely and seemed to him
to argue a well-disposed mind. Consequently, after commending Ser
Ciappelletto warmly for making frequent confessions, he began by ask-

ing him if he had ever committed the sin of lust with a woman.*
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“Father,” Ser Ciappelletto replied with a sigh, “I'm ashamed to tell
you the truth on this subject for fear I might be committing the sin of
pride.”

“Don't be afraid to speak,” said the holy friar. “Telling the truth was
never a sin either in confession or anywhere else.”

“Since you give me such reassurance,” said Ser Ciappelletto, “I'll go
ahead and tell you: I'm as much a virgin today as when I came forth
from my mama’s body.”

“Oh, God’s blessings on you!” said the friar. “What a good man you've
been! In fact, by acting as you have, you are all the more meritorious,
because, if you had wanted to, you had more freedom to do the oppo-
site than we and others like us do, since we are bound by the vows of
religion.”

Next, he asked Ciappelletto if he had displeased God through the
sin of gluttony. Breathing a heavy sigh, Ser Ciappelletto replied that he
had done so many times. For although it was his habit to fast on bread
and water at least three days a week, in addition to doing so during the
periods of fasting that devout people observed on holy days throughout
the year, he had nevertheless drunk that water with as much delight
and gusto as any great wine drinker ever drank his wine, and especially
if he was exhausted from performing acts of devotion or making a
pilgrimage. Moreover, he was often filled with a longing to have those
little salads of baby field greens that women fix when they go to the
country, and sometimes, as he ate them, doing so seemed better to him
than it should have seemed to someone, like himself, who fasted out of
piety, which was the precise reason why he was fasting.

“My son,” replied the friar, “these sins are natural and quite trivial,
so I don’t want you to burden your conscience with them any more
than necessary. No matter how truly holy a man may be, eating after a
long fast and drinking after hard work will always seem good to him.”

“Oh, father,” said Ser Ciappelletto, “don’t say that just to console me.
Surely you must realize that I know how every act we perform in the
service of God has to be done wholeheartedly and with an unspotted
soul, and how anybody who does otherwise is committing a sin.”

Feeling quite content, the friar said: “I am overjoyed that you think
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like this. It pleases me greatly that on this topic your conscience is
pure and good. But tell me: have you committed the sin of avarice by
desiring more than what was proper or by keeping what you should
not have kept?”

“Father,” said Ser Ciappelletto, “I don't want you to suspect me of
this because I'm living in the house of these usurers. I'm not here to do
business. On the contrary, I've come with the intention of admonishing
and chastising them and of leading them away from their abominable
moneymaking. What is more, I think I would have succeeded if God
had not visited this tribulation upon me. Now, you should know that
although my father left me a rich man, I gave away the greater part
of what he had to charity after his death. Then, however, in order to
sustain my life and to be able to aid Christ’s poor, I've done a little bit
of trading, and in doing so, I did indeed desire to make money. But
I've always divided what I earned down the middle with God’s poor,
devoting my half to my needs, and giving the other half to them, and
my Creator has aided me so well in this that my business has continu-
ally gotten better and better.”

“Well done,” said the friar. “But say, how often have you gotten
angry?”

“Oh,” said Ser Ciappelletto, “that’s something, just let me tell you,
that’s happened to me a lot. For who could restrain himself, seeing the
disgusting things men do all day long, neither observing God’s com-
mandments, nor fearing His chastisement? There've been many days
when I would have preferred to die rather than live to listen to young
people swearing and forswearing themselves, and to watch them pur-
suing vanities, frequenting taverns rather than going to church, and
following the ways of the world rather than those of God.”

“My son,” said the friar, “this is righteous anger, and for my part, I
cannot impose any penance on account of it. But was there ever a case
in which your anger led you to commit murder or to hurl abuse at any-
one or to do them any other sort of injury?”

Ser Ciappelletto answered him: “Alas, sir, how can you, who appear
to be a man of God, speak such words? If I'd had even the teeniest
little thought about doing any one of the things you've mentioned, do
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you think I'd believe that God would have shown me so much favor?
Those are things that thugs and criminals would do, and whenever I've
come upon a person of that sort, I've always said, ‘Be gone! And may
God convert you.”

“God bless you, my son!” said the friar. “Now tell me: have you ever
borne false witness against anyone or spoken ill of others or taken
things from them without their permission?”

“Yes, sir,” replied Ser Ciappelletto, I really have spoken ill of oth-
ers. Because once I had a neighbor who, without the least justification,
was forever beating his wife, and so one time, I criticized him to his
wife’s family because of the great pity I felt for the wretched creature.
Whenever he’d had too much to drink, God alone could tell you how
he used to smack her around.”

“Well, then,” said the friar, “you tell me you've been a merchant. Have
you ever deceived anyone, as merchants do?”

“Yes, sir, by gosh,” replied Ser Ciappelletto, “but I don’t know who
he was, except that he was a man who brought me money he owed me
for some cloth I'd sold him, and I put it in a box without counting it.
Then, a good month later, I discovered that there were four more pen-
nies in it than there should have been. Well, I kept them for an entire
year with the intention of returning them to him, but when I never
saw him again, I gave them away to charity.”

“That was a trifle,” said the friar, “and you did well to have acted as
you did.”

On top of this, the holy friar went on to ask him about many other
things and got the same kind of reply in each case. But then, just as he
was about to proceed to absolution, Ser Ciappelletto said: “I still have
a sin or two more, sir, that I haven't told you about.”

The friar asked him what they were, and Ciappelletto replied: ‘I
remember how one Saturday I didn’t show proper reverence for the
Holy Sabbath because after nones I had my servant sweep the house.””

“Oh, my son,” said the friar, “that’s a trifle.”

“No,” said Ser Ciappelletto, “don't call it a trifle, for the Sabbath
cannot be honored too much, seeing that it was on just such a day our
Savior came back to life from the dead.”
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Then the friar asked: “Have you done anything else?”

“Yes, sir,” replied Ser Ciappelletto. “Once, not thinking about what
I was doing, I spat in the house of God.”

The friar smiled and said: “My son, that’s nothing to worry about.
We, who are in holy orders, spit there all day long.”

“And what you're doing is vile,” said Ser Ciappelletto, “for nothing
should be kept as clean as the Holy Temple in which we offer sacrifice
to God.”

In brief, he told the holy friar many things of this sort, until he
finally began sighing and then burst into tears—for he was someone
who knew only too well how to do this when he wanted to.

“My son,” said the holy friar, “what’s wrong?”

“Alas, sir,” Ser Ciappelletto replied, “there’s still one sin of mine
remaining that I've never confessed because I feel so much shame in
speaking about it. As you can see, every time I remember it, it makes
me weep, and I think there can be no doubt that God will never have
mercy on me because of it.”

“Come on now, son,” said the holy friar, “what are you talking about?
If all the sins that have ever been committed by all of humanity, or
that will be committed by them as long as the world lasts, were united
in one single man, and yet he were as penitent and contrite as I see you
are, then truly the benignity and mercy of God are so great that if that
man were to confess them, he would be forgiven willingly. Therefore,
don’t be afraid to speak.”

Ser Ciappelletto continued to weep violently as he replied: “Alas,
father, my sin is so great that I can hardly believe God will ever pardon
it unless you use your prayers on my behalf.”

“Speak freely,” said the friar, “for I promise I'll pray to God for you.”

Ser Ciappelletto just kept on crying and refusing to talk about it,
and the friar went on encouraging him to speak. Then, after Ser Ciap-
pelletto had kept the friar in suspense with his weeping for a very long
time, he heaved a great sigh and said: “Father, since you've promised
to pray to God for me, I will tell you about it. You should know that
when I was a little boy, I once cursed my mama.” And having said this,

he started weeping violently all over again.
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“Oh, my son,” said the friar, “does this seem such a great sin to you?
Why, men curse God all day long, and yet He freely pardons anyone
who repents of having cursed Him. And you don’t think that He will
pardon you for this? Don’t weep and don’t worry, for surely, even if you
had been one of those who placed Him on the cross, He would pardon
you because of the contrition I see in you.”

“Alas, father,” replied Ser Ciappelletto, “what are you saying? My
sweet mama, who carried me in her body, day and night, for nine
months, and who held me in her arms more than a hundred times—I
was too wicked when I cursed her! My sin is too great! And if you don't
pray to God for me, it will not be forgiven.”

When the friar saw that there was nothing left to say to Ser Ciap-
pelletto, he absolved him and gave him his blessing, taking him to be
a very holy man, for he fully believed that what Ser Ciappelletto had
said was true—and who would not have believed it, seeing a man at the
point of death speak like that?

Then, after all this, the friar said to him: “Ser Ciappelletto, with the
help of God you'll soon be well, but if it should happen that God calls
thatblessed, well-disposed soul of yours to Him, would you like to have
your body buried at our monastery?”

“Yes, sir,” replied Ser Ciappelletto. “In fact, I wouldn’t want to be
anywhere else, since you've promised to pray to God for me, not to
mention the fact that I have always been especially devoted to your
order. Therefore, when you return to your monastery, I beg you to
have them send me that most true body of Christ that you consecrate
upon the altar every morning, for, although I'm unworthy of it, I would
like, with your permission, to partake of it, and afterward, to receive
Holy Extreme Unction so that if I have lived a sinner, at least I may
die a Christian.”

The holy man said he was greatly pleased that Ser Ciappelletto had
spoken so well, and told him that he would arrange for the Host to be
brought to him right away. And so it was.

*The “body of Christ” is the Host, the bread that is eaten during Communion.

Extreme Unction is a sacrament of the Catholic Church administered to those who are
on their deathbed.
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The two brothers, who were afraid that Ser Ciappelletto was going
to deceive them, had placed themselves near a partition that divided
the room where he was lying from the one they were in, and as they
eavesdropped, they were able to understand everything he said to the
friar. Upon hearing him confess the things he had done, they sometimes
had such a desire to laugh that they almost burst, and from time to
time they would say to one another: “What kind of man is this, whom
neither old age, nor sickness, nor the fear of death, which is imminent,
nor the fear of God, before whose judgment he must stand in just a
short while, could induce him to give up his wickedness and want to
die any differently than he lived?” But, seeing as how he had spoken in
such a way that he would be received for burial in a church, everything
else was of no consequence to them.

A little later Ser Ciappelletto took Communion, and as his condi-
tion was rapidly deteriorating, he received Extreme Unction and then
died just a little after vespers of the day on which he had made his good
confession. Using Ser Ciappelletto’s own money, the two brothers took
care of all the arrangements necessary for him to be given an honor-
able burial, and sent word to the friars” house that they should come in
the evening to perform the customary wake and take away the body
in the morning,

The holy friar who had confessed Ser Ciappelletto, having heard
that he had passed away, came to an understanding with the Prior of
the monastery, and after the chapterhouse bell had been rung and the
friars were gathered together, he explained to them how Ser Ciappel-
letto had been a holy man, according to what he had deduced from the
confession he had heard. And in the hope that the Lord God was going
to perform many miracles through Ser Ciappelletto, he persuaded the
others to receive the body with the greatest reverence and devotion.
The credulous Prior and the other friars agreed to this plan, and in the
evening they all went to the room where Ser Ciappelletto’s body was
laid and held a great and solemn vigil over it. Then, in the morning,
they got dressed in their surplices and copes, and with their books in
their hands and the cross before them, they went for the body, chant-
ing along the way, after which they carried it to their church with the
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greatest ceremony and solemnity, followed by almost all the people of
the city, men and women alike. Once the body had been placed in the
church, the holy friar who had confessed Ser Ciappelletto mounted
the pulpit and began to preach marvelous things about him, about his
life, his fasts, his virginity, his simplicity and innocence and sanctity,
recounting, among other things, what he had confessed to him in tears
as his greatest sin, and how he had scarcely been able to get it into his
head that God would forgive him for it. After this, the holy friar took
the opportunity to reprimand the people who were listening. “And
you, wretched sinners,” he said, “for every blade of straw your feet trip
over, you blaspheme against God and His Mother and all the Saints
in Paradise.”

Besides this, the holy friar said many other things about Ser Ciappel-
letto’s faith and purity, so that in short, by means of his words, which
the people of the countryside believed absolutely, he managed to plant
the image of Ser Ciappelletto so deeply inside the minds and hearts
of everyone present that when the service was over, there was a huge
stampede as the people rushed forward to kiss Ser Ciappelletto’s hands
and feet. They tore off all the clothing he had on, each one thinking
himself blessed if he just got a little piece of it. Furthermore, the body
had to be kept there all daylong so that everyone could come to see him.
Finally, when night fell, he was given an honorable burial in a marble
tomb located in one of the chapels. The next day people immediately
began going there to light candles and pray to him, and later they made
vows to him and hung up ex-votos of wax in fulfillment of the prom-
ises they had made.* So great did the fame of Ciappelletto’s holiness
and the people’s devotion to him grow that there was almost no one
in some sort of difficulty who did not make a vow to him rather than
to some other saint. In the end, they called him Saint Ciappelletto, as
they still do, and claim that God has performed many miracles through
him and will perform them every day for those who devoutly entrust

themselves to him.

* An ex-voto is a votive offering (the phrase means “out of or because of a vow” in
Latin).
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Thus lived and died Ser Cepparello da Prato who, as you have heard,
became a saint.® Nor do I wish to deny the possibility that he sits among
the Blessed in the presence of God. For although his life was wicked
and depraved, it is possible that at the very point of death he became
so contrite that God took pity on him and accepted him into His king-
dom. However, since this is hidden from us, what I will say in this case,
on the basis of appearances, is that he is more likely in the hands of the
Devil down in Hell than up there in Paradise. And if that is so, then
we may recognize how very great God’s loving kindness is toward us,
in that He does not consider our sinfulness, but the purity of our faith,
and even though we make our intercessor one of His enemies, thinking
him His friend, God still grants our prayers as if we were asking a true
saint to obtain His grace for us. And therefore, so that all of us in this
merry company may, by His grace, be kept safe and sound during our
present troubles, let us praise His name, which is what we began with,
and venerate Him, commending ourselves to Him in our need, in the
certain knowledge that we will be heard.

And at this point he fell silent.”



Day 1, Story 2

Abraham the Jew, urged on by Giannotto di Civigni, goes to the court of Rome,
and after having seen the wickedness of the clergy, returns to Paris and becomes
a Christian.!

7 heladies laughed at parts of Panfilo’s story while praising it in its

entirety. They had given it their full attention, and once it came to

an end, the Queen commanded Neifile, who was sitting next to Panfilo,

to continue the order of the entertainment they had begun by telling

a story of her own. Being no less endowed with courtly manners than

beauty, Neifile replied gaily that she would do so with pleasure and
began in this fashion:

In his storytelling Panfilo has shown us how the benevolence of
God disregards our errors when they result from something we cannot
understand, and in mine, I intend to show you how this same benevo-
lence gives proof of its infallible truth by patiently enduring the faults
of those who, although they ought to serve as true witnesses to it in
both word and deed, do just the opposite. And I tell it in the hope that
we will all put what we believe into practice with greater conviction.

I have heard it said, gracious ladies, that in Paris there once lived a
great merchant, a good man named Giannotto di Civigni. Extremely
honest and upright, he ran a flourishing cloth business and had the
greatest friendship with a very rich Jew named Abraham who was
likewise a merchant and an extremely upright and honest man.? Rec-
ognizing Abraham’s honesty and upright character, Giannotto began
to feel deep regret that the soul of such a worthy man, who was as
good as he was wise, should go to perdition because of his lack of faith.
And so, he started pleading with Abraham in an amiable manner to
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leave behind the errors of the Jewish faith and convert to the Christian
truth, which, as something good and holy, was always prospering and
increasing, as Abraham could see for himself, whereas clearly his own
religion, by contrast, was on the decline and would come to nothing.

The Jew replied that he believed no faith to be either good or holy
except the Jewish one, that having been born into it, he intended to live
and die in it, and that nothing would ever make him abandon it. Nev-
ertheless, Giannotto did not give up, and a few days later he addressed
similar words to Abraham, speaking to him bluntly, as most merchants
know how to do, and demonstrating to him how our faith is better
than the Jewish one. Although the Jew was a grand master of the Jew-
ish law, he actually began to find Giannotto’s arguments compelling,
either because he was moved by his great friendship with Giannotto, or
perhaps because of the words that the Holy Spirit put into the mouth
of that simple man. Still, however, the Jew clung stubbornly to his faith
and would not allow himself to be converted.

The more obstinate he remained, the more Giannotto continued
to entreat him, until the Jew was finally overcome by his continual
insistence. “Look here, Giannotto,” he said, “you’d like me to become a
Christian. Well, I'm willing to do so, but on one condition: first, I want
to go to Rome to see the man who you say is the Vicar of God on earth
and to observe his life and habits, and likewise those of his brothers,
the cardinals? Then, if they seem to me to be such men that, between
what you've said and what I'm able to observe about them for myself, I
can see that your faith is better than mine—which is what you've been
trying so hard to show me—1I'll do what I've promised you. But if things
should turn out differently, I'll remain the Jew that I am.”

When Giannotto heard this, he was stricken with a deep sadness.
“I've lost all the pains that I thought were so well taken,” he said to
himself. “I think I've converted him, and yet, if he goes to the court of
Rome and sees the wicked and filthy lives of the clergy, not only won't
he change from a Jew into a Christian, but if he had already become a
Christian, he would, without fail, go back to being a Jew again.”

Then, turning to Abraham, he said: “Come on, my friend, why do
you want to go to all the trouble and expense you'll have in traveling
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from here to Rome? Not to mention the fact that both by sea and by
land, the journey is filled with dangers for a rich man like you. Don't
you think you'll find someone here to baptize you? And if, perhaps, you
have doubts about the faith that I've explained to you, where are there
more teachers and more learned men than right here who can answer
your questions and tell you what you want to know?* Therefore, in my
opinion, your trip is unnecessary. Remember that the prelates there are
just like the ones you've seen here over the years, although those there
are admittedly better insofar as they are closer to the Chief Shepherd.
So, my counsel is that you should save your energy now, and at some
other time you should go on a pilgrimage to seek an indulgence, when
I, perhaps, will be able to keep you company.”

“Giannotto,” the Jew replied, “I do believe everything you've been
saying is true, but to sum it all up in a word: if you want me to do what
you've begged me to do so often, I absolutely must go there. Otherwise,
I shall do nothing about it.”

Seeing his determination, Giannotto said: “Go, then, and good luck
to you!” Meanwhile, he thought to himself that Abraham would never
want to become a Christian once he had seen the court of Rome, but
since there was nothing to be lost if he went there, Giannotto stopped
arguing’®
’ Mounting his horse, the Jew set off as quickly as he could for the
court of Rome, where, upon his arrival, he was given an honorable
reception by his Jewish friends. He settled in, and without telling any-

.one why he had come, he began carefully scrutinizing the behavior
of the Pope, the cardinals, the other prelates, and all their courtiers.
Between what he himself observed—for he was a keenly perceptive
man—and the information he obtained from others, he discovered
that from the highest to the lowest, all of the clergy, unrestrained
by any sense of shame or remorse, committed the sin of lust in great
wickedness, and not just the natural variety, but also the sodomitical,
such that the influence of whores and boys was of no little importance
in obtaining great favors from them. Besides this, he saw clearly that
the clergy were all gluttons, drunks, and sots, who, like brute beasts,

served their bellies more than anything else except for their lust. On
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closer inspection, he also discovered that they were all so avaricious and
moneygrubbing that they would as readily buy and sell human blood,
that is to say the blood of Christians, as they would sacred objects,
whether the sacraments or benefices were involved. In these matters
they did more business and employed more middlemen than could
be found in any Paris market, including that of the cloth trade. They
gave the name of “procurement” to their buying and selling of Church
offices, and of “daily rations” to their gluttony, as if, no matter what
their words actually referred to, God could not understand the inten-
tions in their wicked hearts, and would allow Himself to be deceived,
just as men are, by the names that are given to things.® These failings,
together with many others it is best to pass over in silence, were highly
displeasing to the Jew, who was a sober and temperate man. When
he finally felt that he had seen enough, he decided to return to Paris,
which is just what he did.

Upon learning that Abraham had returned, Giannotto came to see
him, thinking nothing less likely than that he had turned Christian.
The two men greeted one another with the greatest warmth, and then,
after letting him have a few days to rest, Giannotto asked him what
he thought about the Holy Father and the cardinals and the other
courtiers.

“I think they’re a curse—which is what I wish God would pronounce
on all of them!” the Jew promptly replied. “I'm telling you this, because,
if I'm any kind of judge, I saw no holiness there, no devotion, no good
works or models of life—or of anything else—in any member of the
clergy. Instead, it seemed to me that lust, avarice, gluttony, fraud, envy,
pride, and the like, and worse, if anything worse is possible, had such
power over everyone that I consider the place a forge of diabolical works
rather than divine ones. The way it looks to me, your Shepherd, and all
of the others, too, are only interested in reducing the Christian religion
to nothing and use all their wits and all their skill to drive it from the
world, just when they should be serving as its foundation and support.
Still, since I see that what they are trying to do hasn’t happened, and
the fact is that your religion is constantly growing and becoming more
resplendent and illustrious, I think I'm right to conclude that the Holy
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Spirit must indeed be its foundation and support, for it is truer and
holier than any other.” Therefore, whereas I used to stand firm and
unyielding against all your entreaties, refusing to become a Christian,
now I tell you frankly that I wouldn’t let anything get in the way of my
becoming one. So, let’s go to church, and there I'll have myself baptized
according to the customary rites of your holy faith.”

When Giannotto, who was expecting precisely the opposite conclu-
sion, heard him say this, he was the happiest man there ever was, and
off he went together with Abraham to Notre Dame de Paris where
he asked the priests to baptize his friend. Once they learned that
Abraham himself wanted it done, they performed the ceremony right
away, and as Giannotto raised him from the sacred font, he named
him Giovanni* Giannotto then had the most learned men instruct
him thoroughly about our faith, which he quickly mastered, and from
that time on, Giovanni was not just a good and worthy man, but one

who lived a holy life as well.

*By lifting Abraham up from the baptismal font and naming him Giovanni, Gian-
notto is acting as his godfather.



Day 1, Story 3

Melchisedech the Jew uses a story about three rings to avoid a very dangerous
trap set for him by Saladin.!

fter Neifile had fallen silent and everyone had finished praising
her story, Filomena, at the Queen’s command, began to speak
as follows:

The story told by Neifile calls to mind one about the dangerous
straits that a Jew once found himself in. Since we have already spoken
quite well about God and the truth of our faith, no one should object
if at this point we descend to worldly events and the deeds of men.
Once you have heard the story I am going to tell you, perhaps you will
become more cautious in responding to questions that are put to you.

It is a fact, my dear companions, that just as stupidity will often
take a person from a state of happiness and cast him into the greatest
misery, so intelligence will extricate him from the gravest dangers and
lead him to a state of peace and perfect security. Now; it is so clear that
stupidity leads people from happiness into misery that I feel no need
to demonstrate the truth of that notion by means of a tale, especially
since you can easily find a thousand examples of it every day. Instead,
as I promised, by means of a little story, I will show you in brief how
intelligence can be our salvation.

Although Saladin’s talents were so great that they enabled him to
rise from humble beginnings and become the Sultan of Babylon,* while
helping him gain many victories over both Saracen and Christian kings,

on one occasion he discovered himself in need of alarge sum of money,

* Babylon: the medieval name for Cairo.
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for his entire treasury had been used up in his wars and grand displays
of munificence. Unable to see where he could get such a sum in short
order, he happened to recall a rich Jew named Melchisedech who had
a money-lending business in Alexandria® Saladin thought this man
might just be of service to him if he were willing to provide the money;,
but the Jew was so miserly he would never do so of his own free will,
and Saladin was reluctant to use force. Since his needs were press-
ing, however, he racked his brains to find a way to get the Jew to be of
service and finally decided to use force, but force disguised as reason.

Saladin sent for Melchisedech, and after having received him in an
amicable manner, had the Jew sit down beside him. “Youre a worthy
man,” said Saladin, “and many people have told me about your great
wisdom and your deep knowledge of the ways of God. Consequently,
I would gladly learn from you which of the three laws—the Jewish, the
Saracen, or the Christian—you think to be the true one.”

The Jew, who really was a wise man, knew only too well that Sala-
din was looking to catch him making some verbal slip in order to pick
a quarrel with him, and he realized that if he praised one of the three
more than the other two, he would enable Saladin to achieve his goal.
Therefore, knowing that he needed a response that would enable him
to avoid being caught, Melchisedech sharpened his wits, and in no time
at all came up with just what he needed to say.

“My lord,” he replied, “the question you've put to me is a beauty.
However, if I'm to reveal to you what I think about it, I must first ask
you to listen to the little story you're about to hear.

“Unless I'm mistaken, I remember having heard many times about
how there was once a great and wealthy man who had a very beautiful,
precious ring that was among the finest jewels in his treasury. Because
of its value and its beauty, he wanted to do it the honor of leaving it
in perpetuity to his descendants. Consequently, he announced that he
would bequeath it to one of his sons, that whoever was discovered to
have the ring in his possession should be considered his heir, and that
all the others should honor and respect him as the head of the family.

“The son to whom he left the ring then made a similar arrange-

ment for his descendants, doing exactly what his father had done, and
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thus the ring was passed down through many succeeding generations,
ultimately arriving in the hands of a man who had three handsome,
virtuous, very obedient sons, all of whom he loved equally. Since the
three young men knew about the tradition of the ring, they were all
eager to be singled out as the most honored heir and did their utmost
to persuade their father, who was by now an old man, to leave them the
ring when he died. The worthy man, who loved all his sons equally and
could not make up his mind which one to bequeath it to, decided, after
having promised it to each of them, that he would attempt to satisfy
all three. Accordingly, he had a master craftsman secretly make two
other rings that were so similar to the first that he himself, who had
ordered them made, was scarcely able to identify the true one. Then,
when he was dying, in private he gave each of his sons a ring of his own.

“After their father’s death, they all claimed the inheritance and the
title, while denying the claims of their brothers, and each one produced
his ring as proof that he was right. But when they found the rings were
so similar to one another that they could not tell which was the true
one, the question of which son was their father’s real heir was left pend-
ing. And so it still is to this day.

“Now, I say the same thing, my lord, about the three laws given by
God the Father to the three peoples about whom you questioned me.
Each one believes itself to be the rightful possessor of His inheritance,
His true law, and His commandments, but as with the rings, the ques-
tion of who is right is still pending.”

Realizing that the Jew had cleverly figured out how to avoid the
snare that was spread out before his feet, Saladin decided instead to
say openly what it was he needed and to see if Melchisedech would
be willing to be of service to him. And that is just what he did, while
also admitting what he had planned to do if Melchisedech had not
responded as discreetly as he had.

Melchisedech willingly gave Saladin every last bit of the money he
asked for, which Saladin later paid back in full. What is more, Saladin
bestowed the most lavish gifts on Melchisedech, became his lifelong
friend, and kept him at his side in a lofty position of honor.



Day 1, Story 4

A monk, having committed a sin deserving the gravest punishment, escapes
paying any penalty for it by justly rebuking his Abbot for the same fault.!

% 4 7 hen she finished her story, Filomena fell silent. Dioneo was

V Y sitting next to her, and since he knew from the order they had
established that it was his turn, he did not wait for a command from
the Queen, but immediately began speaking as follows:

Dear ladies, if I have truly understood your scheme, our purpose
here is to amuse ourselves by telling stories. Therefore, as long as we
do nothing contrary to this, I think each of us is permitted to do what
our Queen has said we could do just a little while ago, namely, to tell
whatever stories we think will be the most amusing. Having now heard
how Abraham saved his soul through the good advice of Giannotto
di Civigni, and how Melchisedech used his wits to defend his wealth
from Saladin’s snares, I intend, without fear of your censure, to tell a
brief tale about how cleverly a monk saved his body from the gravest
punishment.

In Lunigiana, a place not very far from here, there was a monastery
that once contained more monks, not to mention more holiness, than
it does today. In it there was a young monk whose vigor and fresh-
ness neither fasts nor vigils were able to diminish. By chance, one day
around noon, when all the others were sleeping and the young monk
was walking all by himself about the church, which was in a very iso-
lated location, he caught sight of an extremely beautiful young woman.
Perhaps the daughter of one of the locallaborers, she was going through
the fields collecting greens of various sorts, and as soon as he laid eyes

on her, he was fiercely assaulted by carnal desire.
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'The monk approached the girl and struck up a conversation with
her. One thing led to another until they reached an understanding,
after which, making sure no one noticed them, he took her with him
back to his cell. As he was sporting with her, however, he got carried
away by his inordinate desire and threw caution to the winds, with
the result that the Abbot, who had gotten up from his nap and hap-
pened to be walking quietly past the monk’s cell, heard the racket they
were making together. In order to distinguish their voices better, the
Abbot stealthily approached the entrance to the cell where he could
listen to them. When he realized there was a woman inside, at first he
was tempted to order them to open the door. But then he decided on a
different approach, and returning to his room, he waited there for the
monk to come out.

Although the monk was busy entertaining himself with the girl,
to his very great pleasure and delight, he nevertheless suspected that
something was up because he thought he heard the shuffling of feet in
the corridor. Putting his eye to a tiny hole in the wall, he looked through
it and saw the Abbot as clear as day, standing there listening. He real-
ized that the Abbot must have discovered that the girl was in his cell,
and he was, consequently, extremely anxious, afraid that he would be
severely punished for what he had done. Without revealing his concern
to the girl, he ran over a number of different options in his mind, look-
ing for one that might save him. Suddenly, a new kind of trick occurred
to him that would hit the target he was aiming at right in the center.

Pretending that he had had enough fun with the girl, the monk said
to her: “I want to go and try to find a way for you to get out of here
without being seen. Just stay put and keep quiet till I return.” After
leaving his cell and locking it behind him, however, he went straight to
the Abbot’s room and gave him the key, as the monks usually did when
they went outside. Then, with a straight face, he said: “Sir, this morn-
ing I was not able to bring back all the wood that I had them cut. With
your permission, I'd like to go to the forest and have it brought here.”

Thinking that the monk did not know that he had been observed,
the Abbot rejoiced at this turn of events, because it would give him a
chance to inform himself more fully about the sin that the monk had
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committed. He gladly took the key and at the same time gave the monk
permission to go. After watching him leave, the Abbot was faced with
the decision of what to do next: whether to open the cell in the pres-
ence of all the others and let them see the monk’s guilt, so that they
would have no reason to grumble when he was punished, or rather,
before doing that, to get the girl to give him an account of the affair.
On reflecting that she might be a respectable woman or the daughter
of some important man, and not wishing to shame such a lady by put-
ting her on display in front of all the monks, he decided first to see who
she was and then to make up his mind. He therefore went quietly to
the cell, opened the door, and went in, locking the door behind him.

When the gitl saw the Abbot, she was scared out of her wits and
began crying for shame. Messer Abbot looked her over, and noticing
how fresh and beautiful she was, he immediately felt, despite his years,
the prickings of the flesh that burned in him as much as in the young
monk.* “Well, why shouldn’t I enjoy myself when I can?” he thought
to himself. “After all, sorrow and suffering are always available around
here whenever I want them. This gal’s a beauty, and nobody really
knows she’s here. If I can get her to have some fun with me, I don’t
know why I shouldn’t do it. Who is there to know? No one is ever going
to find out about it, and ‘a sin that’s hidden is half forgiven.’* Since I
may never have such an opportunity again, I think it the part of a wise
man to get some benefit from gifts that God has given to others.”

After these reflections, he completely changed the purpose he had
originally had in going to the cell. Approaching the girl, he asked her
not to cry and gently began sweet-talking her. As one word led to
another, he managed to convey to her just what it was he wanted, and
the girl, who was hardly made of iron or diamond, gave in very easily
to his desires. Embracing her and kissing her repeatedly, he climbed
into the monk’s little bed with her. Then, perhaps out of regard for the
heavy burden of his dignity and the tender years of the girl, or perhaps
fearing that he might harm her because of his excessive corpulence, he
did not get on top of her, but put her on top of him, and for a long time,
amused himself with her.

The young monk had only pretended to go to the woods and had
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hidden himself instead in the corridor. When he saw the Abbot enter
the cell alone, he felt pretty sure that his plan was going to succeed.
Indeed, when he saw the door being locked, he was absolutely certain
it would. Coming out from his hiding place, he quietly went up to a
hole in the wall through which he could see and hear what the Abbot
was up to.

Meanwhile, the Abbot, having decided that he had been with the
girl long enough, locked her in the cell and returned to his own room.
A bit later he heard the monk, who he thought was coming back from
the woods. In order to keep for himself alone the booty that both of
them had won, the Abbot decided to give the monk a good scolding
and then have him locked up. Accordingly, he had the monk sum-
moned before him, put on a stern face, and after rebuking him severely,
ordered them to put him in prison.®

The monk responded with the greatest alacrity: “Master, I've not
yet been in the Order of Saint Benedict long enough to have learned
every particular detail of its rules. Up to now you hadn’t shown me
how monks are supposed to support women just as they support fasts
and vigils. But now that you've shown me how, I promise you that if
you pardon me this time, I'll never sin that way again. On the contrary,
I'll always do exactly what I saw you doing.”

The Abbot, who was a clever man, knew at once that the monk had
outsmarted him and had seen what he had done, and since he also
felt some degree of remorse because of his own guilt, he was ashamed
to inflict a punishment on the monk that he himself deserved just as
much. Consequently, he pardoned the monk and imposed a vow of
silence on him about what he had seen. Then they got the young girl out
of there quite unobtrusively—but you had better believe that afterward
they frequently had her back in again.



Day 1, Story 5

By means of a banquet consisting entirely of hens, plus a few sprightly little
words, the Marchioness of Monferrato curbs the foolish love of the King of
France.

s the ladies listened to Dioneo’s story, at first it made them feel a

. .twinge of embarrassment, which manifested itself in their faces
as a modest blush, but after a while, that was replaced by a malicious
grin, and as they glanced back and forth at one another, they were
scarcely able to keep from laughing. Nevertheless, once Dioneo had
finished, they scolded him with a few gentle little words, making it clear
that such stories were not the sort to be told in the presence of ladies.
The Queen then turned to Fiammetta, who was seated next to Dioneo
on the grass, and told her to take her turn. With a cheerful expression
on her face, Flammetta graciously began:

Whereas in men it is a sign of great wisdom to court women whose
social position is higher than their own, women show how very discern-
ing they are by means of their ability to protect themselves from the
love of men stationed above them. For this reason, and also because I
am quite pleased to see us using our stories to demonstrate the power
of prompt and witty retorts, it occurred to me that I could use the story
I have to tell in order to show you, lovely ladies, how a noble woman
defended herself by both word and deed from that sort of love and
dispelled it in her suitor as well.

The Marquis of Monferrato was a very worthy man who, as a Gon-
falonier of the Church, had sailed across the seas leading a Christian
army on a Crusade.” Some time after that, when people were talk-

ing one day about his merits at the court of Philippe le Borgne, who

50



DAY 1, STORY 5 51

was himself preparing to leave France and join the Crusade, a knight
remarked that there was no couple beneath the stars like the Marquis
and his wife, for just as the Marquis was famed among knights for
every virtue, so his wife was considered more beautiful and worthy of
more respect than any other woman in the world. These words pen-
etrated the heart of the French King so deeply that without his ever
having seen her, he immediately began to love her with a passion, and
decided that he would not set sail for the Crusade he was about to go
on from any port except Genoa, because in traveling overland to that
city he would have an honest excuse for going to see the Marchioness,
and with the Marquis out of the way, he thought he would have a good
opportunity to satisfy his desires.?

The King put his plan into effect, sending his men on ahead and
setting out afterward himself with a small retinue, including a few
noblemen. As he approached the territory of the Marquis, he sent word
to the Marchioness a day in advance that she should expect him for
dinner the next morning. Being both wise and prudent, the lady sent
back a cheerful reply, saying that this would be an honor beyond any
other and that he would be truly welcome. Then, however, she started
wondering what it meant that such a great king would come to visit
her when her husband was not at home. Nor did she deceive herself
when she reached the conclusion that he had been drawn there by her
reputation for beauty. Nevertheless, like the worthy woman she was,
she prepared to receive him, and after having summoned the gentle-
men who still remained in her court, she solicited their advice, after
which she gave orders for all the necessary arrangements to be made,
at the same time declaring that she would take care of the banquet and
the details of the menu by herself. Then, without a moment’s hesitation
she had all the hens in the countryside rounded up and ordered her
cooks to make a series of different dishes out of them for the royal feast.

The King arrived on the appointed day and was honorably and cere-
moniously received by the lady. Now that he actually saw her, it seemed
to him that her beauty, worth, and refinement went far beyond any-
thing he had imagined on the basis of the knight’s words. Awestruck,

he complimented her lavishly, for he was even more inflamed with
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passion on finding that the lady transcended his expectations of her.
After a short rest in his chambers, which were richly furnished in a
manner appropriate for the reception of so great a king, it was time
for dinner, and the King sat down at one table with the Marchioness,
while the remaining guests were given seats of honor at the other tables
according to their rank.

As he was served an elaborate series of dishes one after the other,
all accompanied by the finest, most precious wines, the King gazed
contentedly from time to time at the radiantly beautiful Marchio-
ness, which filled him with the most intense pleasure. However, as
one course succeeded another, he found himself increasingly baffled
by the fact that, however different the preparations were, hens sup-
plied the main ingredient in all of them. The King was well enough
acquainted with that region to know that it had to have an abundant
supply of game of all sorts, and by announcing his arrival to the lady
in advance, he had given her plenty of time to organize a hunt. Never-
theless, although he was truly puzzled, he had no desire to do anything
except to get her to say something about her hens. So, with a smile on
his face, he turned to her and said: “My lady, are hens alone born in
this country, and never any cocks at all?”

The Marchioness, who understood perfectly well what he was ask-
ing, realized that God had given her just the opportunity she desired
to explain what she intended. Turning boldly to the King, she replied
to his question: “No, my lord, although they differ from others some-
what in their rank and style of clothing, for all that, the females here
are made the same way they are everywhere else.”

On hearing this, the King understood clearly the reason for the ban-
quet of hens as well as the virtue concealed beneath the Marchioness’s

words. He realized that persuasion would be wasted on such a woman

*The Marchioness’s remark needs interpretation. She may be saying that the King
should not expect women in Monferrato, and especially her, to be unlike women else-
where. In other words, they will be faithful to their husbands. There might also be an
implied criticism of the King in her choice of “hens” for the banquet. On the equation
of hens with women and cocks with men, see the supposedly deaf-mute Masetto’s first
words to the Abbess near the end of 3.1.
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and that force was out of the question. And so, just as he had been
foolishly inflamed because of her, he now decided wisely that, for the
sake of his honor, his ill-conceived fire had to be extinguished. Fearing
her retorts, he refrained from teasing her any further, and with all his
hopes dashed, concentrated on eating his dinner. As soon as the meal
was finished, in order to cover the dishonorable way he had come by
means of a hasty departure, he thanked her for her hospitality, she
wished him Godspeed, and off he went to Genoa.



Day 1, Story 6

By means of a fine quip a worthy man confounds the wicked hypocrisy of the

religious.*

" "heyall praised the Marchioness for her courage and the sprightly

" rebuke she gave to the King of France. Then, in keeping with the
wishes of the Queen, Emilia, who was seated next to Flammetta, boldly
began to speak:

I, too, will not pass over in silence the way a worthy layman taunted
an avaricious clergyman with a quip no less amusing than it was
commendable.

Not so very long ago, my dear young ladies, there was in our city a
Franciscan friar, who was an Inquisitor of Heretical Depravity.® Just
like all the rest of them, he tried very hard to appear holy and tenderly
devoted to the Christian religion, but was really as good an investiga-
tor of those whose purses were full as he was of those who were lack-
ing in matters of faith. Thanks to his diligence, he chanced to find out
about a good man, who had much more money than sense, and who
one day, not because of any defect in his faith, but perhaps because he
had become heated by drinking or too much joking around, foolishly
remarked to a group of his friends that he had a wine so good that
Christ himself would drink it.

When this remark was reported to the Inquisitor, and he found
out that the man’s estates were large and his purse was bulging, he

came down on him cum gladiis et fustibus* and hastily brought the

*“With swords and staves,” a phrase from Matthew 26:47 that had become

quasi-proverbial.
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most serious action against him, thinking that the effect would not
be a diminishing of the impiety of the accused so much as a lining of
the Inquisitor’s own pockets with florins, which is what, in fact, hap-
pened. Having issued a summons, the Inquisitor asked the man if the
charges against him were true. The good man replied that they were
and explained how it had all come about, at which point this most
holy Inquisitor, a devotee of Saint John Golden-Beard,* said to him:
“So, you've made Christ a drinker, have you, and a connoisseur of fine
wines, as if He were Cinciglione or one of your other lushes and drunks
and tavern crawlers?> And now you speak with humility and want to
argue that the matter is completely trivial. But you are mistaken, and
you deserve to be burned for it when we decide to take action against
you, as we must.”

With these words and a host of others, and with the most menac-
ing look on his face, the Inquisitor spoke to the man as if he had been
Epicurus himself denying the immortality of the soul.* In short, he
terrified him so much that the good man was only able to persuade the
Inquisitor to treat him with leniency by using certain go-betweens to
grease his palms with a goodly amount of the fat of Saint John Golden-
Mouth. Although Galen does not discuss such an ointment anywhere
in his books on medicine, it is a very effective remedy against the pesti-
lential avarice of the clergy and especially that of the Franciscans, who
do not deign to touch money.® The man took this extremely efficacious
ointment and applied it so generously that the fire he was threatened
with was commuted by grace into the mere wearing of a cross as a kind
of badge, as if he were about to be sent off on a Crusade. Indeed, to
make the badge appear all the more beautiful, the friar ordered it to be
yellow on a black background. Moreover, besides pocketing the money,

*Saint John Chrysostom (347-407), 2 Church father and interpreter of the Bible, who
was Archbishop of Constantinople, was celebrated for his eloquence; his honorific last
name means “golden mouth.” However, in Boccaccio’s age, the saint’s name had become
a byword for the avariciousness of the clergy. Since later in the story Boccaccio refers to
him as Saint John Golden-Mouth, the reference to him here as Golden-Beard may be a
mistake, or it may be a reference to Saint John the Baptist, the protector of Florence,
whose bearded image was printed on the (golden) florin.
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the friar had the man detained for many days, then ordered him to hear
Mass every morning in Santa Croce as penance and to present himself
before the friar at the dinner hour, after which he was free to do as he
pleased the rest of the day.*

The man was performing his penance quite diligently, when one
morning at Mass, as the Gospel was being sung, he happened to hear
these words, “For every one, you shall receive a hundredfold, and
shall inherit everlasting life.”” With these words firmly implanted in
his memory, at the usual hour he went as instructed to the Inquisi-
tor whom he found eating his dinner. The Inquisitor asked him if
he had heard Mass that morning, and he promptly replied, “Yes,
Monsignor.”

“Did you hear anything in it,” asked the Inquisitor, “that raised
doubts or that you wish to ask a question about?”

“I certainly have no doubts about any of the things I heard,” said
the good man. “On the contrary, I firmly believe them all to be true. I
did hear one thing, though, that made me feel the greatest pity for you
and your fellow friars, and I still feel sorry for you when I think about
how wretched you're going to be in the next life.”

“And what was the passage,” asked the Inquisitor, “that moved you
to feel pity for us?”

“Monsignor,” the good man replied, “it was the passage from the
Gospel that says, ‘For every one, you shall receive a hundredfold.”

“That passage is certainly true,” said the Inquisitor, “but why did it
move you to feel sorry for us?”

“Monsignor,” replied the good man, “I will tell you. Every day since I
started coming here, I've seen a crowd of poor people outside who were
given sometimes one and sometimes two huge cauldrons of broth that
you and the friars in this convent send them as leftovers. So, if each of
you gets a hundredfold return on what you've given here, you're going
to have so much of it up there that you'll all drown in it.”®

All the others at the Inquisitor’s table burst out laughing, but the
Inquisitor, on hearing their guzzling hypocrisy rebuked, was furi-
ous, and were it not that he had already been discredited for what
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he had done, he would have come down on the man with another
accusation because of the way his amusing quip had ridiculed him
and those other lazy rogues. In a rage, then, the Inquisitor ordered
the good man to go about his business as he pleased and never appear
before him again.



Day 1, Story 7

With a story about Primasso and the Abbot of Cluny, Bergamino justly rebukes
Messer Can della Scala for an unexpected fit of avarice.

" milia’s story and her pleasant way of telling it moved the Queen

.i..xand everyone else to laugh and to commend the original quip
thought up by the “crusader.” When the laughter subsided and every-
one was quiet, Filostrato, whose turn had come to tell a story, began
speaking in the following manner:

It is a fine thing, worthy ladies, to hit a target that never moves, but
it is quasi-miraculous when some unexpected object appears all of a
sudden and an archer hits it in a flash. The vicious and filthy life of the
clergy is in many regards just such a fixed target of wickedness, so that
it is not especially difficult for anyone so inclined to speak out, attack,
and reproach them for it. Therefore, if the good man did well to rebuke
the Inquisitor for the hypocritical charity of the friars, because they
offered the poor what should have been given to the pigs or just thrown
out, then I think the person of whom I shall speak, and of whom I was
reminded by the last tale, is worthy of much more praise. For this man
rebuked Messer Can della Scala, a great lord, for a sudden and atypi-
cal fit of avarice by telling a charming story in which he represented,
through its characters, what he wanted to say about himself and his
lord.?> And the story goes as follows.

Practically everyone in the world knows of the great fame of Messer
Can della Scala, a man whom Fortune favored in so many ways and
who had the reputation of being one of the most distinguished and
magnificent lords Italy has seen since the time of the Emperor Freder-
ick I1? Messer Cane decided to stage a splendid festival in Verona, one
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that would be truly memorable, and he invited many people to it from
all over, and especially court entertainers of every stripe. However, a
sudden whim led him to change his mind, and after partially reimburs-
ing his guests with token gifts, he sent them all away. Only one man
remained behind, an entertainer named Bergamino, whose mastery of
impromptu, yet polished speech was so impressive that you would only
believe it if you heard him talk.* Since he had neither received a gift
nor been given leave to depart, he hoped that this meant there was still
some future benefit in store for him. However, the idea had somehow
gotten itself into Messer Cane’s head that anything he might give the
man would be more surely wasted than if he had thrown it into the
fire. Still, Messer Cane did not say anything to Bergamino about this,
nor did he have anyone else do so.

After several days, Bergamino began to grow melancholy, for he
was not sent for and asked to give a professional performance, and he
realized he was using up all of his money just staying at the inn with
his servants and horses. Nevertheless, he continued to wait, since it
did not seem like a good idea for him to leave. In order to make an
honorable appearance at the festival, he had brought with him three
beautiful, expensive suits of clothes, which had been given to him by
other lords, and since the innkeeper was asking to be paid, Bergamino
started out by giving him one of them. Then, as the waiting continued
a while longer, he was obliged, if he wanted to keep his room at the inn,
to give him the second one. Finally, Bergamino started living off the
third suit, having decided to stay until he saw how long it would last
him and to go away after that.

Now, while he was consuming his third suit of clothes, he just hap-
pened to be standing one day by the table where Messer Cane was eat-
ing his dinner. Upon seeing Bergamino with a very melancholylook on
his face, Messer Cane said, more to mock him than to be entertained
by one of his witty remarks: “Bergamino, what’s wrong? You look so
melancholy. Tell us about it.”

Without reflecting for more than a split second, yet speaking as
though he had spent a great deal of time thinking about what he would
say, Bergamino told this story, which fit his situation to a tee.
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“My lord,” he said, “let me begin by telling you about Primasso, a
most worthy grammar master who had no equal at composing verse
and was able to produce it with greater facility than anyone else.® His
talents had made him so respected and so famous that even where he
was not known by sight, there was almost no one who did not know
him by name and reputation.

“Now it happened that one day when Primasso was in Paris, living in
poverty—indeed, most of the time his livelihood depended on a talent
that was little appreciated by those who had the means to help him—
he heard mention of the Abbot of Cluny, a man who was thought to
have so much income from his estates that he was the richest prelate,
except for the Pope, in God’s Church.® He heard people saying marvel-
ous, magnificent things about the Abbot, such as how he was always
holding court and how no one who went there was ever denied food and
drink, provided he asked for them while the Abbot himself was dining.

“When Primasso heard these things, being a man who enjoyed asso-
ciating with gentlemen and lords, he decided to go and see just how
magnificent a lifestyle this Abbot had. He asked how far away the
Abbot’s residence was from Paris, and on being told that it was a dis-
tance of perhaps six miles, he calculated that he could get there by the
dinner hour if he set out early in the morning. He was shown which
road to take, but when he couldn’t find anyone going in that direction,
he was afraid that he might have the bad luck to get lost and wind up in
a place where it would be difficult to find something to eat. Therefore,
to be on the safe side, he decided to make sure he wouldn’t lack for food
by taking three loaves of bread with him, being convinced at the same
time that he would always be able to find water to drink, even though
it was not something he especially cared for.”

“Tucking the three loaves into his shirt, he started on his journey
and made such progress that he arrived at the Abbot’s residence before
the dinner hour. Once inside, he went about inspecting everything,
and when he discovered that a very large number of tables had been
set, great preparations were under way in the kitchen, and many other
things were being made ready for the meal, he said to himself: “Truly,
this man is as magnificent as people say he is.’ For a while he just stood
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there, watching intently everything that was going on, until it was time
to eat, at which point the Abbot’s steward ordered water for all of them
to wash their hands and then seated them at the tables.

“By chance, Primasso was given a seat right opposite the doorway
through which the Abbot would pass when he entered the dining room.
They had a custom in his court of never putting wine or bread or any-
thing else to eat or drink on the tables before the Abbot himself had
come in and sat down. Thus, when the tables were set, the steward sent
word to the Abbot, informing him that the food was ready and he could
come whenever he pleased. The Abbot had a servant open the door
so that he could enter the room, and as he walked in, looking straight
ahead of him, the very first man his eyes happened to light on was the
shabbily dressed Primasso, whom he did not recognize by sight. As he
stared at Primasso, a mean thought suddenly popped into his head,
the kind of thought he had never had before, and he said to himself:
Just look at the guy I'm giving my food to!” Then, turning on his heels,
he ordered his servants to shut the door behind him, after which he
asked them if anyone recognized the ragamuffin who was seated at
the table directly opposite the entrance to the room. None of them,
however, knew who the man was.

“Primasso had worked up quite an appetite because of his walk, and
he wasn’t in the habit of fasting, so after waiting a bit and seeing no sign
of the Abbot coming back, he took one of the three loaves he’d carried
with him out of his shirt and began to eat it. Meanwhile, the Abbot,
who had paused a moment, ordered one of his servants to go and see if
Primasso had left. The servant replied, ‘No, sir. On the contrary, he’s
eating some bread that he must have brought with him.” ‘Well, said the
Abbot, ‘let him eat his own food, if he’s got any, because he’s not going
to eat any of ours today.’

“The Abbot would have preferred to have Primasso leave of his own
accord, for it seemed discourteous to send him away. By this time, Pri-
masso had finished the first loaf, and there being no sign of the Abbot,
began to eat the second. This fact was likewise reported to the Abbot
who had sent a servant to see if the man had left. Finally, when the
Abbot still did not come, Primasso, who had polished off the second
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loaf, started on the third. This fact was also reported to the Abbot, who,
after pondering what it meant, said to himself, Now what’s this strange
thing that’s gotten into me today? Why am I being such a miser? Why
do I feel all this contempt? And for whom? I've given my food to anyone
who wanted it for many years now without asking if he was a gentle-
man or a peasant, rich or poor, merchant or huckster. With my own
eyes, I've seen any number of tramps devouring my food, and never
once did I feel the way I do about this one. Since I would never have
been afflicted with such stinginess by a man of no moment, this one,
whom I've been regarding as a good-for-nothing, must really be some-
body, for me to have set my heart against offering him my hospitality.’

“After these reflections, the Abbot really wanted to find out who the
man might be, and when he discovered it was Primasso, who had come
to see if what he had heard about the Abbot’s magnificence were true,
he felt a deep sense of shame, for he had long been aware of Primasso’s
reputation as a worthy man. Desirous of making amends, the Abbot
contrived all sorts of ways to honor him, and after a dinner in keeping
with Primasso’s merits, he had him outfitted like a gentleman, provided
him with money and a saddle horse, and told him he was free to come
and go as he pleased.® More than satisfied, Primasso gave the Abbot the
most heartfelt thanks, after which he returned to Paris on horseback,
from which he had come on foot.”

Messer Cane, a most perceptive lord, did not need an explanation
to grasp what Bergamino meant, and with a broad smile said to him:
“Bergamino, you've given an apt demonstration of the wrongs you've
suffered, while at the same time showing us your virtues, my miserli-
ness, and what it is you want from me. Honestly, never before have I
been afflicted with the avarice I felt today on your account, but I will
beat it away, using the stick you yourself have provided.” Then, hav-
ing paid off the innkeeper, Messer Cane had Bergamino dressed most
nobly in one of his own suits of clothes, provided him with money and
a saddle horse, and told him he was free to come and go as he pleased
for the rest of his stay.



Day 1, Story 8

With sprightly words Guiglielmo Borsiere rebukes the avarice of Messer Ermino
de’ Grimaldi.!

"+ ecause she was sitting next to Filostrato, Lauretta knew it was

4.+ her turn, and when everyone had finished praising Bergamino’s
resourcefulness, she did not wait for the Queen’s command to speak,
but gracefully began as follows:

The preceding story, my dear companions, prompts me to tell you
how; in a similar way and with equally fruitful results, a worthy court
entertainer attacked the cupidity of a very rich merchant. Although
the gist of my story resembles that of the last one, that is no reason for
you to find it less pleasing, especially considering the good that came
out of it in the end.

In Genoa, quite some time ago, there lived a gentleman named
Messer Ermino de’ Grimaldi, whose was reputed by everyone, because
of his immense wealth and enormous estates, to be the richest citizen
in the Italy of his day. And just as he exceeded every other Italian in
wealth, so in his avarice and stinginess he surpassed by far every other
greedy, miserly person in the world. For not only did he keep his purse
shut tight when it came to entertaining others, but also, contrary to
the Genoese custom of dressing in style, he endured the greatest priva-
tions in order to spare himself any expense as far as his own person was
concerned. Nor was he any different when it came to food and drink.
Consequently, he lost the surname of Grimaldi, and everybody simply
called him Ermino Miser instead.

In those days, while this man, who refused to spend money, was

working away to increase his fortune, there arrived in Genoa a worthy
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court entertainer, a well-spoken man with elegant manners whose
name was Guiglielmo Borsiere and who did not in the least resemble
his present-day counterparts. For to the immense shame of those who
nowadays, despite their corrupt and contemptible habits, claim the
name and title of gentlemen and lords, these court entertainers of ours
look more like asses who have not been brought up at court, but among
the filthiest, scummiest, and vilest of men. In those days, it used to be
their function, something to which they devoted all their energy, to
make peace where quarrels or disputes had arisen among gentlemen,
to arrange marriages, alliances, and friendships, to restore the spirits
of the weary and entertain the court with splendid, elegant witticisms,
and as fathers do, to criticize the defects of the wicked, all of which
they did for the slenderest of rewards. Nowadays, they are determined
to spend their time spreading gossip, sowing discord, talking of wicked
and repulsive things, and what is worse, doing them in the presence
of gentlemen. Or else they will accuse one another both justly and
unjustly of wicked, shameful, and disgusting deeds, and will use false
flattery to entice noble men to do things that are vile and evil. And the
man whose words and deeds are the most abominable is the one who is
held in the greatest esteem among them and is most honored and richly
rewarded by the basest, most dissolute lords. This is the great shame of
the modern world and deserves the most severe censure, and it offers
us the clearest proof that the virtues have left us wretched mortals
down here below, abandoning us tolive our lives amid the dregs of vice.

But to return to where I started before my righteous indignation led
me further astray than I intended to go, let me say that the Guiglielmo
I spoke of was honored upon his arrival and given a warm welcome by
all the gentlemen of Genoa. After havingbeen in the city a few days and
often heard people talk of Messer Ermino’s miserliness and avarice, he
was very interested in meeting the man. Messer Ermino had likewise
heard about Guiglielmo Borsiere and about how worthy everyone con-
sidered him to be, and since he still had within him, despite his greed,
a tiny spark of gentility, he received Guiglielmo with friendly words
and a cheerful countenance, and then began a conversation with him
on a variety of subjects. And as they chatted together, Messer Ermino
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led him and the other Genoese who were with him to a beautiful new
house he had just had built for himself.

After Messer Ermino had shown Guiglielmo all around it, he said:
“Well now, Messer Guiglielmo, as someone who’s seen and heard a
great deal, could you tell me about something that no one has ever seen
so that I can have it painted in the great hall of this house of mine?”

After listening to his unseemly words, Guiglielmo replied: “Sir, I
don’t think I could tell you about anything that has never been seen
before, unless it were a fit of sneezing or something like that. How-
ever, if you like, I could certainly tell you about something that I don't
believe you yourself have ever seen.”

“Ah,” said Messer Ermino, not expecting the response he was going
to get, “I beg you to tell me what that is.”

Without skipping a beat, Guiglielmo replied: “Here have them paint
Courtesy.”™

When Messer Ermino heard that word, he instantly felt such a deep
sense of shame that it completely transformed his character, making
him into virtually the opposite of what he had been up to that time.
“Messer Guiglielmo,” he said, “I will have it painted in such a way that
neither you nor anyone else will ever again have just cause to tell me
that I have not seen and known it.”

From that day forward, the word spoken by Guiglielmo had such
a powerful effect that Ermino became the most liberal and affable of
gentlemen, and for the rest of his life, he entertained foreigners as well

as his fellow citizens more honorably than any other man in Genoa.

* Guiglielmo says Cortesia, which I could have rendered as “Liberality.” In Boccaccio’s
time, however, “Courtesy” was an aristocratic virtue that was assumed to include gener-

osity or liberality as one of its defining features.
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The King of Cyprus, stung to the quick by a lady of Gascony, is transformed
from a base coward into a man of courage.*

i {he Queen’s final command was reserved for Elissa, who did not

£ wait for it, but began in quite a festive manner:

It has often happened, young ladies, that a single word, frequently
uttered spontaneously rather than ex proposito,* has managed to trans-
form a person when all kinds of rebukes and frequent punishments
could not. This is quite clear from the story told by Lauretta, and I, too,
intend to demonstrate it to you by means of another one that is very
short. For good stories can always be useful and should be listened to
attentively no matter who the teller is.

Let me say, then, that in the time of the first King of Cyprus, after
the Holy Land had been conquered by Godfrey of Bouillon, it happened
that a noble lady from Gascony went on a pilgrimage to the Sepulcher,t
and havingarrived in Cyprus on her return journey, was raped there by
aband of ruffians. Grieving inconsolably over what had happened, she
decided to go and seek redress from the King. She was told, however,
that her efforts would be wasted, because he was so fainthearted and
of so little account that he not only permitted the wrongs done to oth-
ers to go unpunished, but the shameful coward also allowed countless
wrongs to be done to him. Indeed, if anyone was disgruntled for any
reason, he would vent his feelings by insulting or shaming the King.

When the lady heard this, she despaired of being revenged, but then

*“On purpose.”

1 Sepulcher: the Holy Sepulcher, the putative burial place of Christ in Jerusalem.
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she decided to console herself for her troubles by going and rebuking the
King for his faintheartedness. Presenting herself before him in tears,
she said to him:

“My lord, I do not come before you with the expectation of receiv-
ing any form of redress for the wrong that has been done to me. But in
compensation for my injury, I beg you to teach me how you manage to
endure the wrongs that I have been led to understand are done to you,
so that I might learn from you how to bear my own with patience. For
God knows, if I could, I'd gladly give them all to you, since you're so
good at putting up with such things.”

The King, who had been slow and dull up until that moment, seemed
like a man who had been roused from sleep. The first thing he did was
to punish severely the injury done to the lady, and from then on, he
prosecuted to the utmost rigor of the law all those who offended in any
way the honor of his crown.
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Master Alberto da Bologna justly shames a woman who wanted to make him
feel ashamed for loving her?

}*’”hen Elissa fell silent, the only one left to tell a story was the

Queen, and so, with womanly grace, she began speaking as
follows:

Worthy young ladies, just as heaven is decorated with stars on cloud-
less nights, and the green meadows are brightened with flowers in the
spring, so good manners and pleasant conversation are adorned with
clever quips. These, because they are brief, are much better suited to
women than to men, whereas it is much less becoming for the for-
mer than the latter to give long, elaborate speeches, when they can
be avoided. Yet nowadays, there is hardly a woman left who under-
stands witticisms, or if she manages to do so, knows how to respond
to them—a source of universal shame for all of us here and for every
woman alive. That virtue was once lodged deep in our souls, but mod-
ern women have replaced it with the adorning of the body, so that those
whose clothes have more colors and stripes and frills think they should
be more highly respected and honored than the rest. They forget that
if the only thing of consequence was what one wore or what one had
on one’s back, then far more could be put on the back of an ass than
on any of theirs, and yet, no one would respect it as being anything
more than an ass.

I am ashamed to say it, for I cannot condemn others without con-
demning myself, but these overdressed, dolled-up women in their heavy
makeup just stand around like marble statues, mute and insensible, or

if someone should happen to ask them a question, they respond in such
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a way that it would have been much better for them to have remained
silent. Nevertheless, they are convinced that their inability to engage in
conversation with gentlemen and ladies derives from the purity of their
minds, and they have given the name of honesty to their dullness, as
though the only honest women were those who speak to no one except
their maids, their washerwomen, or their pastry cooks. But surely, if this
had been Nature’s intention, as they allow themselves to believe it is,
Nature would have found some other way to limit their twittering.

In this as in other matters, the truth is that one must take into
account the time, the place, and the person with whom one is convers-
ing, for it sometimes happens that just when men and women think
they will make another person blush by means of some clever little
pleasantry, they find that they have not measured the powers of either
party adequately, and the blush, which they intended for someone else,
winds up on their face instead. Therefore, I want to use this, the last
of today’s stories, which it now falls to me to tell, in order to teach you
how to protect yourselves and keep people from applying the proverb
to you that one hears on everyone’s lips, namely that in every situa-
tion women always make the worst choice. Thus you will be able to
show that you are different from other women not only because of
your intrinsic nobility, but even more because of the excellence of your
manners.

Not many years ago, a very distinguished doctor named Master
Alberto, whose fame had spread around much of the world, was liv-
ing in Bologna, where he may perhaps still be living today.> Although
at the time he was an old man close to seventy, his heart was so noble
that it could still burn in the flames of love, even though almost all the
natural heat in his body was gone. During a festival one day, he saw a
stunningly beautiful widow named, according to some, Malgherida
dei Ghisolieri. He was instantly drawn to her, and just like a young
man, he felt his aged breast burn with such fire that if he did not see
the charming, delicate face of that lovely lady during the day, he was
unable to get much sleep that night.? Consequehtly, he started spending
time around the lady’s house, going up and down the street in front of

it, sometimes on foot and sometimes on horseback, as the spirit moved
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him. The lady figured out why he was coming there, as did her many
friends and neighbors, and they would often joke among themselves to
see a man of such great age and wisdom ensnared by love. It was as if
they thought that love, the most delightful of the passions, could find
a place to dwell only in the frivolous hearts of the young,

Master Alberto was still regularly passing by the house, when it just
so happened on one particular holiday that the lady and her friends
were sitting outside her door. Having caught sight of him in the dis-
tance coming toward them, they all decided, with the lady’s approval,
to receive him and entertain him honorably, but then to make fun of
him because of this grand passion of his. So, what they did was to get
up from their seats and invite him inside the house, leading him into
a cool courtyard where they called for sweets and the choicest wines.
Then, in the most elegant and politest terms, they asked him how he
could have ever fallen in love with this beautiful young lady when he
knew she was being courted by so many handsome, wellborn, lively
young men.

On hearing himself mocked in so courteous a fashion, the doctor
smiled broadly and replied: “My lady, the fact that I am in love should
not provoke wonder in anyone who is wise, and especially not in you,
considering how worthy you are of being loved. For although Nature
deprives older men of the powers that are required for lovemaking,
it does not deprive them of a ready will or keep them from under-
standing what they should love. On the contrary, they naturally know
more about that subject since they have much more experience than
young men do. Consequently, the hope that sustains an old man like
me in loving you, despite your being courted by so many young ones,
is something I've had the chance to observe often enough when I've
been in places where ladies were making a light meal out of lupines
and leeks. Now, although no part of the leek is any good, the part that
is less objectionable and more pleasing to the palate is the head, and
yet, led by some perverse appetite, you generally hold the head in your
hands and eat the leaves, which are not only worthless, but also have an

unpleasant taste. So, how am I to know, my lady, whether you don’t do
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the same thing when you choose your lovers? If that’s the case, then I'm
the one you should choose, and all the others should be tossed away.”

The noble lady, who along with the others was feeling rather embar-
rassed, said: “Master Alberto, you've given us a courteous and very
sound reprimand for our presumptuousness. Nevertheless, your love is
still very precious to me, as that of a wise and worthy man truly ought
to be. And therefore, since I am yours, you should feel free, my honor
aside, to ask of me whatever you wish.”

The doctor then stood up with his companions, thanked her, and
after taking his leave amid much laughter and merriment, departed.
Thus, the lady, who thought she would gain a victory, underestimated
the man she was making fun of and was herself defeated. And you, if
you are wise, will be very careful to guard against following her lead.



Day 1, Conclusion

7% 7he sun was already sinking as vespers approached, and the heat

7. had largely dissipated, when the young women and the three
young men found that their storytelling had come to an end. Accord-
ingly, the Queen addressed them in pleasant tones:

“Now, my dear companions, nothing remains for me to do during my
reign today except to present you with a new Queen who will decide
how her time and ours should be spent in honest pleasures tomorrow.
And although my reign would seem to last until nightfall, I think this
is the best hour for us to begin ruling from now on, so that we can
make preparations for whatever topic the new Queen thinks appro-
priate for the next day. After all, those who do not set aside time for
things beforehand will not be able to provide adequately for the future.!
Therefore, in reverence for Him through Whom all things live, and for
the sake of your pleasure, I say that the most prudent Filomena shall
govern our realm on this, our second day.”*

When she had finished speaking, she rose to her feet, and taking
her garland of laurel, placed it reverently on Filomena, whom she and
all the other ladies, and the men as well, hailed as their Queen, after
which they happily pledged that they would obey her.

Blushing a bit because of her embarrassment at seeing herself
crowned Queen, Filomena remembered the words spoken by Pam-
pinea just alittle earlier, and in order not to appear dull, she plucked up
her courage and began by confirming the orders Pampinea had given.
Then, seeing that they would continue to stay in their present lodging,
she made arrangements for what they would eat the next morning as
well as for their supper later that day, after which she spoke to them

as follows:
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“My dear, dear companions, although Pampinea, more out of kind-
ness than because of my merits, has made me Queen over you, I am
disinclined to rely on my judgment alone as to how we should spend
our time, and instead, want us to make all our decisions together. In
order to give you a chance to add things to my plan and to subtract
things from it as you wish, let me briefly explain what I think we should
do. Now, unless I am mistaken, the formalities observed by Pampinea
today seem to me to have been both praiseworthy and delightful, and
as long as they do not become tedious, either because we repeat them
too often or for some other reason, in my judgment we should not
make any changes.

“Given, then, the order that we have already begun to follow, we
should get up now and go off in search of ways to amuse ourselves for
a while. At about the time the sun is setting, we should eat our sup-
per out of doors, after which we will have a few little songs and other
entertainment until it is time for us to go to bed. Tomorrow morning,
we will get up while it is still cool, and once again we will all go off and
amuse ourselves in whatever ways we think best. Then, just as we did
today, we will return at the appointed hour to eat and dance, and after
we have arisen from our nap, we will come back here to tell stories,
which always, in my opinion, provide us with a great deal of pleasure
as well as profit.

“Speaking frankly, I wish to initiate a practice that Pampinea could
not introduce because she was elected Queen so late, and that is,
want to restrict within definite limits the subject matter of the stories
we are going to tell. This way, because the theme will be announced in
advance, each of you will have time to think up a fine story to tell about
the topic that has been proposed. And this, if you please, is what it
shall be: since from the beginning of time men have been subject to the
whims of Fortune, as they will be to the very end, each one of us should
speak about people who, after suffering through many misfortunes,
arrive at a happy end beyond anything they could have hoped for.”

All of them, both the women and the men, praised this arrange-
ment and agreed to abide by it, except for Dioneo, who said, when the
rest were silent: “My lady, like everyone else, I, too, say that the order
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you have established is quite pleasing and praiseworthy. But I beg you
to grant me a special favor, which I would like to see confirmed for as
long as this company stays together, namely, that if I do not want to
be, I will not be forced by our arrangement to tell a story on the theme
proposed, but can tell one on whatever topic I wish. Moreover, so that
no one thinks I want this favor because I am the kind of person who
does not have a lot of stories at hand, from now on I am willing always
to be the last one to speak.”

With the consent of all the others, the Queen happily granted him
his wish, knowing that he was an entertaining and jovial person and
clearly perceiving that he was only asking for such a favor so that, if the
company ever got tired of talking on their chosen theme, he could cheer
them up with a tale that would make them laugh. Then she stood up,
and they all walked off at a leisurely pace toward a stream of crystal-
clear water, whose banks were lined with smooth stones and verdant
grasses, and that flowed down from a little mountain into the shade
of a thickly wooded valley. There, with their feet and arms bare, they
waded into the water and started playing all sorts of games with one
another. Later, as the time for supper drew near, they returned to the
palace where they ate together merrily.

When their meal was finished, they called for instruments, and
the Queen had them begin a dance, which Lauretta was to lead, while
Emilia would sing a song accompanied by Dioneo on the lute. Obedi-
ent to the Queen’s command, Lauretta began dancing at once, while

Emilia sang the following song in amorous tones:

I'm so enamored of my loveliness
That I will never care for other loves
Or ever feel desire for them.

When in my looking glass I view myself,
I see the good that makes the mind content,
Nor can some new event or some old thought
Serve to deprive me of such dear delight.
What other pleasing object, then,
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Could ever come in view
To fill my heart with new desire?
This good will never flee when I desire
The consolation of its sight. Instead,
To my delight, it moves toward me
And is so sweet, I feel no words can say
What it may be, or if they could, be grasped
By any mortal living here
Who did not burn with similar desire.
And as I gaze more fixedly at it,
My flame burns fiercer every hour.
To it I give myself, to it surrender,
Already tasting what it’s promised me,
And hoping that a greater joy than this,
Whose equal no one ever felt,
May come from such desire for loveliness.?

Even though the words of the little song made some of them ponder
its meaning, they all cheerfully joined together in singing the refrains.
When they were done, they did a few little dances for a while, and
then, a portion of the short night having already passed, the Queen
was pleased to proclaim that the end of the first day had been reached.
Having called for torches to be lit, she ordered them all to go to bed,
and after returning to their rooms, that is what they did.



Day 2, Introduction

Here ends the First Day of the Decameron, and the Second begins, in which,
under the rule of Filomena, they speak of people who, after suffering through
many misfortunes, arrive at a happy end beyond anything they could have
hoped for.

* . "*he sun had already brought in the new day, bathing everything

. in light, and the birds, singing their happy songs up among the
green branches, were announcing its arrival to the ear, when the seven
ladies and the three young men all arose at the same time and went out
into the gardens. They amused themselves there for quite some time,
walking at a leisurely pace from one spot to another on the grass and
making lovely garlands for each other. Then, just as they had spent the
preceding day, they spent this one, first eating and dancing while it was
cool and later taking a nap that lasted until nones. After that, they got
up, and at the Queen’s request, went to a shady meadow where they
sat down and arranged themselves around her in a circle. Radiantly
beautiful, there the charming Filomena sat, crowned with her garland
of laurel, and for a long while simply gazed at each member of the com-
pany in turn. Finally, she ordered Neifile to begin the day’s storytelling
with a tale of her own, and Neifile, far from making excuses, happily
began to speak.
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Pretending to be a cripple, Martellino makes it seem as though he is cured after
having been placed on the body of Saint Arrigo. When his ruse is discovered,
he is beaten and then arrested, and though in danger of being hanged, he gets
off in the end.?

" earest ladies, it often happens that those who try to make fools

4. of others, and especially in matters worthy of reverence, wind
up not only being made fools of themselves, but sometimes come to
harm as well. Therefore, in obedience to the Queen’s command, I will
begin our storytelling on the chosen topic by telling you about what
happened to a fellow citizen of ours who was at first quite unlucky, but
wound up, beyond his wildest expectations, very happy indeed.

Not long ago there was a poor German named Arrigo living in Treviso,
who worked as a porter, carrying heavy loads for anyone willing to pay,
yet he was universally held to be a good man and was thought to have
lived the most saintly of lives. Whether it was true or not, the Trevisans
affirm that when he died, at the hour of his death all the bells of the
Cathedral of Treviso began to ring even though no one was there pull-
ing the ropes. Taking this to be a miracle, everyone said that Arrigo was
a saint, and the entire populace of the city ran to the house in which his
corpse was lying and carried it to the cathedral as if it were indeed the
body of a saint. The lame, the crippled, and the blind were brought there,
along with others suffering from all manner of illnesses and infirmities,
in the belief that they would all be healed merely by touching his body.

In the midst of all this turmoil, with people coming and going, three
of our fellow citizens happened to arrive in Treviso, the first named
Stecchi, the second Martellino, and the third Marchese, all of whom
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used to frequent various noblemen’s courts, entertaining the spec-
tators there by putting on disguises and using strange gestures and
expressions to impersonate anyone they pleased. They had never been
to Treviso before and were surprised to see everyone running about,
but as soon as they learned the reason why, they were eager to go and
see for themselves.

After they had deposited their belongings at an inn, Marchese said:
“We may want to go and have a look at this saint, but for my part, I
don’t see how we’re going to get to him because from what I've heard,
the square is full of Germans as well as lots of armed men whom the
ruler of the city has stationed there to prevent disturbances.”> And
besides that, the church is said to be so packed with people that no one
else can get inside.”

“Don’t give up just for that,” said Martellino, who was eager to see
what was going on. “I'm certain I can find a way to reach the saint’s
body.”

“How?” asked Marchese.

“T'll tell you how,” Martellino replied. “I'm going to disguise myself
like a cripple, and then, with you on one side and Stecchi on the other,
you'll go along holding me up as if I couldn’t walk on my own, pre-
tending that you want to take me where I can be healed by the saint.
Anybody seeing us will get out of the way and let us through.”

Marchese and Stecchi liked the plan, so the three of them promptly
left the inn, and as soon as they reached a deserted spot, Martellino
twisted up not only his hands, fingers, arms, and legs, but his mouth,
eyes, and entire face as well, making himself look so horrific that any-
one who saw him would have believed his body was crippled and hope-
lessly paralyzed. When he was ready, Marchese and Stecchi picked him
up, and with the most pitiful expressions on their faces, made their way
to the church, humbly asking all those in front of them, for the love of
God, to let them through. They got people to move out the way without
difficulty, and in short, accompanied by shouts of “Make way! Make
way!” and with all eyes turned to look at them, they managed to reach
the spot where the body of Saint Arrigo had been placed. There some
gentlemen standing around the body immediately grabbed Martellino
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and put him on top of it so that he might benefit from contact with
its holiness.

For some time Martellino just lay there while everyone stared at
him, waiting to see what would happen. Then, like the expert per-
former he was, he began his show, pretending to straighten one of his
fingers, then a hand, then an arm, and so on, until he had unwound
himself completely. When the people saw this, they made so much
noise in praise of Saint Arrigo that a thunderclap could not have been
heard over it.

By chance, there was a Florentine nearby who was well acquainted
with Martellino, but who had failed to recognize him when they
brought him in because he had disguised himself so well. But when
he saw Martellino standing up straight, he recognized who it was
and burst out laughing. “Goddamn the guy!” he said. “Who would ‘ve
believed that when he came here he wasn't a real cripple?”

“What?” exclaimed several Trevisans who had overheard what he
had said. “Do you mean to say he wasn't a cripple?”

“Heaven forbid!” the Florentine replied. “He’s always stood as straight
as any one of us. But as you've just seen, he knows better than anybody
how to play these tricks and can disguise himself any way he wants to.”

That was all they needed to hear. Forcing their way to the front, they
shouted: “Seize the traitor, this guy who mocks God and the Saints.
He wasn't a cripple; he just came here disguised as one to make fun of
us and our saint.” And so saying, they grabbed him and dragged him
down from where he was standing. Holding him by the hair, they tore
all the clothes off his back and started punching and kicking him. To
Martellino it seemed as though everybody there had rushed up to join
in the fray. “Mercy,” he cried, “for the love of God!” But although he
did his best to defend himself, it was no use, and the crowd on top of
him just kept getting bigger and bigger.

When Stecchi and Marchese saw what was happening, they real-
ized that things were not looking good, but since they feared for their
own safety, they did not dare to help Martellino, and in fact, along
with everyone else, they were screaming that he deserved to be killed.

At the very same time, however, they were trying to think of a way to
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get him out of the people’s hands, who would surely have slain him if,
all of a sudden, a plan had not occurred to Marchese. Since the entire
watch of the city was posted outside the church, he went as quickly as
he could to the lieutenant who had been put in charge by the podesta,?
and said to him, “Help me, for God’s sake! There’s a crook here who’s
cut my purse, and it had at least a hundred gold florins in it. Arrest
him, please. I want to get my money back.”

On hearing this, a good dozen watchmen immediately ran over to
where the wretched Martellino was being given a thorough shellack-
ing.* They had the greatest difficulty in the world forcing their way
through the crowd, but they managed to get him away from them and
dragged him off to the palace, all bruised and battered. Many who felt
he had been mocking them followed him there, and when they heard
that he had been arrested as a cutpurse, they all began saying that he
had cut their purses, too, since they had no other warrant to make
trouble for him. When the podestd’s judge, a tough customer himself,
heard these accusations, he immediately took Martellino aside and
began interrogating him. But Martellino answered back with smart
talk, as though he thought his arrest were no big deal. This infuriated
the judge, who had him tied to the strappado and given a series of good,
hard jerks.” The judge’s intention was to get Martellino to confess to
what his accusers were saying and then to have him hanged.

When Martellino was down on the ground again, the judge asked
him if what his accusers were saying against him was true. Since deni-
als would have been useless, Martellino replied: “My lord, I'm ready to
confess the truth. But first, make everyone who's accusing me say when
and where I cut his purse, and then I'll tell you whether I did it or not.”

“Good idea,” said the judge and had a number of them brought for-
ward. One said that his purse had been cut a week before, another six
days, another four, and several, that very day.

When Martellino heard them, he said: “My lord, theyre lying
through their teeth, and I can prove it! The truth is that I've never set
foot inside this town—and I wish I'd never done so—until just a little
while ago, and the moment I arrived, I went to see the body of this
saint, where I had the bad luck to get a thorough shellacking, as you
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can see for yourself. Everything I'm telling you can be verified by the
gatekeeper, who keeps tabs on all the foreigners coming into the city,
and you can check his register, and ask my innkeeper, too. And then, if
you conclude that I'm telling you the truth, please don’t have me tor-
tured and put to death because of the accusations of these wicked men.”

While things were in this state, word had reached Marchese and
Stecchi that the judge was giving Martellino a very rough time and had
already had him tortured on the strappado. “What a mess we’ve made
of it,” they said, terrified, to one another. “We’ve taken him out of the
frying pan and thrown him into the fire.” Proceeding with the utmost
caution, they then located the innkeeper and explained to him what
had happened. Once he stopped laughing, he took them to a certain
Sandro Agolanti, who lived in Treviso and had great credit with the
ruler of the city.® The innkeeper told Sandro the whole story and with
the other two begged him to intervene on Martellino’s behalf.

After a hearty laugh, Sandro went to the ruler and asked him to
send for Martellino, which he did. The men who went to fetch him
found him standing before the judge in nothing but his shirt, thor-
oughly terrified and dismayed because the judge would not listen to
anything that was said in his defense. On the contrary, since the judge
just happened to have some sort of grudge against Florentines, he was
absolutely determined to have Martellino hanged, and until forced to
do so, he stubbornly refused to release him. When Martellino stood
before the ruler, he told him the whole story and begged him, as a
special favor, to be allowed to leave, because, he said, until he was in
Florence again, he would always feel he had a noose around his neck.
The ruler laughed long and hard over his misadventures, and then had
each one of the Florentines given a new suit of clothes. Thus, beyond
anything they could have expected, all three of them escaped from

their terrible ordeal and returned home safe and sound.



Day 2, Story 2

§ o

After being robbed, Rinaldo d’Asti turns up at Castel Guiglielmo, where he
is given lodging by a widow, and then, after having recovered his possessions,
returns home safe and sound.*

7" “heladies laughed heartily at Neifile’s account of Martellino’s mis-

. adventures, as did the young men, and especially Filostrato, who
was sitting next to her and was then ordered by the Queen to continue
the storytelling. Without a moment’s hesitation, he began:

My fair ladies, the story that attracts my interest involves a mixture
of piety, misfortune, and love. Perhaps all there is to say for it is that
it will be profitable for those who hear it and especially for those who
have wandered through the hazardous lands of love, where anyone who
has not said the Prayer of Saint Julian over and over again will find bad
lodging no matter how good his bed may be.”

During the rule of the Marquis Azzo da Ferrara, a merchant named
Rinaldo d’Asti was returning home from Bologna where he had gone
to take care of some business.> He had already left Ferrara behind and
was riding toward Verona when he happened to run into some men
who looked to him like merchants, but were actually bandits, a trio of
wicked and particularly disreputable individuals. Rinaldo struck up
a conversation with them and then foolishly decided to ride along in
their company.

Seeing that Rinaldo was a merchant, the bandits guessed that he
had money on him and decided they would rob him when the first
opportunity presented itself. Meanwhile, to prevent him from getting
suspicious, they assumed an air of modesty and propriety, and as they
rode along, spoke with him only about matters involving honesty and
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trust, doing their best to make themselves seem humble and unthreat-
ening. Since Rinaldo was traveling alone, accompanied by only a single
servant on horseback, he concluded that his running into them was
quite a stroke of good luck.

As they rode on, the conversation passed from one topic to another
as it tends to do, until they got into a discussion of the prayers men say
to God, at which point one of the three thieves addressed Rinaldo: “And
you, my good sir, what prayer do you usually say when you're traveling?”

“To tell the truth,” Rinaldo replied, “in such matters I'm pretty sim-
ple and down to earth, the old-fashioned kind of guy who'll tell you
that two soldi are twenty-four denari,* and so, I don't have many prayers
on hand. Still, when I'm traveling, it’s always been my custom never to
leave my lodging in the morning without saying an Our Father and a
Hail Mary for the souls of Saint Julian’s father and mother. After that,
I pray to the saint himself and to God to send me good lodging on the
night to come. During my travels I've spent a lot of days exposed to
grave dangers, but I've escaped all of them and invariably found myself
at night in a safe place where there was a comfortable inn. I therefore
firmly believe that Saint Julian, in whose honor I always say my prayer,
interceded with God to obtain this grace for me, and that if I fail to
say that prayer in the morning, I doubt the day would go well for me
or I'd arrive safely at night.”

“And did you say it this morning?” asked the man who had ques-
tioned him.

“Yes, indeed,” replied Rinaldo.

Then the bandit, who already knew what was going to happen, said
to himself: “You're really going to need that prayer, because if our plan
succeeds, I think you're going to find pretty bad lodging tonight.”

“I've done a lot of traveling, too,” he said to Rinaldo, “and although
I've never recited that prayer, which I've heard many people praise, I
myself have never wound up with a bad inn. Perhaps this evening you'll

*Soldiand denari were coins of the period, each soldo being worth twelve denari (denaro
comes from the Latin denarius, which is usually translated as “penny”). What Rinaldo
means is that he is the sort of man who “says what’s what,” or “calls them like he sees
them.”
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be able to discover which of us finds the better one, you who have said
the prayer, or I who have not. Truth to tell, though, instead of that one
of yours, I do say the Dirupisti or the Ntemerata or the De profundis,
which are all very effective, or so my old grandmother used to tell me.”

As they continued on their way, talking with Rinaldo of this and
that, the bandits were constantly on the lookout for a suitable time and
place to carry out their evil plan. It was already getting late when they
reached a river crossing beyond Castel Guiglielmo. Seeing that it was
almost night and that the spot they had reached was deserted and out
of the way, the three of them assaulted Rinaldo and robbed him, leav-
ing him on foot with nothing but his shirt. Riding off, they said: “Now
go and see if your Saint Julian will give you good lodging tonight; our
saint is certainly going to provide them for us.” And crossing the river,
away they went.

When Rinaldo’s coward of a servant saw him being attacked, instead
of coming to his master’s aid, he turned his horse around, and galloping
off in the direction they had come from, did not stop until he reached
Castel Guiglielmo. Since it was already evening when he entered the
fortress, he went and found himself an inn for the night and never gave
what had happened another thought.

Rinaldo, barefooted and wearing only his shirt, was at his wits’
end, for night had already fallen, the cold was intense, and the heavy
snow kept falling and falling. Shivering all over, his teeth chattering, he
decided to look around for some sort of shelter where he could spend
the night and not die from the cold. But since there had recently been
a war in the surrounding countryside, everything had been burned
to the ground, and there was no shelter to be found. Setting off at a
trot because of the frigid temperature, Rinaldo headed in the direc-
tion of Castel Guiglielmo. He did not know whether his servant had
fled there or elsewhere, but he thought that if he could just get inside,
then perhaps God would send him some sort of relief. However, by the

*The bandit cites, with some inaccuracy in the second case, the openings of three
medieval prayers: Dirupisti (from Psalm 116.16: “Thou hast loosed my bonds”), O inte-
merata Virgo (“O intact Virgin”), and De profundis (from Psalm 130.1: “Out of the depths
have I cried”).
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middle of the night he was still a mile away, and when he finally did
arrive, he could not get in because it was now so late that the gates had
been locked and the drawbridges raised. Grief stricken and weeping
inconsolably, he was looking around for a place where he could at least
get out of the snow, when by chance he caught sight of a house jutting
out from the top of the castle walls. He decided he would go there and
take shelter under it until the morning. When he reached the spotand
discovered that there was alocked door beneath the overhang, he gath-
ered some straw together that was on the ground nearby and sat down
on itin front of the door, repeatedly complaining to Saint Julian in sad
and mournful tones and saying that this was not what he deserved for
all his faith and devotion. Saint Julian was, however, keeping an eye on
him and did not wait long to supply him with good lodging.

In that fortress there was a widow whose beauty surpassed that
of all other women, and Marquis Azzo, having fallen passionately in
love with her, had set her up, for his pleasure, in the very house under
whose overhang Rinaldo had taken refuge. By chance, the Marquis had
come to the fortress during the day with the intention of spending the
night with her and had made secret arrangements to have a bath and
a magnificent supper prepared in her house. But just when everything
was ready and she was anticipating his arrival, a servant showed up at
the town gates with a message for the Marquis requiring him to leave
immediately, and he quickly rode off on his horse, having first sent
word to the lady that she should not wait up for him. Rather discon-
solate and not knowing quite what to do with herself, the lady finally
decided to get into the bath prepared for the Marquis, after which she
would eat supper and go to bed.

The bath she got into was located near the door next to which the
wretched Rinaldo sat huddled together on the other side of the town
wall. As the lady lay there, she could hear someone who was weeping
and whose teeth were chattering so badly that he sounded as if he had
been turned into a stork clacking its beak. She called her maid and
said: “Go upstairs, take a look over the wall, and see who’s on the other
side of this door. Then find out who he is and what he’s doing there.”

The maid went, and thanks to the clear night air, she could see
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Rinaldo sitting just as we said he was, barefooted, with nothing on
but his shirt, and shivering violently. She asked him who he was, and
Rinaldo, shaking so badly that he could scarcely pronounce the words,
told her as quickly as he could who he was, how he had come there, and
why. He then begged her in a pitiful voice to do whatever she could to
prevent his being left there all night to die from the cold.

The maid, feeling quite sorry for him, returned and told her mistress
everything, which moved her to feel sorry for Rinaldo as well. Recalling
that she had the key to that door, which the Marquis sometimes used
for his clandestine visits, she said: “Go and let him in, but do it quietly.
We have this supper here with no one to eat it, and there’s plenty of
room to put him up.”

The maid lavishly praised her lady for the humanity of her deed
and then went directly to open the door for Rinaldo. Once they got
him inside and saw that he was almost frozen to death, the lady said
to him: “Quickly, my good man, get into this bath while it’s still warm.”

More than willing to get in, Rinaldo did not need a second invita-
tion. There, as the heat of the bath succeeded in reviving him, he felt
like a dead man who had come back to life. The lady then had him
supplied with clothes that had once belonged to her recently deceased
husband, and when Rinaldo put them on, he found that they fit as
though they had been made to measure for him. While he waited for
further instructions from the lady, he fell to thanking God and Saint
Julian for having saved him from the horrible night he had been expect-
ing and for leading him to what seemed like very good lodging, indeed.

Meanwhile, the lady had ordered her maid to light a great fire in one
of her rooms and had gone off to take a short nap. When she returned,
she asked at once how the gentleman was doing.

“He’s dressed, my lady,” her maid responded, “and he’s oh so hand-
some and looks just like a proper gentleman.”

“Well, go and call him,” said the lady. “Tell him to come here and
have some supper by the fire, since I know he hasn’t had anything
to eat.”

When Rinaldo entered the room and saw the lady, who seemed from
her appearance to be a person of quality, he greeted her respectfully and
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offered her his most sincere thanks for the kindness she had done him.
Looking him over as he spoke, the lady concluded he was everything
her maid had said he was, and after welcoming him cordially, she had
him take a comfortable seat beside her by the fire and asked him to tell
her all about the misfortune that had brought him there. In response,
Rinaldo told her the whole story from beginning to end.

Since the lady had already learned something about what had hap-
pened because of the arrival of Rinaldo’s servant at the fortress, she had
no difficulty believing everything he said. In turn, she told him what
she knew about his servant, adding that it would be easy to find him the
next morning. But now that the table was set, they washed their hands,
and at the lady’s invitation, Rinaldo sat down and had supper with her.

Rinaldo was a fine, tall, handsome man in the prime of life, with
impeccable manners, and as the lady repeatedly glanced over at him,
she saw a lot there to like. Furthermore, since thoughts of the Mar-
quis, who was to have come and slept with her that night, had already
aroused her carnal appetite, after supper, she got up from the table
and went to consult her maid, asking her if she thought it a good idea
to make use of the gift that Fortune had sent her, seeing as how the
Marquis had left her high and dry. The maid understood what her lady
wanted and did everything she could to encourage her to go after it for
all she was worth.

Consequently, the lady returned to the fire where she had left
Rinaldo all alone, and as she looked at him, her eyes brimming with
desire, she said: “Oh, Rinaldo, why are you so pensive? Don't you think
you can find something to compensate for the loss of a horse and a few
clothes? Relax and cheer up. I'd like you to feel you're right at home
here. Actually, there’s something more I want to say to you. Seeing you
there in those clothes, I'm reminded so much of my late husband that
I've wanted to give you a hug and a kiss at least a hundred times this
evening. In fact, if I hadn’t been afraid you’d dislike it, I would have
done so for sure.”

Upon hearing these words and seeing the gleam in the lady’s eyes,
Rinaldo, who was no fool, approached her with open arms. “My lady, I
shall always have you to thank for mylife,” he said, “and when I consider
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the situation you've rescued me from, I think it would be very discour-
teous of me indeed not to try as hard as I can to do whatever gives you
pleasure. So, come hug and kiss me to your heart’s content, and I'll be
more than happy to do the same in return.”

After this, there was no need for them to go on talking. The lady,
who was burning with amorous desire, immediately threw herself into
his arms, and embracing him passionately, gave him a thousand kisses
and received as many back from him. Then they got up from their seats
and went off into the bedroom, where they lost no time getting into
bed, and before the night was over, they had satisfied their desires to
the fullest many times over.

As soon as dawn began to break, however, they arose in keeping
with the lady’s wishes, for she did not want anyone to get wind of
what had happened. A fter giving Rinaldo some fairly shabby clothes,
she filled his purse with money, telling him to keep it hidden, and
then showed him which road he should take so that he could find his
servant in the fortress. Finally, she let him out through the door by
which he had entered, imploring him to keep their encounter a secret.

When it was broad daylight and the gates were open, Rinaldo
entered the fortress, pretending he was coming from some distance
away, and located his servant. Having put on some of his own clothes,
which were in his saddlebags, he was about to mount his servant’s horse
when, by some divine miracle, the three bandits were brought to the
fortress, having been arrested for some other crime they had commit-
ted shortly after they had robbed him the previous evening. They made
a voluntary confession of what they had done, and as a result, Rinaldo
got his horse, his clothes, and his money back, and wound up losing only
a pair of garters, which the bandits could not account for.

Thus it was that Rinaldo, giving thanks to God and Saint Julian,
mounted his horse and returned home safe and sound, whereas the next
day the three bandits were left kicking their heels in the north wind.



Day 2, Story 3

Three young men squander their wealth and are reduced to poverty. Later, a
nephew of theirs, returning home in despair, falls in with an Abbot who he
discovers is really the daughter of the King of England. After she takes him
as her husband, she makes up what his uncles lost and restores all of them to
their proper social station.!

""" he young women and men listened with admiration to the adven-

... tures of Rinaldo d’Asti, praising his devotion and thanking God
and Saint Julian who had come to his aid in the time of his greatest
need. Nor, for that matter, did they think the lady a fool for know-
ing how to take advantage of the gift that God had sent to her house,
although they did not say so openly. Meanwhile, as they were talking
and snickering about the enjoyable night she had spent, Pampinea, find-
ing herself right next to Panfilo and realizing that it had to be her turn
to speak, as it just so happened to be, collected her thoughts and started
pondering what she was going to say. Then, at the Queen’s command,
she began to speak in a confident and lively manner:

Worthy ladies, if youlook carefully at the ways of Fortune, the more
we talk about what she does, the more there is left to say. Nor is this
surprising when you think about it, for all those things we foolishly call
our own are really in her hands, and she transforms them according to
her own inscrutable plan, constantly changing one thing into another
and then changing it back again, without seeming to follow any order
we can discern. Although this truth is clearly visible in everything that
happens every day, and although it has also been borne out by some
of our previous stories, nevertheless, as it pleases our Queen to have

us speak about this topic, I will add to the tales already told one of my
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own, from which my listeners may possibly derive some benefit, but
which I think they will certainly find enjoyable.

In our city there once lived a nobleman named Messer Tebaldo, who
belonged to the Lamberti family according to what some people say,
while others insist that he was one of the Agolanti, basing their argu-
ment on the fact that his sons later plied the very same trade that the
Agolanti once did and that they continue to ply today.” But setting aside
the question of which of the two families it was, I will just say that he
was one of the richest noblemen of his day and that he had three sons,
the first named Lamberto, the second Tedaldo, and the third Agolante.
All of them had already become handsome, fashionable young men, the
eldest not yet eighteen years old, when Messer Tebaldo died a very rich
man and left them all his goods and property as his legitimate heirs.

When the young men found themselves in the possession of such
vast wealth and so much property, they began spending recklessly and
without restraint, heedless of everything except what gave them plea-
sure. They maintained a large household full of servants, kept a large
number of fine horses, dogs, and birds, and held court continually, giv-
ing presents away and sponsoring tournaments. They engaged not only
in activities befitting gentlemen, but also in anything else their youthful
desires prompted them to do. They had not been leading this life for
very long, however, when the fortune left them by their father dwindled
away, and since they found their income no longer sufficient to meet
their commitments, they began borrowing money and pawning their
possessions, and as they sold one thing after another, they were scarcely
aware that they were almost bankrupt until poverty finally opened
their eyes, which wealth had always kept shut.

One day, therefore, Lamberto called the other two together, and con-
trasting their father’s magnificent lifestyle with their own, he spoke of
how much wealth they used to have and of how they had been impov-
erished by their prodigal spending. He did his best to encourage them
to sell what little they had left and to go away before their destitution
became even more apparent to everybody. They agreed to do so, and
without saying good-bye to anyone, indeed, without any fanfare at all,
they left Florence and did not stop until they reached England. There
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they took a little house in London, and reducing their expenditures to
a minimum, devoted themselves to the business of lending money at
a high rate of interest. And in this Fortune was so favorable to them
that in just a few years they had accumulated a huge amount of money.?

Thanks to their new wealth, one after another they were able to
return to Florence where, after buying back most of their possessions
and purchasing many other things as well, all three of them got mar-
ried. Since they still had their money-lending business in England, they
sent a young nephew of theirs named Alessandro to manage it while
the three of them remained in Florence. They had, however, forgotten
the condition their reckless spending had reduced them to before, and
despite the fact that all of them now had families, they began spend-
ing more extravagantly than ever. Offered lavish credit by all the mer-
chants, they borrowed enormous sums of money, and for a few years
they managed to meet their expenses with the help of the funds sent to
them by Alessandro. He had begun makingloans to various noblemen,
and those loans, secured by the noblemen’s castles and the revenues
from their other properties, brought in a handsome profit.

The brothers were thus spending lavishly and relying as always on
England to enable them to borrow money whenever they needed it,
when, to everyone’s surprise, a war broke out between the English King
and one of his sons.* It divided the entire island, some people siding with
the father and others with the son, the result of which was that all of the
noblemen’s castles were taken from Alessandro and he was left with no
other source of income at all. Nevertheless, he remained on the island,
hoping from one day to the next that father and son would make peace
and that he would be able to recoup not just his capital, but the inter-
est he had made as well. Meanwhile, back in Florence, since the three
brothers did not limit their excessive expenditures in any way, they had
to borrow more and more every day.

As the years passed, however, and the three brothers’ expectations
were seen to bear no fruit, they not only lost their sources of credit,
but since those who had made them loans were demanding payment,
the three of them were arrested. Although all the brothers’ possessions
were sold, the money raised did not suffice to pay off their debts, and
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so they remained in prison for what they still owed, leaving their wives
and infant children to wander the countryside in rags, some going to
one place and some to another, with nothing but a lifetime of destitu-
tion to look forward to.

After waiting several years in England for a peace that never came,
Alessandro concluded that staying there any longer was not only futile,
but actually put his life in jeopardy, and decided to return to Italy. He
set out all alone on his journey, and as he was leaving Bruges, he saw
an Abbot, dressed in white, also leaving the city, accompanied by a
group of monks and preceded by a host of servants and a large bag-
gage train® After them came two elderly knights, relatives of the King,
whom Alessandro greeted as acquaintances and who readily welcomed
him into their company.

As he traveled along with them, Alessandro made polite inquiries
about the monks who were riding ahead with such a large retinue of
servants, and asked the knights where they were going. “The person
up front there,” replied one of them, “is a young relation of ours who
was recently appointed Abbot of one of the largest abbeys in England.
Andbecause he’s under the legal age for someone to occupy such a high
office, were going to Rome with him in order to ask the Holy Father
to grant him a dispensation because of his extreme youth and then to
confirm him in office. But this isn’t something you should talk about
with anyone else.”

As he traveled along, the Abbot occasionally rode ahead of his reti-
nue and occasionally fell behind it, just as gentlemen do all the time
when they are on the road. At one point he drew abreast with Ales-
sandro, who was a handsome, exceedingly well-built young man, and
seemed as polite, agreeable, and well mannered as a person could be.
At first sight what presented itself before the Abbot’s eyes gave him
so much more pleasure than anything he had ever seen before that he
called Alessandro to his side and struck up a pleasant conversation
with him, asking him who he was, where he came from, and where
he was going. Alessandro answered all the Abbot’s questions, frankly
explaining his situation and offering the Abbot his services, however

slight they might be. As he listened to Alessandro’s fine, precise manner
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of speaking, and observed his manners more closely, the Abbot, judg-
ing him to be a gentleman despite the base nature of his occupation,
was all the more warmly attracted to him. Filled with pity for Ales-
sandro because of his misfortunes, he comforted him with affectionate
words, telling him not to give up hope, for if he were worthy, God would
restore him to the position from which Fortune had cast him down and
would perhaps raise him up to an even loftier one. Then, since they were
all going in the direction of Tuscany, he asked Alessandro if he would
like to join their party. Alessandro thanked him for his encouragement
and said he was entirely at the Abbot’s disposal.

As he traveled along, the Abbot, inspired by what he saw of Ales-
sandro, felt new emotions coursing through his breast. A few days
later, they happened to arrive at a small town, albeit one not well sup-
plied with inns. When the Abbot declared that he wished to be put
up there for the night, Alessandro had him dismount at the home of
an innkeeper who was a close friend of his and arranged for a room
to be prepared for him in the most comfortable part of the house. An
experienced traveler, Alessandro had practically become the Abbot’s
majordomo by this time, and he did his best to find lodging for the
entire company, some in one place and some in another. By the time
he was done, it was quite late, the Abbot had eaten his supper, and
everyone had gone to bed. Alessandro then asked the innkeeper where
he could sleep himself.

“To be honest, I don’t know,” the innkeeper replied. “You can see
we're completely full. I myself am going to have to sleep on some
benches with my family. Still, in the Abbot’s room there are some bins
for storing grain. If you like, I can take you there and fix up some sort
of bed for you to sleep on tonight as best you can.”

“How am I going to squeeze into the Abbot’s room?” asked Ales-
sandro. “You know how tiny it is. It’s so narrow that none of his monks
could lie down in it. If I'd noticed the grain bins when the Abbot’s bed
curtains were drawn, I could have had some of his monks sleep in them,
and I could have slept where they are now.”

“Well, that’s the way it is,” the innkeeper replied. “You can pass a
very good night in there if you want. The Abbot’s asleep now, and all
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six curtains are drawn around his bed, so I'll be very quiet and just put
down a nice little pallet for you to sleep on.”

When Alessandro saw that all this could be done without disturb-
ing the Abbot, he agreed to the plan and settled down there, making
as little noise as possible.

The Abbot, however, was not sleeping, but was meditating intently
on his new desires. He had overheard what the innkeeper and Ales-
sandro were saying, and when he realized where Alessandro was going
to sleep, he was quite delighted. “God has given me this opportunity,”
he said to himself, “and if I don’t make use of it to satisfy my desires, it
may be a long time before another one like this comes my way.”

Determined to take his chances, the Abbot waited until everything
had quieted down at the inn, and then he called to Alessandro in a low
voice, inviting him to lie down beside him. Finally, after many polite
refusals, Alessandro undressed and got into the bed. The Abbot put his
hand on Alessandro’s chest and then, to Alessandro’s great astonish-
ment, began touching him the way amorous young girls fondle their
lovers, causing Alessandro to suspect that the Abbot was in the throes
of some unnatural kind of passion. But either by intuition, or because of
some movement on Alessandro’s part, the Abbot immediately sensed
what he was thinking and began to smile. Hastily removing the shirt
he was wearing, he took Alessandro’s hand and placed it on his chest.

“Alessandro,” he said, “stop thinking such foolish thoughts. If you
feel around here, you'll discover what it is I've been hiding.”

Alessandro placed his hand on the Abbot’s chest and discovered
two small, round breasts, as firm and delicate as if they had been made
of ivory. Upon feeling them, he knew right away that the Abbot was
a woman, and without waiting for a further invitation, immediately
embraced her. But as he tried for a kiss, she said to him:

“Wait. Before you come any closer, there’s something I want to tell
you. As you can see, I'm a woman, not a man. I left my home a virgin
and was going to have the Pope arrange for my marriage. Now, I don’t
know whether it’s your good luck or my misfortune, but when I saw
you the other day, Love kindled such a fire in me that no woman has

ever burned with so much passion for a man as I do for you. Therefore,
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I've resolved to have you, rather than someone else, as my husband. But
if you don’t want me as your wife, you must leave here at once and go
back to the place you just came from.”®

Although Alessandro did not know who she was, he deduced from
the size of her retinue that she was rich and noble, and he could see
her stunning beauty for himself. Thus, without taking much time to
think about her proposal, he replied that if she liked the idea, so did he.
Then she sat up in the bed, and beneath a little painting representing
Our Lord, she placed a ring in his hand and had him marry her with
it. After that, they embraced, and for what remained of the night, they
enjoyed themselves, to the immense satisfaction of both parties. The
two of them then agreed on a plan of action, and at daybreak Ales-
sandro arose and left the room the way he had come in, making sure
no one found out where he had slept that night. Ecstatically happy, he
set out again with the Abbot and his retinue, and many days later they
finally arrived in Rome.

After they had been there a few days, the Abbot, accompanied only
by the two knights and Alessandro, had an audience with the Pope.
Having paid him their respects in the appropriate fashion, the Abbot
began:

“Holy Father, as you yourself know better than anyone, a person
who desires to live a good and honorable life should do his utmost to
avoid any motive for behaving differently. Now, since I really do desire
to live such a life, I fled here in secret, wearing only the clothes you see
I have on, so that your Holiness could arrange for my marriage. I also
brought along a substantial portion of the treasures belonging to my
father who wanted me to marry the King of Scotland, who's a very
elderly man, whereas I'm a young girl, as you can see.” Nevertheless, I
did not flee because the King of Scotland is old, but because I feared
that if I were married to him, the frailty of my youth would lead me
to do something contrary to divine law and against the honor of my
father’s royal blood.

“This was my frame of mind on my way here, when God, who knows
best what each one of us needs, was moved by His compassion to set

before my eyes the man whom He chose to be my husband. And that
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man was this youth”—here she pointed to Alessandro—“whom you see
beside me, someone whose character and manners make him a worthy
match for a great lady, even though he may not be as pure blooded as
a member of some royal family. He, therefore, is the one I've chosen,
the only one I really want, and I will never accept another, no matter
what my father or anyone else may think about it.

“Although the principal reason for my coming to Rome was thus
removed, I still wanted to complete my journey in order to meet with
your Holiness as well as to visit all the holiest and most venerable
sites that abound in this city. But I also wanted to complete it so that
through your good offices I could make public, before you and thus
before all men, the marriage Alessandro and I have contracted in the
sight of God alone. I beseech you that what has been pleasing to God
and to me should also find favor with you, and I humbly beg you to
bestow your blessing on us, for if we have that, then we may be more
certain of God’s approval, since you are His vicar, and we may live our
lives together, to the glory not only of God but also of yourself, till
death do us part.”

Upon hearing that his wife was the daughter of the King of England,
Alessandro was both astonished and filled with a marvelous feeling of
joy deep down inside. By contrast, the two knights, even more aston-
ished, were so furious that if they had been anywhere other than in
the presence of the Pope, they would have done harm to Alessandro
and perhaps to the lady as well. For his part, the Pope, too, was greatly
astonished both at how the girl was dressed and at the choice she had
made, but knowing that there was no turning back now, he decided to
grant her request. First of all, since he knew the knights were angry, he
pacified them and reconciled them with Alessandro and the lady, and
he then gave orders for everything else that needed to be done.

The Pope arranged a magnificent ceremony, which all the cardinals
as well as many other worthy gentlemen had been invited to attend,
and when the appointed day arrived, he had the lady brought forth in
their presence. She was wearing regal robes and appeared so beautiful
and charming that she won the well-deserved praise of everyone there.

Similarly, Alessandro came out in splendid attire, accompanied by the
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two knights, and to judge by his looks and bearing, he seemed more
like a prince than a moneylender. With great solemnity, the Pope then
had them go through the entire marriage ceremony from start to finish,
following it with a magnificent wedding feast, after which he bestowed
his blessings on them and gave them permission to go.

After they left Rome, both Alessandro and the lady wanted to go to
Florence where, the news of their story having arrived ahead of them,
they were received by the citizens with the highest honors. The three
brothers were set free after the lady paid off their creditors, and she
also arranged to have all their possessions restored to them and their
wives. Then, as everyone wished them well, Alessandro and his lady left
Florence and went to Paris, taking Agolante along with them, where
they were honorably received by the King,

From there the two knights journeyed to England and worked on the
King so effectively that he pardoned his daughter and arranged a most
festive welcome for her and his son-in-law. A little later, he knighted
Alessandro with great pomp and ceremony, and then made him the
Earl of Cornwall. A most worthy and intelligent man, Alessandro made
peace between father and son, which greatly benefited the island and
thereby won him the love and favor of all its people. At the same time,
Agolante recovered absolutely everything he was owed there, and after
having been knighted by Earl Alessandro, he was able to return to Flor-
ence an immensely wealthy man. As for the Earl himself, he enjoyed a
glorious life with his lady, and some people say that, with his intelligence
and valor and the help of his father-in-law, he later conquered Scotland
and was crowned its king®
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Landolfo Rufolo is impoverished, becomes a pirate, and is shipwrecked after
being captured by the Genoese. He escapes, however, on a chest filled with very
precious jewels, is cared for by a woman on Corfu, and finally returns home a
rich man.!

’ eated next to Pampinea, Lauretta saw that the glorious conclusion
- of the story had been reached, and so, without waiting any longer,
she began to speak as follows:

Most gracious ladies, in my opinion none of Fortune’s deeds appears
greater than the spectacle of someone being taken from the depths of
poverty and raised up to a kingly throne, which is what Pampinea’s
story has shown us happened to Alessandro. And since no one telling
stories on our announced topic will be able to go beyond the extremes
of high and low that she has described, I shall not feel any shame if I
tell you a story that, while containing even greater misfortunes than
hers did, does not come to so splendid a conclusion. When I consider
the previous story, I realize that mine will be followed less attentively,
but I will be excused since I simply cannot do any better.

The seacoast between Reggio and Gaeta is thought to be just about
the most delightful part of Italy. Quite close to Salerno there is a stretch
of it overlooking the sea, which the inhabitants call the Amalfi coast
and which contains many small towns, adorned with gardens and
fountains, where countless merchants live, as wealthy and enterpris-
ing a group as you will find anywhere. Among those small towns there
is one called Ravello, and although many men living there today are

very well off, the town used to count amonyg its citizens a man named
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Landolfo Rufolo who was really extraordinarily rich.> Not satisfied
with the wealth he had, however, he sought to double it, and as a result,
he came close to losing not just everything he possessed, but his very
own life in the bargain.

Having made all the necessary preliminary calculations that mer-
chants typically make, he bought a very large ship, loaded it full of
merchandise of all sorts that he had purchased using his own money,
and sailed with it to Cyprus. There he discovered that other ships had
arrived with exactly the same kind of merchandise he had brought, so
that not only did he have to sell what he had for cheap, but by the end
he practically had to give it away in order to get rid of it, coming close
to being ruined as a result.

Being extremely distressed over what had happened, not knowing
what to do, and finding himself, one of the richest of men, virtually
impoverished, he finally decided he would either restore his losses by
means of piracy or die in the attempt. He was determined, having left
his home a rich man, not to return to it a poor one. And so, he located
a buyer for his boat, and with the money he got for it and from the sale
of his merchandise, he bought a small, fast pirate ship that he armed
as well as he could and equipped with everything else necessary for
such an enterprise. Then he dedicated himself to making other people’s
property his own, and especially that belonging to the Turks.

In this undertaking, Fortune was much more favorable to him than
she had been when he was a merchant. Within the space of about a
year, he had captured and plundered so many Turkish ships that he not
only regained what he had lost in trading, but discovered that he had
more than doubled it. Chastened by the pain he had suffered before
from his losses, he reckoned he now had enough to avoid a repetition
of his former experience, and having persuaded himself to rest content
with what he had and not to seek anything more, he decided to take
his loot and return home.

Wary of commercial ventures, he did not bother to invest his money,
but had the crew put the oars into the water and set off at once for home
in the little boat with which he had gained his wealth. One evening,
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after having come as far as the Archipelago,* he ran into a fierce south
wind that was blowing head-on. With his little boat hardly able to
make any progress against the heavy sea swells, he took shelter in a cove
on the leeward side of a little island, where he intended to wait for better
winds. He had only been there a short while when two large Genoese
merchant ships returning from Constantinople struggled into the cove
to escape the same storm Landolfo had fled. The crews on board the
two ships recognized his little boat and had heard rumors about his
fabulous wealth. Being greedy and rapacious by nature, they blocked his
way out of the cove and made preparations to capture him. They put
a party of men ashore, well armed with crossbows, positioning them
so that anyone trying to get off the little boat would be shot with their
arrows. Then they launched dinghies, by means of which, aided by the
current, they drew up alongside Landolfo’s little boat, and in short order
they seized it and its entire crew without much of a struggle and with-
out losing a single man themselves. They brought Landolfo, dressed in
a ragged old doublet, aboard one of their ships, and after removing all
the cargo from the boat, sent it to the bottom.

When the wind changed the next day, the two merchant ships set
sail on a westerly course. They made good progress all day long, but in
the evening a gale arose, producing high seas that separated the two
ships from one another. By a stroke of bad luck, the ship on which the
wretched, destitute Landolfo was sailing was taken by the winds and
hurled with tremendous force onto the shoals off the island of Cepha-
lonia, where it split apart and was smashed to bits, like a piece of glass
shattered against a wall.®> As usually happens in such cases, the sea was
strewn with chests and planks and merchandise, and although the
night was pitch black and there was an extremely heavy swell, the mis-
erable wretches who had been on board, or at least those who knew how
to swim, grabbed onto anything within reach that happened to float by.

Among those wretches was poor Landolfo, who had called on death
repeatedly throughout the day, preferring to die rather than return
home as poor as he was. Now that death was imminent, however, he

* Archipelago: the medieval Greek name for the Aegean Sea.
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was afraid, and like the others, he seized the first plank that floated
his way, in the hope that if he put off drowning a while, God would
somehow come to his rescue. Straddling the plank, he did his best to
hold on till daybreak, despite being tossed hither and thither by sea and
wind. When it was light, he took a look around, but all he could see
was the clouds and the sea, and a chest that was bobbing on the waves.
He was terrified because the chest would occasionally get close, and
he was afraid he would be injured if it hit him. Although he did not
have much strength left, he did his best to push it away with his hand
whenever it came too near.

But as luck would have it, all of a sudden a violent gust of wind
caused a sea swell that drove the chest right into the plank Landolfo was
sitting on and turned it upside down. Losing his grip, he went under,
and when he was able to swim back up, aided more by his terror than
by his strength, he saw that the plank had floated some distance away.
Fearing he would never be able to reach it, he made for the chest, which
was quite close, got the upper part of his body onto the lid, and using
his arms, did his best to hold it upright. And in this fashion, unable to
eat because he had no food on him, forced to drink more than he would
have wished, and unsure where he was because all he could see around
him was water, he spent the whole of that day and the following night
being tossed this way and that way by the sea.

By the next day Landolfo had almost turned into a sponge, when,
either thanks to the benevolence of God or through the power of the
wind, he reached the coast of the island of Corfu, still clinging to the
chest, holding its edges tightly with both hands just as we see people do
who are in danger of drowning. By chance, a poor little woman, who
happened to be there cleaning and polishing her pots and pans in the
sand and salt water, caught sight of him. At first she could not make out
what sort of creature was approaching and ran back screaming in fear.
Landolfo said nothing to her, for he was unable to speak and scarcely
able to see. But as the sea brought him closer to the land, she began to
make out the chest by its shape, and as she stared at it more intently,
first she recognized a pair of arms stretched across it, then picked out

a face, and finally realized just what it was.
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Prompted by compassion, the woman waded out some distance
into the sea, which had now become calm, seized Landolfo by the hair,
and dragged him to the shore, chest and all. With some difficulty, she
unhooked his hands from the chest, which she took and placed on the
head of her young daughter, who was there with her, while she her-
self picked Landolfo up like a little child and carried him back to her
village. Having put him into a hot bath, she rubbed and washed him
in the warm water with such vigor that the bodily heat he had lost
returned and he regained a portion of his former strength. When the
time seemed right, she took him out and gave him some good wine and
sweets to help him recuperate. For several days she did her best to take
care of him until he fully recovered his strength and understood where
he was. At that point, the good woman felt she ought to give him back
his chest, which she had saved for him, and tell him it was time for him
to fend for himself. And that is just what she did.

Landolfo remembered nothing about the chest, but accepted it any-
way when the good woman presented it to him, thinking that it had to
be worth enough to pay his expenses for a few days at least. When he
found it to be very light, however, his hopes were seriously dampened.
All the same, once the good woman was out of the house, he pried it
open to see what it contained and found a great many precious stones
inside, some of them loose and others in settings. Being quite knowl-
edgeable on the subject of jewels, Landolfo realized from the moment
he saw them that they were extremely valuable. This discovery really
raised his spirits, and he praised God for not having decided to aban-
don him yet. Still, as a man whom Fortune had cruelly made her target
twice already, he feared a third encounter and decided he would have
to proceed with great caution if he wanted to bring those things home
with him. So, he wrapped them up as carefully as he could in some
old rags and told the good woman that he no longer needed the chest,
and that she was welcome to keep it if she gave him a sack in its place.

The good woman was happy to make the exchange, and Landolfo,
after thanking her profusely for all the help she had given him, slung
the sack over his shoulder and departed, first taking a boat to Brindisi
and from there traveling along the coastline until he finally arrived in
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Trani, where he ran into some cloth merchants who turned out to be
fellow townsmen.* Without mentioning the chest, he narrated all his
adventures to them, moving them for the love of God, to give him a
new suit of clothes. They also lent him a horse and found him an escort
to take him all the way back to Ravello, to which he wanted to return
at all costs.

Finding himself safe at home, Landolfo thanked God for having
brought him that far and then opened up his little sack. Examining
everything with greater care than he had done before, he discovered
that the stones were so numerous and of such quality, that if he sold
them for their fair market value, or even for less, he would still be twice
asrich ashe had been when he first set out. After he found a way to dis-
pose of the jewels, he sent a tidy sum of money as payment for services
rendered to the good woman in Corfu who had pulled him out of the
sea, and he did something similar for the merchants in Trani who had
given him the new clothes. Then, abandoning any thought of being a
merchant, he kept the rest of the money and was able to live on it in
becoming prosperity for the rest of his life.



Day 2, Story 5

t

Andreuccio da Perugia comes to buy horses in Naples where, during a single
night, he is caught in three serious misadventures, manages to extricate himself
from all of them, and returns home with a ruby.!

5‘“5‘"’?he stones found by Landolfo—began Fiammetta, for it was her

L turntotella story—reminded me of a tale that contains almost
as many perils as the one narrated by Lauretta, but differs from hers
in that the misadventures she recounted happened over the course
of many years, whereas those in this tale, as you are about to hear,
occurred in the space of a single night.?

According to what I have been told, there once lived in Perugia a
young man named Andreuccio di Pietro, a horse trader by profession.*
Having heard that horses were cheap in Naples, he put five hundred
gold florins in his purse, and despite never having been away from home
before, set off for that city with several other merchants. He arrived
there one Sunday evening around vespers, and the next morning, fol-
lowing the directions given to him by his innkeeper, went to the mar-
ketplace. Although he saw quite a few horses there, many of which he
liked, he was finally unable to conclude a single deal despite having
made offers on a number of them. During the negotiations, in order to
show that he had the wherewithal to make a purchase, he kept pulling
out his purse full of florins in front of all the passersby, a sure sign of
his inexperience and lack of caution.

While he was thus engaged in bargaining, with his purse on full

* Andreuccio’s first name is a pet name and means somethinglike “Little Andrew” in
English, but it also could have the more general, symbolic meaning of “Man” or “Little
Man” since its Greek root means “man.”
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display, a young Sicilian woman, who was not only very beautiful, but
was willing to satisfy any man for a modest sum, happened to walk by.
Although he took no notice of her, she caught sight of his purse and
immediately said to herself: “Who’d be better off than I would be if
that money were mine?” She then walked right on by him.

There was an old woman with her, however, also a Sicilian, and when
she saw Andreuccio, she let her young companion go ahead while she
herself ran up to him and gave him a warm embrace. On seeing this,
the young woman did not say a thing, but simply stood off to the side,
waiting for her companion. Andreuccio, having turned around and rec-
ognized the old woman, greeted her heartily and got her to promise him
to come and see him at the inn. After a brief conversation with him,
she went away, while Andreuccio returned to his trading, although he
did not wind up buying anything that morning.

The young woman, who had initially seen Andreuccio’s purse, had
also noted the friendly greeting he had exchanged with her old com-
panion, and since she was determined to figure out a way to get hold of
his money, or at least some part of it, she cautiously began questioning
her friend, asking her who he was, where he came from, what he was
doing in Naples, and how she happened to know him. The old woman,
who had lived with Andreuccio’s father in Sicily for a long time, and
later on in Perugia as well, gave her a full report about him, almost as
good a one as he himself might have given, letting her know where he
was staying and why he had come to Naples.

Now that she was fully informed about Andreuccio’s family, down
to the names of all his relatives, the cunning young woman devised a
clever plan, based on what she had learned, to get the prize she desired.
Upon returning home, she gave the old woman enough work to do for
the rest of the day in order to keep her from going back to see Andreuc-
cio. Then she took aside a young maidservant of hers, whom she had
trained thoroughly for such purposes, and around the hour of vespers,
sent her to the inn where Andreuccio was staying,

When the girl arrived there, she ran into him by chance, all alone, at
the door and asked him if Andreuccio was in. When he told her he was

that very man, she drew him aside and said: “Sir, there’s a gentlewoman
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in this city who would be happy to speak with you, if you please.” When
he heard this, Andreuccio immediately assumed, looking himself over
from head to foot and thinking he was a pretty good-looking guy, that
the lady had to be in love with him—as if he were the only handsome
young man to be found in Naples at that time. So, without hesitation,
he told the girl he was ready to go and asked her where and when the
lady would speak with him.

“Whenever you wish to come, sit,” said the girl, “she’ll be there at
home, waiting for you.”

Without mentioning anything to the people at the inn, Andreuccio
replied at once: “You go ahead and lead the way. I'll be coming right
behind you.”

The girl led him to the woman’s house in a quarter of the city called
Malpertugio* whose name alone reveals how honest a place it is.?
Knowing nothing about it, Andreuccio did not suspect a thing, but
believed he was going to meet a proper lady in a very respectable area of
the city. Thus, with the servant girl leading him, he entered her house
without a second thought. The girl had already called out to the lady,
saying, “Look, Andreuccio’s here,” and as he climbed the stairs, he saw
her come out on the landing to wait for him.

The woman was still young and rather tall, with a gorgeous face, and
her clothing and jewelry were all quite proper looking. As Andreuccio
approached her, she descended three steps to meet him with her arms
wide open. Clasping him about the neck, she stood there for some time
without saying anything as though she were overwhelmed by tender
feelings. Finally, as she wept, she kissed him on the forehead and said
in a broken voice: “O my Andreuccio, how happy I am to see you.”

Marveling at her tender caresses, the dumbfounded Andreuccio
replied: “My lady, the pleasure is mine.”

Taking him by the hand, she led him up to the main living room, and
from there, without uttering a word, she entered her bedroom, which
was redolent with the fragrance of roses and orange blossoms and other

lovely scents. In the room he could see a handsome curtained bed, a

* Malpertugio means “bad hole” and refers to a gap in the city’s walls.
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large number of dresses hanging up on pegs, as was the custom there,
plus many other beautiful, luxurious furnishings. Judging by what he
saw, Andreuccio, like the greenhorn he was, firmly believed that she
was nothing less than a great lady.

She had him sit beside her on a chest at the foot of her bed and began
speaking as follows:

“Andreuccio, I'm quite sure you're amazed at my embracing you like
this and shedding all these tears, for you don’t know me, and it may
be that no one’s ever mentioned me to you. But you're about to hear
something that will probably make you even more amazed: the simple
fact is that I'm your sister. For a long time I've wanted to meet all my
brothers, and since God has now granted me the favor of allowing me
to see one of them before I die, I can tell you that I'll die content when
the hour arrives. But in case you've never heard anything about this
before, let me tell you my story.

“Pietro, who is my father as well as yours, lived for a long time in
Palermo, as I believe you may know. Being a good and amiable man, he
was greatly loved by everyone who knew him there, and to this day he
still is. Among the people who were attracted to him, no one loved him
more than my mother, a gentlewoman who was at that time a widow.
In fact, she loved him so much that she cast off her honor as well as her
fear of her father and her brothers, and became so intimate with him
that it led to the birth of the person you see before you.

“When I was still a little girl, Pietro was called away from Palermo
and returned to Perugia on some business or other, leaving me behind
with my mother, nor, from what I've been able to discover, did he ever
think of me or of her again. This is why, if he were not my father, I'd
reproach him bitterly, considering his ingratitude toward my mother,
for she was moved by the most devoted love for him to put herself and
all her worldly goods into his hands without otherwise knowing any-
thing about him. I'll say nothing about the affection he ought to feel
for me, his daughter, since I'm not the child of a serving maid or some
low-class woman.

“But what'’s the point of all this? It’s a whole lot easier to condemn

wrongs done a long time ago than to right them now. In any case, what
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happened was that when I was alittle girl, he left me in Palermo where
I grew up and have spent most of my time until fairly recently. My
mother, being a wealthy woman, arranged my marriage to a well-heeled
gentleman from Agrigento, who, out of love for my mother and me,
came to live in Palermo. He was a staunch supporter of the Guelfs
and entered into secret negotiations with our King Charles, but King
Frederick got wind of the plot before it could be carried out, and we
had to flee Sicily just when I thought I was going to be the grandest lady
ever on the island.* We carried away what few things we could—I say
‘few’ in comparison to the huge number of things we owned there—
and leaving behind our lands and palaces, we became refugees in this
country. Here we’ve found King Charles to be so grateful to us as to
give us houses and lands in partial compensation for the losses we suf-
fered on his account, and as you will soon see for yourself, he contin-
ues to provide a substantial allowance for my husband, who is also,
of course, your brother-in-law. So, that’s how I came to be in Naples
where, thanks more to God than to you, my sweet brother, I have met
you at last.”

Having said all this, she embraced him again, and weeping tenderly,
once more kissed him on the forehead. She had recounted her fable in
an orderly and artful manner, never stammering or stumbling over a
word at any point, and for his part, Andreuccio not only remembered
that his father really had been in Palermo, but knew from his own expe-
rience how easily, and lightly, young men fall in love during their youth.
So, what with her tender tears and embraces and the honest kisses she
gave him, as Andreuccio listened to her, he was convinced that what
she was saying was truer than truth. When she fell silent, he replied:

“My lady, don't take it too hard that I'm amazed by all this, for to tell
the truth, up to now I've had no more knowledge of you than if you'd
never existed. For whatever reason, my father never talked about your
mother and you, or if he did, I never heard a word about it. But I'm all
the more delighted to have found my sister here, because I'm completely
on my own and was never expecting anything like this to happen. In
fact, although I'm just a small-time merchant, I really can’t imagine
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anyone, no matter how exalted his station, who wouldn't treasure you.
There is one thing, however, that I'd ask you to clarify for me, please.
How did you know I was here?”

“I was told about it this morning by a poor woman who often comes
to see me,” the lady replied, “because, according to what she tells me,
she had spent a lot of time with our father in Palermo and Perugia.
And if it had not seemed more honorable for you to make your way to
me here, where you'd be at home, than for me to visit you in someone
else’s place, I would have come to see you long before now.”

After saying this, she began inquiring about all his relatives individu-
ally by name, and as Andreuccio answered her questions one after the
other, he came to believe even more firmly that which he should never
have believed at all.

Since it was hot and they had been talking for a while, she sent for
sweets and Greco wine, making sure that Andreuccio was given some
of it to drink.® After that he wanted to leave because it was time for
supper, but she would not hear of it, and making a show of being very
upset, she threw her arms around his neck.

“Alas!” she said. “Now I see clearly how little you care for me. What
else am I to think when you are with a sister of yours whom you've
never seen before, and in her own house, where you should have been
staying from the moment you arrived here, and yet you want to leave
her in order to go get supper at some inn? Really! You are going to eat
with me. And although my husband’s away, which is something I regret
very much, and although I'm just a woman, I'm still capable of showing
you at least a little hospitality.”

Not knowing what else to say to this, Andreuccio replied: “You are as
precious to me as a sister should be, but if I don’t go, they’ll be waiting
there the entire evening for me to come to supper, and I'll be behaving
like a boor.”

“God be praised!” she said. “As if I didn’t have someone in the house
who could be sent there to tell them not to expect you! But it would
be a greater courtesy on your part, and no more than your duty, if

you sent for your companions and told them to come here for supper.
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Afterward, if you still wanted to leave, you could all go back together
as a group.”

Andreuccio replied that he did not want his companions there that
evening, saying he would place himself at her disposal if that was what
she wished. She pretended to send word to the inn not to expect him
for supper, and then, after they had talked for quite some time, they
sat down to a splendid meal, consisting of multiple courses, which she
cleverly prolonged until night had fallen. When they got up from the
table, Andreuccio indicated that he would have to go, but she said that
under no circumstances would she permit it, because Naples was no
place to wander about in at night, especially for a stranger. Further-
more, she said that when she had sent word to the inn not to expect
him for supper, she had told them the same thing about his returning
to sleep there.

Andreuccio believed everything she said, and since, in his deluded
state, he was enjoying her company, he stayed put. After supper was
over, she deliberately kept him talking and talking into the wee hours
of the night, at which point she left him to sleep in her bedroom, with
a little boy to attend him and show him where to find whatever he
needed, while she herself went off into another bedroom with her
maidservants.

The heat was intense, and so, as soon as Andreuccio was alone,
he quickly stripped down to his doublet, removing his breeches and
stockings and placing his clothes at the head of the bed. Then, feeling
a natural urge to dispose of the extra load in his belly, he asked where
he should do it, and the boy, motioning toward a door in one of the
corners of the room, said: “Go in there.” The unsuspecting Andreuccio
did so and chanced to set his foot down on a plank that came away at
its other end from the beam that supported it, so that it flew up into
the air, flipped upside down, and went tumbling to the ground, taking
Andreuccio along with it. Despite having fallen from quite a height, by
the grace of God he did not get hurt, but he did get covered from head
to toe with the muck that filled up the place where he fell.

To give you a better picture both of what had happened and of what
is about to follow, let me describe what that place waslike. In a narrow
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alleyway, such as we often see between two houses, they had taken
some planks and nailed them to two beams stretching from one house
to the other, and had put a place to sit on top of them. It was one of
those planks that had fallen with Andreuccio to the bottom.*

Finding himself down there in the alley, Andreuccio bemoaned his
bad luck and started calling for the boy. But the boy, as soon as he
had heard Andreuccio fall, had gone scurrying off to tell the lady. She
immediately ran into her bedroom and checked to see if Andreuccio’s
clothes were there. She found them, and with them all his money, which
he had been so stupid as to carry on him because he did not trust any-
one else with it. Now that this woman from Palermo, who had trans-
formed herself into the sister of a man from Perugia, had gotten what
she had set her snares for, she did not give him another thought, but
quickly went and closed the door that he had passed through before
his fall.

When the boy did not respond, Andreuccio started calling louder,
but to no avail. Growing suspicious, he began to realize, now when it
was too late, that he had been tricked, and having climbed over a little
wall that closed the alley off from the street, he scrambled down to
the ground and went up to the front door, which he recognized readily
enough. There he remained for a long time, vainly calling out while he
repeatedly shook and pounded on the door. Now he saw his misfortune
clearly, and starting to weep, he said: “Alas, poor me! Look how little
time it took me to lose five hundred florins, and a sister, too!”

After saying quite a bit more, he started to shout and to beat on
the door all over again, keeping it up for so long that he awoke many
of the people living nearby who got up out of bed because they could
not stand the racket. One of the lady’s maids, who looked very sleepy,
came to the window and said, in a scolding voice: “Who’s that knock-
ing down there?”

*'The streets in the oldest part of Naples form a grid that was laid out by Greek settlers
when the city was originally founded (Naples comes from the Greek Neapolis, meaning
“New City”). Those streets and the houses on them were very close together, so it is easy
to imagine how the inhabitants in Boccaccio’s time could put beams from one house to

the next across a street in order to create something like an elevated outhouse.
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“Oh,” said Andreuccio, “don’t you recognize me? I'm Andreuccio,
Madama Fiordaliso’s brother.”*

“Listen, buddy,” she replied, “if you've had too much to drink, go sleep
it off, and come back tomorrow morning. I don’t know any Andreuc-
cio. You're talking nonsense. For goodness’ sake, please go away and
let us sleep.”

“What,” said Andreuccio, “you don’t know what I'm talking about?
Sure you do. But look, even if people from Sicily can forget the relatives
they’ve just acquired in such a short space of time, at least give me the
clothes I left there, and then, in God’s name, I'll go away gladly.”

“You must be dreaming, buddy,” she said, scarcely able to keep from
laughing,

As she said this, she simultaneously shut the window and went back
inside, which made Andreuccio, who was now more certain than ever
that he had lost everything, so upset that what had been intense anger
before turned into a towering rage. Deciding that if he wanted to get
his belongings back, force would be more effective than words had been,
he got a large rock and began frantically beating on the door all over
again, this time hitting it harder than ever. Disturbed by his hammer-
ing, many of the neighbors, who had been awakened and gotten up
before, decided he was a troublemaker who had invented some story
to make life difficult for the good lady there. Coming to their windows,
they began to shout at him, like all the dogs in the neighborhood bark-
ing at a stray:

“You really ought to be ashamed of yourself, buddy, coming around
at this hour to the homes of good women and talking this nonsense. For
thelove of God, please go away and let us sleep. If you have any business
with her, come back tomorrow, and stop bothering us like this tonight.”

Perhaps encouraged by these words, the good woman’s pimp, who
was inside the house and whom A ndreuccio had neither seen nor heard,
came to the window and said, in a horrible, rough, savage growl: “Who’s
that down there?”

*Fiordaliso (Fr. fleur-de-lis) means “lily,” and may be a fictional name the lady has
adopted.
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Hearing that voice, Andreuccio raised his head and saw someone
who, as far as he could tell, seemed like some sort of big shot. His face
was covered with a thick, black beard, and he was yawning and rubbing
his eyes as though he had been awakened from a deep sleep and had
just gotten out of bed. Somewhat fearfully, Andreuccio replied: “I'm
the brother of the lady who lives here.”

But the man did not wait for Andreuccio to finish. Instead, more
fiercely than before, he said: “I don’t know what’s keeping me from
coming down there and beating you with a stick until you can’t move
any longer, you stupid, drunken ass. Nobody can get any sleep here
tonight because of you.” Then he turned around and went inside, lock-
ing the window behind him.

Some of the neighbors, who knew more about the kind of man he
was, said to Andreuccio, speaking in a whisper: “For God’s sake, buddy,
take off, unless you want get yourself killed here tonight. For your own
good, go away.”

Terrified by the man’s voice and appearance, and urged on by the
advice of the neighbors, who seemed to speak to him out of char-
ity, Andreuccio set off to return to the inn, feeling he was the most
wretched man alive and filled with despair about the money he had
lost. Not really sure where to go, he walked in the direction of the place
from which he had come following the serving girl the previous day.

Disgusted by himself because of the stench he was giving off, he
thought he would head for the sea where he could wash himself off,
and so he made a turn to the left and went up a street called Ruga
Catalana.® As he walked toward the upper part of the city, by chance
he saw two men coming toward him with lanterns in their hands, and
fearing that they were members of the watch or else men who might
do him harm, he decided to avoid them and quietly took refuge in an
abandoned hut he saw nearby. But the two men were headed for the
same spot and also entered the hut. After they were inside, one of them
put down the iron tools he had been carrying over his shoulders, and
then the two of them began talking together as they inspected them.

Right in the middle of their discussion, the first one said: “What’s

going on here? That’s the worst stench I think I've ever smelled.”
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Having said this, he lifted up his lantern a bit, and they caught sight of
the wretched Andreuccio. Astonished by what they saw, they asked:
“Who’s that there?”

Andreuccio remained silent, but when they came closer to him with
the light and asked him what he was doing there, covered in filth as
he was, he told them the whole story of what had happened to him.
The two of them, who could easily imagine where all this must have
taken place, said to one another: “It must have happened at Boss But-
tafuoco’s house.””

Then they turned to Andreuccio, and one of them said: “Listen,
buddy, you may have lost your money, but you should really thank
God for the accident that happened to you when you fell down and
couldn’t get back into the house. Because if you hadn't fallen, you may
rest assured that as soon as you were asleep, you would have been killed,
and in that case you would have lost your life as well as your money. But
what’s the use of crying over it now? You have about as much chance of
getting a penny of your money back as you have of plucking the stars
out of the sky. And there’s a very good chance you’ll be killed if that
guy ever finds out you've said a word about it.”

When he had finished speaking, they had a brief discussion among
themselves and then said to Andreuccio: “Look, we're feeling sorry
for you, and since we were on our way to do a job, if youre willing
to go along with us, we can pretty much guarantee that your share
will amount to a lot more than what you've lost.” Feeling desperate,
Andreuccio responded that he was ready to go.

Earlier that day an archbishop from Naples named Messer Filippo
Minutolo had been buried.®* He had been interred in very expensive
vestments and had a ruby on his finger worth more than five hundred
gold florins, which was the booty the two of them were after. They
communicated their plan to Andreuccio, and he, more avaricious than
wise, set off with them. As they were on their way to the cathedral and
Andreuccio was still smelling pretty awful, one of them said: “Couldn’t
we find a way for this guy to wash up a bit somewhere or other so he
wouldn't stink so horribly?”

“Sure,” said the other, “not far from here there’s a well that always
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used to have a pulley and a large bucket. Let’s go there and give him a
quick wash.”

When they reached the well, they found that the rope was still there,
but someone had removed the bucket. The idea occurred to them of
tying Andreuccio to the rope and lowering him into the well so that he
could wash himself off down below. When he had finished washing,
he was to give the rope a tug, and they would haul him up.

But as they were proceeding to do this and had just lowered him
into the well, several members of the watch happened to show up. They
were thirsty because of the heat and because they had just been chas-
ing somebody, and they were coming to the well for a drink. When the
pair caught sight of them, they immediately ran away, making their
escape without being seen by the watchmen as they approached the
well. Down at the bottom, Andreuccio had finished washing himself
and gave a tug on the rope. The watchmen, who had put down their
shields and weapons and taken off their surcoats, started to pull it
up, thinking there was a bucket full of water hanging from it. When
Andreuccio saw himself nearing the top of the well, he let go of the
rope and used his hands to heave himself onto the rim. On seeing him
appear all of a sudden, the terrified watchmen immediately let go of
the rope and without saying a word began running away as fast as they
could. Andreuccio was so surprised by this that if he had not held on
tightly, he would have fallen back down to the bottom and been seri-
ously injured or even killed himself. However, when he managed to get
out of the well, he was even more surprised to discover the weapons,
for he knew his companions had not brought them. Lamenting his
misfortune and fearing lest something worse should occur, Andreuccio
decided to leave without touching a thing. And so off he went, although
he did not have the slightest idea where he was going.

As he was walking along, he happened to run into his two com-
panions who were coming back to haul him out of the well. When
they saw him, they were amazed and asked him who had pulled
him up. Andreuccio replied that he did not know and gave them a
detailed account of everything that had occurred, describing what
he had found lying next to the well. They figured out what had really
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happened and had a good laugh as they told him why they had fled
and who was responsible for having pulled him out of the well. Then,
without wasting any more time talking, since it was already midnight,
they made their way to the cathedral and got in without difficulty.
Going up to the tomb, which was made of marble and was very large,
they took out their iron bars and lifted its enormously heavy lid, prop-
ping it open just enough to allow a man to get inside.

This done, one of them asked: “Who’s going to go in?”

“Not me,” replied the other.

“Not me, either,” said the first. “Let’s have Andreuccio do it.”

“No, I won't do it,” said Andreuccio, at which point both of them
then rounded on him and said:

“What do you mean you won't do it? I swear to God, if you don',
we're going to bash in your head with one of these rods, and we’ll just
keep on hitting you until you fall down and die.”

The terrified Andreuccio climbed in, thinking to himself as he did
so: “These guys are making me do this in order to trick me, because
once I've handed them all the stuff from inside, they’ll go off about
their business, leaving me struggling to get out of the tomb, and I'll
wind up with nothing.” Consequently, he decided to make sure he got
his own share first, and recalling what he had heard them saying about
an expensive ring, as soon as he climbed down into the tomb, he took
it off the Archbishop’s finger and put it on his own. Then he gave them
the Archbishop’s crosier, miter, and gloves, and having stripped him of
everything else down to his shirt, he passed it all out to his companions.
When he said there was nothing left, they insisted the ring had to be
there and told him to look all over for it. But he replied that he was
unable to find it and kept them waiting quite some time as he made a
show of searching for it. They were just as wily as Andreuccio, how-
ever, and while they went on telling him to look really hard for it, they
seized the opportunity to pull out the prop that was holding up the lid.
At that point they fled, leaving Andreuccio shut up inside the tomb.

When Andreuccio realized what had happened, you can imagine
how he felt. Again and again he tried, first using his head and then his
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shoulders, to raise the lid, but he labored in vain, until finally, overcome
by deep despair, he fainted and fell down on top of the Archbishop’s
corpse. Anyone seeing the two of them there would have had trouble
telling which of the two, Andreuccio or the Archbishop, was really the
dead man. When Andreuccio came to, he burst into a flood of tears,
for he had no doubt that one of two ends was in store for him: either
no one would come to open the tomb, and he would die there from
hunger and from the stench, covered by the worms from the dead body,
or else someone would come and find him inside, and then he would
be hanged as a thief. '

As these sad thoughts were going through Andreuccio’s mind, mak-
ing him feel terribly despondent, he heard a number of people talking to
one another and moving about the church. He quickly concluded that
they were coming to do just what he and his companions had already
done, a realization that only increased his fears. But having opened the
tomb and propped up the lid, they got into an argument about who
was going to climb in. No one wanted to do it, until finally, after a long
debate, a priest said: “What are you afraid of? Do you think he’s going
to eat you? The dead don't eat people. I'll go inside there myself.” Hav-
ing said this, he placed his chest on the rim of the tomb and swiveled
around, turning his head to face out while thrusting his legs inside,
ready to make his descent.

When Andreuccio saw this, he stood up, grabbed the priest by one
of his legs, and pretended he was trying to pull him down into the
tomb. The priest no sooner felt Andreuccio’s hands than he let out an
earsplitting scream and instantly hurled himself out of the tomb. This
terrified all the others, and leaving the tomb wide open, they ran away
as if they were being chased by a hundred thousand devils.

Happy beyond his wildest hopes when he saw what had happened,
Andreuccio quickly threw himself out of the tomb and left the church
by the way he had come in. Day was already starting to break as he
went wandering aimlessly about with the ring on his finger. Eventu-
ally, he reached the waterfront where he stumbled upon his inn and
discovered that his companions and the innkeeper had spent the entire
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night up, worried about what had become of him. After he told them
what had happened, the innkeeper counseled him to leave Naples right
away. Andreuccio did so at once and returned home to Perugia, hav-
ing invested his money in a ring rather than in the horses he had set
out to buy.



Day 2, Story 6

Having been separated from her two sons, Madama Beritola is discovered liv-
ing on an island with two roebucks and is taken to Lunigiana, where one of
her sons, who has entered the household of the lord she herself serves, is put in
prison after sleeping with the lord’s daughter. Following the Sicilian rebellion
against King Charles, Madama Beritola recognizes her son, who marries the
lord’s daughter and is reunited with his brother, and all of them are restored
to their elevated social positions.!

R oth the ladies and the young men had a good laugh over Fiammet-

© .+ ta’s account of Andreuccio’s adventures. Then Emilia, on seeing
that the story was finished and being ordered to speak by the Queen,
began as follows:

The vicissitudes of Fortune can be painful and distressing, but since
it is the case that whenever we talk about them, our minds, which
are easily lulled asleep by her more flattering visions, wake right up, I
think no one, whether happy or miserable, should ever regret hearing
about what she does. For from such stories, happy people will learn
prudence, while those who are miserable will obtain some measure
of consolation. Consequently, although many fine things have already
been said on this subject, I intend to tell you a story about the vicis-
situdes of Fortune that is no less true than touching. And although it
has a happy ending, the suffering involved was so great and lasted for
such a long time that I can hardly believe it was ever really assuaged
by the happiness that followed it.

Dearest ladies, you should know that Manfred, who was crowned
King of Sicily after the death of the Emperor Frederick II, had in his

entourage a nobleman from Naples named Arrighetto Capece whom
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he held in the highest esteem and who was married to a beautiful
noblewoman, also from Naples, named Madama Beritola Caracciolo.
Arrighetto was the governor of the island when he learned that King
Charles I had defeated and killed Manfred at Benevento, and that the
entire kingdom had gone over to his side. Having little faith in the
loyalty of the fickle Sicilians, and not wishing to become a subject of
hislord’s enemy, Arrighetto made plans to flee. But when the Sicilians
found out about them, they promptly took him prisoner and turned
him over to King Charles, along with many other followers and ser-
vants of King Manfred. Not long after that, King Charles had the
entire island under his control.

In the midst of this great upheaval, not knowing what had become of
Arrighetto, terrified by what had happened, and afraid for her honor,
Madama Beritola left behind everything she had, and though pregnant
and destitute, fled on a little boat to Lipari with her son Giuffredi, who
was perhaps eight years old.? There she gave birth to a second male child
whom she named The Outcast, and having hired a nurse, she embarked
on a ship with them in order to return to her family in Naples.

But things did not work out as she planned, for the ship, which was
bound for Naples, was driven by strong winds to the island of Ponza
where they entered a little inlet to wait for good weather so that they
could continue their voyage. Like the others on board, Madama Beri-
tola disembarked on the island, seeking a remote, solitary spot where
she could grieve, all alone, for her Arrighetto. She made this her daily
routine, until one day, while she was engaged in her lamentations, a
pirate galley turned up, taking the crew and passengers by surprise, and
then sailed off after capturing all of them without a struggle.

When Madama Beritola had finished her dailylament, she returned
to look for her sons on the beach as she was accustomed to do. On find-
ing no one there, though initially perplexed, she quickly guessed what
had happened and cast her eyes seaward, where she saw the galley, still
not that far away, with the little ship in tow. Realizing only too well
that she had now lost her sons as well as her husband, and seeing herself
abandoned there, alone and destitute, without the slightest notion of
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how she might ever locate any of them again, she collapsed on the beach
in a dead faint, the names of her husband and her sons still on her lips.

Since there was no one there to revive her with cold water or any
other remedy, her spirit wandered freely wherever it pleased until the
strength that had left her wretched body finally returned. As it did,
with it came more tears and lamentations as she called out over and
over again to her sons, searching high and low and looking in every last
cavern for them. But when she saw that all her efforts were in vain and
that night was falling, she began, prompted by some vague, instinctive
feeling of hope, to feel some concern for her own situation. Conse-
quently, she left the beach and returned to the cave where she used to
go in order to weep and lament.

She had eaten nothing the previous evening, and a little after tierce
the next day, having spent the night in a state of both terror and inde-
scribable sadness, Madama Beritola was driven by her hunger to start
grazing on the grass. After she had eaten what she could, she started
weeping again as she contemplated what was going to become of her.
In the midst of her sad musings, she saw a doe come and enter a nearby
cave, from which she emerged a little while later and ran off into the
woods. Madama Beritola got up and entered the cave from which the
doe had come, where she saw two roebucks that had perhaps been
born that very day and that seemed to her the sweetest, most darling
things in the world. Since her own milk was not yet dry after her recent
delivery, she picked them up tenderly and placed them at her breast.
They did not refuse what she offered, but suckled there as they would
have done with their own mother, and from then on made no distinc-
tion between her and the doe. Thus, the gentle lady felt that she had
found some company in that deserted place, and since she had become
as familiar with the doe as with the two roebucks, she resolved to live
and die there, grazing on the grass, drinking the water, and weeping
whenever she recalled her husband and her sons and her past life.

Living this way, the gentle lady had gradually become a wild thing
herself, when, a few months later, a little ship from Pisa happened to

be driven by a squall into the very inlet where she had first arrived



122 THE DECAMERON

and where it remained for several days. On board there was a noble-
man, one of the marquises of the Malaspina family, named Currado,
who was returning home with his worthy wife, a truly devout lady,
from a pilgrimage they had made to all the holy sites in the Kingdom
of Apulia.* One day, in order to relieve their boredom, Currado, with
his wife, some of his servants, and his dogs, set off for the interior of
the island. Not far from where Madama Beritola was staying, the dogs
began tracking the two roebucks, which had now grown quite large and
were out grazing. Chased by the dogs, they fled right back to the very
cave that sheltered Madama Beritola.

When she saw what was happening, she got up, grabbed a stick,
and drove the dogs back. Currado and his wife, who were following
the dogs, arrived on the scene and were amazed at what they saw, for
Madama Beritola had gotten skinny and tan and shaggy, although for
her part, she was even more amazed to see them. At her entreaty, Cur-
rado called off his dogs, after which they persuaded her, with a good
deal of coaxing, to tell them who she was and what she was doing
there. She gave them a full account of her situation, explaining what
had happened to her and finally revealing her fierce determination to
remain on the island. As he heard her story, Currado, who had known
Arrighetto Capece quite well, wept for pity, and then attempted, using
every resource at his disposal, to talk her out of her wild plan, offering
to take her back to her home, or alternatively, to bring her to his house
where he would honor her as a sister and where she could stay until
God might send her a better fortune. The lady was unmoved by his
proposal, however, and so he left her to his wife, asking her to arrange
for food to be brought there, and since Madama Beritola was in rags,
to give the woman some of her own clothing to wear. In particular, he
implored his wife to do everything she could to get the lady to come
back with her.

Left alone with Madama Beritola, Currado’s wife first wept many
a tear over her misfortunes. Then she gave instructions for food and
clothing to be brought, which she had the greatest difficulty convinc-
ing Madama Beritola to accept. Finally, after many entreaties, with
Madama Beritola insisting that she would not go to any place where
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people knew who she was, Currado’s wife persuaded her to accompany
them to Lunigiana. She was allowed to bring the two roebucks and the
doe with her, for the doe had returned in the meantime and, to the great
astonishment of the lady, had greeted Madama Beritola with the most
lavish show of affection.

And so, when the weather turned fair again, Madama Beritola
boarded the ship with Currado and his wife, taking the doe as well as
the two roebucks with them, which led people to call Madama Beri-
tola “Cavriuola,” since few of them knew her real name.* Thanks to a
favorable wind, they soon arrived at the mouth of the Magra, where
they disembarked and went up to Currado’s castle. There, dressed in
widow’s weeds, Madama Beritola began serving Currado’s wife as an
honest, humble, and obedient lady-in-waiting, while she continued to
treat her roebucks with affection and always made sure they were being
cared for.

The pirates, who had unwittingly left Madama Beritola behind when
they had seized the ship at Ponza on which she had been traveling, took
everyone else on board to Genoa with them. There, when the booty
was being divided up by the galley’s owners, by chance Madama Beri-
tola’s nurse and the two children, along with a number of goods, were
assigned to a certain Messer Guasparrino Doria who sent her and the
children to his house where he intended to employ them as slaves to
do domestic chores.’

The nurse wept long and hard, grief stricken over the loss of her
mistress and the terrible misfortune that had befallen her and the
two children. Despite her low station in life, however, she was a sen-
sible and prudent woman, and when she saw that tears were no help
at all in gaining freedom for herself, let alone for the boys, she con-
soled herself as best she could. Taking stock of their situation, she
concluded it was quite possible that the two boys might have problems
if someone there chanced to recognize them. At the same time, she
was hoping that sooner or later their fortune would change, in which

case, provided they were still alive, they might be able to return to

*“Cavriuola” means “doe.”
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their former station in life. Consequently, she decided not to reveal
who they were to anyone at all until the time was right, and to claim
that they were her own children whenever she was asked about them.
Although she did not bother to change the name of the younger one,
she started calling the older one Giannotto di Procida instead of Giuf-
fredi and took great pains to explain to him why she had changed his
name and how dangerous it might be for him if he were recognized.
Nor did she remind him of this just once, but repeated it so often and
so persistently that, being an intelligent boy, he followed the instruc-
tions of his wise nurse to the letter. And so, for many years, the two
lads, badly clothed and worse shod, lived with their nurse in Messer
Guasparrino’s house, patiently performing all the most menial tasks.

Giannotto, however, had more spirit than is typically found in a
slave, and by the time he was sixteen, he had come to loathe the base-
ness of his servile condition so much that he left the service of Messer
Guasparrino and enlisted on the galleys that went back and forth
between Genoa and Alexandria, but despite traveling far and wide, he
never managed to find any opportunity for advancement. Some three
or four years after he had left Messer Guasparrino’s and had grown
into a tall, handsome young man, he learned that his father, whom he
believed to be dead, was still alive, but was being held prisoner by King
Charles. As he wandered from one place to the next, despairing of his
fortune, he finally arrived in Lunigiana, where he chanced to enter
the household of Currado Malaspina whom he served, to the latter’s
satisfaction, with great skill. Although he saw his mother occasionally,
since she was a lady-in-waiting to Currado’s wife, he never recognized
her, any more than she recognized him, so much had age transformed
both of them from what they had been like the last time they had seen
one another.

While Giannotto was in Currado’s service, it just so happened
that one of his daughters, named Spina, having been left a widow
by a certain Niccolo da Grignano, returned to her father’s house? A
very beautiful and agreeable girl just a little over sixteen, she had the
opportunity one day to look Giannotto over, as he did her, and the

two of them fell passionately in love. Nor was it very long before their
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relationship was consummated, although as month after month went
by and no one detected it, they grew overconfident and began behav-
ing with less discretion than the situation warranted. One day, while
out walking through a splendid, densely wooded forest, Giannotto and
the girl pushed on ahead of the rest of their party. Then, when they
thought they were quite a distance from the others, they found a pleas-
ant, secluded spot, ringed round by trees and covered with grass and
flowers, where they began makinglove. The fun they were having made
them lose all track of time, and they had actually been there quite a
while when they were surprised, first by the girl’s mother, and then
by Currado. Distressed beyond measure by what he saw, he had three
of his servants seize the pair, and without offering a word of explana-
tion, he had them bound and taken away to one of his castles. He then
returned home, seething with rage and indignation, determined to have
them ignominiously put to death.

The girl’s mother was very upset and thought her daughter deserved
the harshest of punishments for her lapse, but she had been able to
glean Currado’s intentions from the few words he had spoken and could
not bear the thought of what he was going to do. So she hurried to
catch up to her furious husband and began pleading with him not to
rush headlong into becoming the murderer of his daughter in his old
age, let alone to dirty his hands with the blood of a servant. He could
find some other way to appease his anger, she insisted, such as throw-
ing them into prison where they would have plenty of time to suffer
and lament the sin they had committed. The saintly woman continued
talking and arguing with Currado until she got him to change his mind
about killing the pair. Instead, he ordered that they should be impris-
oned in separate places where they would be closely guarded and given
the minimum amount of food while enduring the maximum amount
of discomfort, until such time as he decided otherwise about them.
Currado’s sentence was carried out, and you can imagine for yourself
what their life in captivity was like, how there was continual weeping,
and how their fasting went on far, far longer than necessary.

When Giannotto and Spina had already spent more than a year

languishing in these wretched conditions and had been long forgotten
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by Currado, King Peter of Aragon, having entered into an agreement
with Messer Gian di Procida, stirred up a rebellion in Sicily and took
the island from King Charles.” Currado, who was a Ghibelline, rejoiced
at the news.

When Giannotto heard about what had happened from one of the
guards, he breathed a deep sigh and said: “Alas! For the last fourteen
years I've traveled the world living a beggar’s life waiting for this to hap-
pen, but now that it has, just to prove the vanity of my hopes, I find
myself in prison, with death as my only hope of release.”

“What’s that?” said the jailor. “How could the affairs of great kings
mean anything to you? What were you doing in Sicily?”

“It just about breaks my heart,” replied Giannotto, “when I think
about the position my father once had there. Even though I was just a
little boy when I fled the island, I can still remember seeing him ruling
over Sicily when King Manfred was alive.”

“So, who was your father?” was the jailor’s next question.

“My father’s name,” said Giannotto, “can now be safely revealed,
since I find myself in precisely the sort of peril I feared I'd be in if I
ever mentioned it. He was called—and if he’s alive, he is still called—
Arrighetto Capece, and my name’s not Giannotto, but Giuffredi. More-
over, L have no doubt that if I were released, I could return to Sicily and
occupy, even now, a position of the highest importance.”

The worthy man did not ask any more questions, and as soon as
he had an opportunity, he recounted the entire story to Currado.
Although, as he listened, Currado put on a show of indifference for
the jailor, afterward he went straight to Madama Beritola and asked
her in akindly manner if she and Arrighetto had ever had a son named
Giuffredi. Dissolving in tears, the lady replied that if the older of her
two sons were alive, this would indeed be his name, and he would be
twenty-two years old.

When Currado heard this, he concluded that his prisoner had to
be that same young man, and if so, it occurred to him that he could
perform a grand act of clemency and at the same time remove his own
shame as well as his daughter’s by offering him her hand in marriage.
He therefore had Giannotto brought to him in secret and interrogated
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him about every detail of his past life, and when he confirmed beyond
any doubt that the young man truly was Giuffredi, the son of Arri-
ghetto Capece, he said to him:

“Giannotto, you know both the nature and the magnitude of the
injury you've done me in the person of my daughter. I treated you well,
practically like a friend, and you should have been a dutiful servant and
always done everything to promote and defend both my honor and
that of my family. There are many men who would have put you to
death ignominiously if you had done to them what you did to me, but
my sense of clemency would not let me do it. Now, since what you say
is true and you are indeed the son of a nobleman and a noblewoman,
I would like, if this accords with your wishes, to put an end to your
suffering and release you from your wretched captivity, at the same
time restoring both your honor and my own. As you are aware, Spina,
to whom you had a loving, but improper, attachment, is a widow with
a dowry that is both substantial and secure. Moreover, you already
know what kind of character she has and who her father and mother
are. Of your present condition I will say nothing. Therefore, if youre
amenable, I'm willing to transform your unchaste mistress into your
chaste wife and to let you live here with her as long as you like as if you
were my own son.”

Although Giannotto’s body had wasted away in prison, that experi-
ence had not diminished in any way the innate nobility of his spirit or
the wholehearted love he bore his lady. Thus, even though he fervently
desired what Currado was offering him and recognized that he was
in the man’s power, he would not debase in any way the thoughts his
noble heart was prompting him to utter.

“Currado,” he replied, “neither lust for power, nor desire for wealth,
nor any other motive has ever led me, like some traitor, to plot against
your life or your interests. I fell in love with your daughter, I love her
now, and I will always love her, because I consider her worthy of my
affection. Moreover, if, in the judgment of common people, I behaved
less than honorably with her, the sin I committed is inseparable from
youth, and in order to eradicate it, you would have to do away with

youth itself. Indeed, it would not be judged so serious a sin as you
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and many others make it out to be if old men would just remember
that they were young once and would measure other people’s failings
against their own, and their own against those of others. Finally, just
remember: the person who committed this sin was your friend, not
your enemy.’

“What you've just offered me is something I've wanted all along.
Indeed, if I had thought you would have given your consent, I would
have asked you for it a long time ago, and to have it now is all the more
gratifying because I had almost no expectation of getting it. But if
your words don’t reflect your actual intentions, don’t feed me with vain
hopes, but have me taken right back to prison and torture me there as
much as you like. But no matter what you do to me, I will always love
Spina, and for her sake, I will always love and respect you as well.”

As he listened in amazement, Currado was impressed by the nobil-
ity of Giannotto’s spirit and the fervor of his love, and held him in
even higher esteem. He therefore stood up, embraced and kissed the
young man, and without further ado gave orders to have Spina brought
there in secret. She had become so thin and pale and weak in prison
that she, like Giannotto, almost seemed to be another person. Still, in
Currado’s presence, and by mutual consent, they exchanged marriage
vows according to our custom.”

A few days later, before anyone found out what had happened, Cur-
rado, who had generously provided the couple with everything they
could ever need or desire, decided it was time to bring joy to their two
mothers. And so, having summoned his wife and Cavriuola, he turned
to the latter and asked her: “What would you say, my lady, if I could
arrange to have your elder son restored to you as the husband of one
of my daughters?”

“The only thing I could say,” Cavriuola replied, “would be that if I
could possibly be more obliged to you than I am already, then I would
feel myself even more in your debt, because you would be giving me
something that is more precious to me than my very own life. Indeed,
by returning him to me in the way you describe, you'd be restoring, in
some measure, all my lost hopes.” And at this point she fell silent and
began weeping,
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Then Currado asked the former: “And what would you think, wife,
if I were to provide you with such a son-in-law?”

“If he were pleasing to you,” she replied, “I would have no objection
to his being a vagabond, let alone a man of noble birth.”

“Within a few days, then,” Currado declared, “T hope to make you
both happy women.”

When he saw that the two young people had recovered and looked
like their old selves, he had them dressed in fine clothing. Then he asked
Giuffredi: “Wouldn't it increase your happiness beyond what it is at
present for you to see your mother here?”

“She has suffered through so many appalling misfortunes,” Giuffredi
replied, “that I can’t believe she’s still alive. But if she is, then it would
be wonderful to see her, for with her advice I believe I might be able to
recover a large portion of my estates in Sicily.”

Currado had the two women summoned, and they both embraced
the new bride with the most incredible warmth, while wondering what
could have possibly inspired Currado to feel such benevolence that he
would unite Giannotto with her in wedlock. Recalling Currado’s ear-
lier words, Madama Beritola began to stare at the young man, and as
she did, some occult power awoke in her a recollection of the boyish
features of her son’s face. At that moment, without waiting for further
proof, she ran to him and threw her arms about his neck. Her feelings of
maternal joy and love were so intense that they did not merely prevent
her from speaking, but overwhelmed her senses, and she collapsed in
her son’s arms as if she were dead. Giuffredi was filled with amazement,
for he recalled how frequently he had seen her before then in that very
castle without ever recognizing her. Yet now, all of a sudden, he knew
instinctively that she was his mother, and reproaching himself for his
past negligence, he wept as he held her in his arms and covered her
with tender kisses. Shortly afterward, thanks to the compassionate
care of Spina and Currado’s wife, who applied cold water and other
remedies of theirs, Madama Beritola regained her senses and embraced
her son once again, weeping copiously and uttering many sweet terms of
endearment. Filled with maternal affection, she kissed him a thousand

times or more, while he embraced her and gazed at her in reverence.
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‘When these chaste and joyful greetings had been repeated three or
four times,'° to the great satisfaction and approval of all the onlookers,
they told one another all about their adventures. Since Currado had
already informed his friends about the family alliance he had made
and received their delighted approval, and he had, as well, arranged
for a beautiful, sumptuous wedding feast to be prepared, at this point
Giuffredi said to him:

“Currado, you have done so much for my happiness and have treated
my mother honorably for such a very long time. Still, to use your good
offices to the full, I would ask you to gladden the wedding feast, as well
as my mother and myself, by sending for my brother. As I've told you
already, he and I were taken by pirates acting for Messer Guasparrino
Doria, who is keeping him as a slave in his house. And after that, would
you also send someone to Sicily to bring us back a full report about the
situation on the island and to find out whether my father Arrighettois
dead or alive, and if he is alive, to let us know how he’s doing?”

Giuffredi’s request pleased Currado, who immediately sent a num-
ber of his most discreet emissaries to Genoa and Sicily. The one who
went to Genoa found Messer Guasparrino and entreated him earnestly
on Currado’s behalf to hand over The Outcast and his nurse, giving
him a precise account of everything Currado had done for Giuffredi
and his mother.

“It’s true that I'd do anything in my power to please Currado,” said
Messer Guasparrino, who was greatly astonished by the story. “For
the past fourteen years both the boy you're asking for and his mother
have been in my house, and I will gladly send them to Currado. You
should warn him, on my behalf, not to be too credulous, however, and
not to fall for the tall tales made up by Giannotto, who now, you tell
me, goes by the name of Giuffredi, for he’s much more devious than
Currado may realize.”

When he had finished speaking and had arranged for the good man
to be honorably entertained, Guasparrino sent for the nurse in secret
and questioned her closely on the matter. She had heard about the rebel-
lion in Sicily, and on learning that Arrighetto was alive, she cast off her
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former fear and told Messer Guasparrino the whole story, explaining as
well her motives for what she had done. When he saw that the nurse’s
account corresponded exactly with that of Currado’s emissary, he was
inclined to believe what they were saying. Being an extremely astute
man, he then continued his investigation by one means or another,
finding more and more evidence that made the story seem increasingly
credible. Ashamed now at having treated the boy in so base a manner,
and well aware of who Arrighetto was and the important position he
used to have, Messer Guasparrino made amends by offering the boy a
wife in the person of his pretty little eleven-year-old daughter, together
with a large dowry. After celebrating the marriage with a grand feast,
he boarded a well-armed galley, together with his daughter, the boy,
Currado’s envoy, and the nurse, and they all sailed away to Lerici, where
he was welcomed by Currado.'* Then, with his entire entourage, he
went to one of Currado’s castles, which was not very far from there,
where the great wedding feast was about to be held.

The joy they all experienced as they feasted together cannot be
described in words, whether it is the joy that the mother felt upon
seeing her son again, or that of the two brothers, or that of all three of
them at the sight of their faithful nurse, or that which everyone expe-
rienced together with Messer Guasparrino and his daughter—which
he fully reciprocated—or that which the whole company shared with
Currado, his children, and his friends. And since it cannot be described,
ladies, I leave it all to your imagination.

In order to make their joyous celebration complete, the good Lord,
whose largess can be unlimited once he has begun to dispense it, saw
to it that they received, in addition, the happy news that Arrighetto
Capece was alive and well. For in the midst of their grand celebration,
when the guests, both the men and the women, were still seated at
the tables eating the first course, the emissary who had gone to Sic-
ily arrived. Among other things, he recounted how, when the revolt
against King Charles had broken out on the island, the people had
stormed the prison where the King had ordered Arrighetto held cap-
tive. In a rage, they killed the guards and released Arrighetto, after



132 THE DECAMERON

which, since he had been the principal enemy of King Charles, they
made him their captain, and following him as their leader, pursued and
slaughtered the French. For this reason, Arrighetto came to stand in
the very good graces of King Peter, who restored all his titles and pos-
sessions, with the result that he occupied once again a position of great
dignity and authority.

The emissary added that Arrighetto, who had received him with
the highest honors, was filled with indescribable joy at learning the
news of his wife and child, for he had heard nothing about them since
the time of his capture. Finally, to top it all off, the emissary said that
Arrighetto was sending a brigantine with a number of gentlemen on
board to come and fetch them, and that it was due to arrive very soon.

The emissary and his tale were received with great cheers and rejoic-
ing, and Currado promptly set off with several of his friends to meet
the gentlemen who were coming for Madama Beritola and Giuffredi.
After greeting them warmly, he brought them back to the banquet,
which was not yet half over.

Upon seeing them, the lady, Giuffredi, and all the others experi-
enced a happiness that was simply unheard of. Before sitting down to
eat, the gentlemen conveyed, as fully as possible, Arrighetto’s warmest
greetings and expressed his sincerest gratitude to Currado and his lady
for the honors they had bestowed on his wife and son, adding that he
placed himself and everything he had in his power at their disposal.
Then the gentlemen turned to Messer Guasparrino, whose kindness
had come as a surprise to them, and told him they were quite certain
that when Arrighetto learned about everything he had done on behalf
of The Outcast, Arrighetto’s gratitude to him would match, if it did not
surpass, his gratitude to Currado. This done, they were very happy to
join the others in feasting with the two new brides and their spouses.

Currado’s entertainment of his son-in-law and his other friends
and relations did not stop with just that one day, but went on for many
more. When it was over, and Madama Beritola and Giuffredi and all
the others thought it was time to go, they wept many a tear as they bid
farewell to Currado and his wife and Messer Guasparrino. They then
boarded the brigantine and sailed away, taking Spina along with them.
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Thanks to favorable winds, they soon reached Sicily, where Arrighetto,
with a joy that could never be expressed in words, welcomed his two
sons as well as the ladies, and there, it is believed, they all lived long,
happy lives, ever grateful to the good Lord for the benefits they had

received from Him.
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The Sultan of Babylon sends one of his daughters to be married to the King
of Algarve, and in a series of misadventures spanning a period of four years,
she passes through the hands of nine men in various places, until she is finally
restored to her father as a virgin and goes off, as she was doing at the start, to
marry the King of Algarve.!

“¢'f Emilia’s tale had gone on perhaps just a little bit longer, the pity
/the young ladies were feeling for Madama Beritola because of her
misfortunes would have made them weep. But since the tale had come
to an end, it was the Queen’s pleasure to have Panfilo continue the
storytelling. Most obedient, he began as follows:

It is difficult, charmingladies, for us to know what is truly in our best
interest. For, as we have frequently observed, there are many who have
thought that if only they were rich, they would be able to lead secure,
trouble-free lives, and they have not just prayed to God for wealth, but
have made every effort to acquire it, sparing themselves neither effort
nor danger in the process. However, no sooner did they succeed than the
prospect of a substantial legacy led to their being murdered by people
who would never have considered harming them before then. Others
have risen from low estate to the heights of power, passing through the
dangers of a thousand battles and shedding the blood of their brothers
and friends to get there, all because of their belief that to rule was felic-
ity itself. And yet, as they could have seen and heard for themselves,
it was a felicity fraught with endless cares and fears, and when it cost
them their lives, they finally realized that at the tables of royalty chalices
may contain poison, even though they are made of gold.* Again, there
have been many who have ardently yearned for physical strength and

134
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beauty, while others have sought bodily ornaments with equal passion,
only to discover that the things they unwisely desired were the cause of
misery or even death.

But to avoid reviewing every conceivable human desire, let me sim-
ply affirm that no person alive can choose any one of them in complete
confidence that it will remain immune from the vicissitudes of For-
tune. Thus, if we wish to live upright lives, we should resign ourselves
to acquiring and preserving whatever is bestowed on us by the One
who alone knows what we need and has the ability to provide it for
us. However, just as there are myriad ways in which men are driven to
sin because of their desires, so you, gracious ladies, sin above all in one
particular way, namely, in your desire to be beautiful, for finding that
the attractions bestowed on you by Nature are insufficient, you make
use of the most extraordinary art trying to improve on them. And
therefore, I would like to tell you a tale about a Saracen girl’s unfortu-
nate beauty, which in the space of about four.years turned her into a
newlywed nine separate times.

A long time ago Babylon* was ruled a Sultan named Beminedab,
in whose reign very little happened that went contrary to his wishes.?
Among his many children of both sexes, he had a daughter named
Alatiel who was at that time, according to what everyone said who
saw her, the most beautiful woman in the world. The Sultan had been
recently attacked by a huge army of Arabs, but thanks to the timely
assistance of the King of Algarve, he had been able to defeat them
decisively.* Consequently, when, as a special favor, the King asked to be
given Alatiel as his wife, the Sultan agreed, and after having seen her
aboard a well-armed, well-equipped ship and having provided her with
an honorable escort of men and women as well as with many elegant
and expensive trappings, he commended her to God’s protection and
sent her on her way.

When the sailors saw that the weather was favorable, they unfurled
their sails into the wind, and for some while after leaving the port of

Alexandria, their voyage prospered. One day, however, after they had

*Babylon: the medieval name for Cairo.
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already passed Sardinia and seemed close to their journey’s end, cross-
winds suddenly arose that were so violent and buffeted the ship so
badly that time and again not only the lady, but the crew thought they
were done for. Nevertheless, they held out valiantly, and by marshaling
all their skill and all their strength, they resisted the onslaught of the
heavy seas for two days. As night approached for the third time since
the start of the storm, however, not only did it not abate, but rather, it
_kept growing stronger, until they felt the ship beginning to break apart.
Although they were not far to the north of Majorca, the sailors had no
idea of their location, and because it was a dark night and the sky was
covered with thick clouds, they were unable to determine their position
either by using nautical instruments or by making visual observations.

It now became a case of every man for himself, and the officers,
seeing no other means of escape, lowered a dinghy into the water and
jumped into it, choosing to put their faith in it rather than in the foun-
dering ship. Right behind them, however, came all the other men on
board, leaping down into the boat one after the other, despite the fact
that those who had gotten there first were trying, knife in hand, to
fend them off. Although they all thought this was the way to escape
death, they actually ran right into it, for the dinghy, not built to hold
so many people in such weather, went down, taking everyone with it.

Meanwhile, the ship, though torn open and almost completely filled
with water, was being blown swiftly along by a fierce wind that finally
drove it aground on a beach on the island of Majorca. At this point the
only people remaining on board were the lady and her female atten-
dants, all of whom lay prostrate, looking as if they were dead, overcome
by both the tempest and their fear. The ship’s impetus had been so great
that it had thrust itself deep into the sand almost a stone’s throw from
the shore, where, now that the wind could no longer make it budge, it
remained all night long, relentlessly pounded by the sea.

By daybreak the tempest had calmed down considerably, and the
lady, who was feeling half dead, raised her head and, weak though she
was, began calling to her servants one after the other. She did so in
vain, however, because they were too far away to hear her. Puzzled-

when she got no reply and could see no one about, she began to feel
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quite panic stricken, staggered to her feet, and finally discovered her
ladies-in-waiting as well as all the other women lying about everywhere.
As she went from one to the other, she called and shook them repeat-
edly. Few, however, showed any sign of life, most having died from a
combination of terror and horrible stomach convulsions, a discovery
that only served to intensify the lady’s fears. Since she was all alone
there and had no idea of her whereabouts, she felt a desperate need of
assistance and prodded those who were still alive until she got them to
their feet. But when she realized that no one knew where the men had
gone and saw that the boat was stuck in the sand and full of water, she
began weeping and wailing along with all the rest of them.

The hour of nones was already upon them before they saw anyone
on the shore or elsewhere in the vicinity who might be moved to pity
them and come to their assistance, for by chance, at that very hour, a
nobleman named Pericone da Vislago, who was returning from one of
his estates, happened to come riding by on horseback, accompanied by
several of his servants.’ The instant he saw the ship, he figured out what
had happened and ordered one of his men to climb aboard without
delay and to report what he discovered there. Although the servant
had to struggle, he managed to get onto the ship, where he found the
young noblewoman, frightened out of her wits, hiding with her few
remaining companions under the end of the bowsprit. On seeing him,
they started weeping and repeatedly begged him for mercy, although
when they realized he could not understand them, nor they him, they
tried to explain their misfortune by means of gestures.

Once he had assessed the situation to the best of his ability, the
servant reported what he had discovered up there to Pericone, who
promptly had his men bring the women down, along with the most
valuable objects they could salvage from the ship. Then he escorted the
women to one of his castles where he arranged for them to be fed and
allowed to rest in order to restore their spirits. From their rich attire he
deduced that he had stumbled across some great lady, and he quickly
recognized which one she was by the deference that the other women
paid to her alone. Although she was pallid and extremely disheveled
because of her exhausting experiences at sea, her features still struck
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Pericone as extremely beautiful, and for this reason he resolved on the
spot to take her to wife if she had no husband, and if marriage were
out of the question, to make her his mistress.

Quite a robust man with a commanding presence, Pericone had her
waited on hand and foot, and when, after a few days, she had recov-
ered completely, he found her to be more beautiful than he could have
imagined. Although it pained him that they could not understand one
another and he could not determine who she was, nevertheless, her
beauty had set him all ablaze, and he tried, by means of pleasant, loving
gestures, to coax her to give in to his desires without a struggle. But it
was all in vain: she kept refusing to let him get on familiar terms with
her, and in the meantime, Pericone’s passion just got hotter and hotter.

The lady had no idea where she was, but she guessed, after having
observed the local customs for a few days, that she was among Chris-
tians and in a place where she saw that there was little to be gained by
revealing her identity, even if she had known how to do so. She recog-
nized what was going on with Pericone, and although she concluded
that eventually either force or love was going to make her satisfy his
desires, nevertheless, she proudly resolved to rise above her wretched
predicament. To her three remaining women, she gave orders never to
reveal their identities to anyone unless they found themselves in a place
where doing so would clearly help them gain their freedom. Beyond
that, she implored them to preserve their chastity, declaring that she
herself was determined to let no one except her husband ever enjoy
her favors. Her women commended her resolve and said they would
do their utmost to follow her instructions.

Pericone’s passion was burning more fiercely from day to day, grow-
ing hotter and hotter as he got closer to the object of his desire and it
was ever more firmly denied him. When he saw that his flattering her
was getting him nowhere, he sharpened his wits and decided to make
use of deception, keeping force in reserve as a last resort. On several
occasions he had noticed that the lady liked wine, which she was unac-
customed to drinking because the laws of her religion forbade it, and
by using it as Venus’s assistant, he thought he would be able to have his

way with her.® Thus, one evening, pretending not to care about the very
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thing for which she had shown such distaste, he arranged for a splendid
supper in the manner of a holiday celebration, which the lady attended.
Since the meal was graced with a wide array of dishes, he ordered the
man who was serving her to give her a variety of different kinds of
wine to drink with them. The man did his job extremely well, and the
lady, caught off guard and carried away by the pleasures of drinking,
consumed more wine than was consistent with her honor. Forgetting
all the adversities she had been through, she became positively merry,
and when she saw other women doing Majorcan dances, she herself did
one in the Alexandrian manner.*

On seeing this, Pericone thought he was getting close to what he
wanted, and calling for more food and drink, he prolonged the banquet
into the wee hours of the night. Finally, after the guests were gone, he
accompanied her, alone, to her bedroom. There, unhindered by any
feeling of shame, and more heated by the wine than restrained by her
sense of honor, she undressed in front of him as if he were one of her
women, and got into bed. Pericone was not slow to follow her, and after
extinguishing the lights, he quickly got in from the other side. Lying
down beside her, he took her in his arms, and with no resistance what-
soever on her part, began playing the game of love with her. Up until
that moment, she had no conception of the kind of horn men do their
butting with, but once she did, she almost regretted not having given
in to Pericone’s solicitations. And from then on, she would no longer
wait for an invitation to enjoy such sweet nights, but often issued the
invitation herself, not by means of words, since she did not know how
to make herself understood, but by means of actions.

Fortune, however, was not content to have made the wife of a king
into the mistress of a lord, but was preparing a crueler alliance for the
lady in place of the very pleasurable one she had with Pericone. For
Pericone had a twenty-five-year-old brother named Marato, fair and
fresh as a rose, who had seen the lady and felt powerfully attracted to
her. As far as he could judge from her reactions, it seemed very likely
to him that he stood in her good graces, and since he thought the only

*By “Alexandrian” is meant “Egyptian,” presumably belly dancing.
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thing between him and what he desired was the strict watch that Peri-
cone kept over her, he devised a cruel plan that he quickly turned into
a terrible reality.

There happened to be a ship down in the port just then that was
loaded up with merchandise and bound for Chiarenza in Romania.*
Although it had already hoisted sail, ready to depart with the first
favorable wind, Marato made a deal with its two young Genoese mas-
ters for them to take himself and the lady on board the following night.
With this out of the way, Marato made up his mind about how he
would proceed, and as soon as night fell, he wandered unobserved over
to Pericone’s house, taking along with him several of his most trusted
companions whom he had enlisted specifically to help him carry out
his plan. Since Pericone had no reason to be on his guard, Marato was
able to hide himself inside the house just as he had told his men he was
going to do. Then, in the dead of night, he opened the door and led them
to the room in which Pericone and the lady were sleeping. They slew
Pericone in his bed and seized the lady, now wide awake and in tears,
threatening to kill her if she made any noise. Then, after taking many
of Pericone’s most precious possessions, they left the house without
being heard and hurried down to the harbor where Marato and the
lady immediately boarded the ship while his companions returned to
the city. The crew set sail, and with a good, fresh wind behind them,
began their voyage.

The lady grieved bitterly over this second misfortune, just as she had
over the first one, but Marato made good use of Saint Grows-in-the-
Hand, God’s gift to all of us, and began consoling her in such a way
that she was soon on intimate terms with him and forgot all about Peri-
cone. Things thus seemed to be going pretty well for her, but Fortune,
not content it seems with the lady’s previous tribulations, was already
preparing her a new one. For what with her beauty, which was, as we

have said many times before, quite stunning, and her extremely refined

*Boccaccio’s “Romania” was the name given generally to the Byzantine (i.e., Eastern
Roman) Empire, although the Peloponnesus, in which the port of Chiarenza (or Klar-
enza) is located, was more frequently called Morea, the term Byzantine Greeks used for
the area.
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manners, the two young masters of the ship contracted such a violent
love for her that they forgot about everything else and sought only to
serve her and provide for her pleasures, at the same time, however,
making sure that Marato never caught on to what they were doing.

When they discovered they were both in love with her, they talked
things over in secret and agreed to make the acquisition of her love a
joint venture—as if love could be shared like merchandise or money.
The fact that Marato kept a close watch on her hindered their plan,
but one day, when the ship was sailing ahead at full speed and he stood
at the stern gazing out to sea, never suspecting that there was a plot
against him, they both crept up on him, grabbed him quickly from
behind, and threw him into the water. By the time anyone noticed
that he had fallen overboard, they were already more than a mile away.
When the lady heard what had happened and realized that there was
no way of going to his rescue, she began filling the ship once more with
the sound of her mourning.

Her two lovers came straightway to console her, and with the aid of
sweet words and the most extravagant promises, of which she under-
stood very little, they worked at getting her to calm down. She was
really lamenting her own misfortune more than the loss of Marato,
and when, after their lengthy speeches, which they repeated twice over,
she seemed much less distressed to them, the pair had a private dis-
cussion to decide who would be the first one to take her to bed with
him. Each man wanted that honor, and failing to reach an agreement,
they started a violent argument about it. Their words kept fanning the
flames of their anger until they reached for their knives and in a fury
hurled themselves at one another, and before any of the ship’s crew
could separate them, they had both been stabbed repeatedly. One of
them died instantly from his wounds, and although the other survived,
he was left with serious injuries to many parts of his body.

The lady was very upset over what had happened, for she could see
that she was all alone there now, with no one to turn to for aid or advice,
and she was terrified that the relations and friends of the two mas-
ters would take their anger out on her. However, partly because of the
injured man’s pleas on her behalf and partly because the ship quickly
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reached Chiarenza, she escaped the danger of being killed. Upon arriv-
ing, she disembarked with the injured man and went to stay with him
at an inn, from which rumors of her stunning beauty spread through-
out the city, eventually reaching the ears of the Prince of Morea who
wasliving in Chiarenza at the time. He insisted on seeing her, and once
he had, not only did he find that her beauty surpassed anything he had
heard about it, but he immediately fell in love with her so passionately
that he could think of nothing else.

Having learned about the circumstances of her arrival in the city,
he saw no reason why he should not be able to have her, and in fact,
while he was still trying to figure out a way to do so, the family of the
injured man discovered what he was up to and sent the lady to him
without a moment’s hesitation. The Prince was absolutely delighted
by this turn of events, as was the lady, who felt she had escaped a very
dangerous situation indeed. Observing that she was endowed with
refined manners as well as beauty, the Prince concluded, not having
any other way to determine her identity, that she had to be a noble-
woman, which had the effect of redoubling his love for her and led not
only to his keeping her in high style, but to his treating her more like
a wife than a mistress.

When the lady compared her present situation with the awful expe-
riences she had been through, she considered herself pretty well off, and
now that she had recovered fully and felt happy again, her beauty flow-
ered to such an extent that all of Romania seemed to be talking about
nothing else. And that is why the Duke of Athens, a handsome, well-
built youth, who was a friend and relative of the Prince, was moved by
a desire to see her. And so, under the pretext that he was just paying a
visit to the Prince, as he used to do on occasion, he arrived in Chiarenza
at the head of a splendid, noble retinue, and was received there with
honor amid great rejoicing.”

A few days later, the two men fell to talking about the lady’s beauty,
and the Duke asked if she was really so marvelous an object as people
said. “Far more so!” replied the Prince. “But rather than take my word
for it, I'd prefer it if you judged with your own eyes.”

The Prince invited the Duke to follow him, and together they went
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to the place where she was staying. Having already been informed of
their approach, she welcomed them with the greatest civility, her face
glowing with happiness. They had her sit down between them, but took
no pleasure in conversing with her since she understood little or noth-
ing of their language. Instead, as if she were some marvelous creature,
they wound up simply gazing at her, and especially the Duke, who
could hardly bring himself to believe she was a mere mortal. He did
not realize he was drinking down the poison of Love through his eyes
as he stared at her, and although he may have believed he could satisfy
his desire simply by looking, the wretch was actually being caught up
in the snare of her beauty and was falling passionately in love with her*
After he and the Prince had taken their leave and he had had some
time for reflection, he concluded that the Prince was the happiest of
men in having such a beautiful creature at his beck and call. Many and
varied were his thoughts on the subject until his burning passion finally
overcame his sense of honor, and he decided that, whatever the conse-
quences, he would do everything in his power to deprive the Prince of
that happiness and make it his own.

Determined to move with dispatch, he set aside all considerations
of reason and justice, concentrating entirely on his treachery, and one
day, in furtherance of his wicked plan, made arrangements with one of
the Prince’s most trusted servants, a man named Ciuriaci, to have his
horses and baggage secretly readied for a sudden departure. When night
fell, Ciuriaci, whom we just mentioned, silently let him and an accom-
plice, both fully armed, into the Prince’s chamber. It was a very hot
night, and while the lady lay sleeping, the Duke saw the Prince stand-
ing completely naked next to a window that faced the sea, enjoying a
light breeze coming from that direction. The Duke, who had told his
accomplice what to do ahead of time, stole quietly across the room to
the window and thrust a dagger into the Prince’s back with such force
that it went straight through him, after which he quickly picked him
up and hurled him out of the window. The palace stood high above the
sea, and the window by which the Prince had been standing overlooked
a cluster of houses that had been reduced to ruins by the pounding of

the waves. People went there seldom, if ever, and consequently, as the
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Duke had foreseen, no one noticed the Prince’s body as it fell, for there
was no one there to see it.

‘When the Duke’s accomplice saw that the deed was done, he quickly
took out a noose he had brought with him for the purpose, and while
pretending to embrace Ciuriaci, threw it around his neck, and drew it
so tight that the man could not make a sound. The Duke then came
over, and together they strangled Ciuriaci before throwing him down
where the Prince had just been thrown. Once this was done, and they
were absolutely certain that neither the lady nor anyone else had heard
them, the Duke took up a lantern, carried it over to the bed, and qui-
etly took all the covers off of her as she lay there sound asleep. Looking
her over from head to toe, he was enraptured, and if he had found her
attractive when dressed, now that she was naked, his admiration knew
no bounds. The flames of the Duke’s desire were burning even more
fiercely than before, and unperturbed by the crime he had just com-
mitted, he lay down beside her, his hands still bloody, and made love
to her, while she, half asleep, thought he was the Prince.

After a while, having enjoyed himself to the limit with her, the Duke
got up and summoned a few of his men whom he ordered to hold the
lady in such a way that she could not make a sound and to carry her
out through the secret door by which he had entered. Then, making as
little noise as possible, they put her on a horse, and the Duke led them
all in the direction of Athens. Since he already had a wife, however, he
did not take this unhappiest of ladies to Athens itself, but to an extraor-
dinarily beautiful villa he had, not far from the city, that overlooked
the sea. There he kept her hidden away, but ordered that she be treated
with respect and given everything she needed.

The next day the Prince’s courtiers waited until nones for him to
get up, but when they still heard no sound coming from his room,
they pushed open the doors, which were unlocked, only to discover
that no one was there. Working on the assumption that he had gone
off somewhere in secret to spend a few days in the happy company of
his beautiful mistress, they did not give the matter a second thought.

Things stood thus until the next day, when a madman, who had

wandered into the ruins where the bodies of the Prince and Ciuriaci
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were lying, dragged Ciuriaci out by the rope around his neck, and
walked about, pulling the body behind him. When people recognized
who it was, they were dumbfounded and managed to coax the mad-
man into taking them to the place from which he had brought the body.
There, to the immense sorrow of the entire city, they found the dead
Prince. After burying him with full honors, they opened an investiga-
tion to discover who was responsible for the heinous crime, and when
they learned that the Duke of Athens, who had departed in secret,
was nowhere to be found, they concluded correctly that he was the
culprit and that he must have taken the lady away with him. After
hastily choosing a brother of their dead Prince as their new ruler, they
urged him with all the eloquence at their command to seek revenge.
And when yet more evidence appeared, confirming that their suspi-
cions were true, the new Prince summoned his friends, relations, and
servants from various places to support his cause, quickly assembling a
splendid, large, and powerful army, with which he set out to wage war
against the Duke of Athens.

The moment the Duke heard what was happening, he, too, mobilized
his entire army for his defense. Many noblemen came to his aid, includ-
ing two who were sent by the Emperor of Constantinople, namely his
son Constantine and his nephew Manuel, who arrived at the head of
afinelarge force.” They were warmly welcomed by the Duke, and even
more so by the Duchess, who was Constantine’s sister.

As war came closer day by day, the Duchess found a convenient
moment to invite the two young men to her room, where she told them
the entire story in great detail. Weeping copiously as she explained
the causes of the war, she complained bitterly about the disrespect the
Duke was showing her by having some woman as his mistress, whose
existence he thought he was managing to keep hidden from her, and
she begged them, for the sake of the Duke’s honor and her own hap-
piness, to take whatever measures were necessary to set things right.
Since the young men already knew the whole story, they did not ask
her very many questions, but did their best to comfort her and give her
every reason to be hopeful. Then, after being informed as to where the

lady was staying, they took their leave of her.
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Since they had often heard the lady praised for her marvelous beauty,
they were actually quite eager to see her and begged the Duke to pre-
sent her to them. He promised he would, forgetting what had happened
to the Prince for having done something similar. And the next morn-
ing, after arranging to have a magnificent banquet served in a lovely
garden that was on the estate where the lady was staying, he took the
two young men, along with a few other companions, to dine with her
there. Sitting down next to her, Constantine stared at her in wonder,
vowing to himself that he had never seen anything so lovely and that no
one would blame the Duke, or anybody else, for resorting to treachery
and other dishonest means in order to gain possession of so beautiful
an object. And as he looked her over again and again, each time he
admired her more than the time before, until finally the same thing
happened to him that had happened to the Duke. As a result, by the
time he left, he was so much in love with her that he abandoned any
thought of going to war and concentrated on how he might take her
away from the Duke, all the while doing a very good job of concealing
his passion from everyone.

As Constantine was burning in this fire, the moment arrived to
march against the Prince who had by now almost reached the Duke’s
territories. In accordance with their strategic plan, the Duke, Con-
stantine, and all the others left Athens and went to take up positions
along certain stretches of the frontier where they intended to block the
Prince’s advance. While they waited there for several days, Constan-
tine, whose thoughts and feelings were entirely focused on the lady,
fancied that since the Duke was no longer anywhere near her, he now
had an excellent opportunity to get what he wanted. Pretending to be
seriously ill in order to have a pretext for returning to Athens, he got
permission from the Duke, handed his command over to Manuel, and
went back to stay with his sister in the city. Several days later, after he
got her talking about the disrespect she thought the Duke was show-
ing her with his kept woman, he told her that if she wanted, he could
certainly be of considerable assistance to her in this business, for he
could have the woman removed from where she was staying and taken

elsewhere. Thinking that Constantine was prompted by his love for her
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rather than for the lady, the Duchess said that it would please her very
much, provided it was done in such a way that the Duke never found
out she had given her consent to the scheme. Constantine reassured
her completely on this point, and accordingly, the Duchess gave him
permission to proceed in whatever way he thought best.

Constantine had a swift boat fitted out in secret, and one evening,
after giving those of his men who were on board their instructions, he
sent it to a spot near the garden on the estate where the lady was stay-
ing. Then, with another group of men, he went to her villa, where he
was warmly received by her servants and by the lady herself, who at
his request, went with him and his men to take a walk in the garden,
accompanied by her servants.

Pretending he wanted to speak to her on behalf of the Duke, he led
her down toward a gate overlooking the sea that had been unlocked
earlier by one of his crew. There, at a given signal, the boat pulled up,
and Constantine had his men seize her and quickly put her on board.
Then he turned to her servants and said: “Don’t anyone move or make a
sound unless you want to be killed. My intention here is not to steal the
Duke’s mistress, but to take away the shame he’s inflicted on my sister.”

Seeing that no one dared to respond to him, he boarded the boat with
his men, and sitting down beside the weeping lady, he ordered them to
put their oars into the water and get under way. They did not row so
much as fly along, arriving at Aegina just before dawn the next day.*

Disembarking there in order to rest, Constantine had his fun with
the lady, who did nothing but lament her unlucky beauty. Then they
boarded the boat once again and in just a few days reached Chios, where
Constantine decided to put up, thinking he would be safe there both
from his father’s reprimands and from the possibility that someone
might take away from him the lady he himself had stolen. For several
days the beauty bewailed her misfortune, but eventually, thanks to
Constantine’s unremitting efforts to console her, she began to enjoy, as
she had every other time, the lot that Fortune had assigned her.

This was the state of affairs when Osbech, at that time the King
of the Turks, who was constantly at war with the Emperor, chanced

to come to Smyrna, where he learned that Constantine was leading a
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dissolute life on Chios with some woman of his whom he had abducted
and that he had consequently not bothered to set up any defenses
there.!* Arriving one night with a squadron of light warships, Osbech
quietly entered the town with his men, capturing many people in their
beds before they were even aware that the enemy was upon them, and
killing those who awoke in time to run and get their weapons.*> They
then set fire to the town, loaded their booty and their prisoners onto the
ships, and went back to Smyrna. Upon reviewing their spoils after their
return, the young Osbech was delighted to discover the beautiful lady,
whom he recognized as being the one he had captured in bed together
with Constantine as they lay sleeping. He married her on the spot, and
after the wedding spent the next several months very happily sleeping
with her.

In the period before these events occurred, the Emperor had been
negotiating a pact with Basano, the King of Cappadocia, to have his
forces attack Osbech from one direction while the Emperor assaulted
him from the other."> He had not yet brought their negotiations to a
conclusion, however, because he would not agree to some of Basano’s
demands that he found quite unreasonable. But on hearing what had
happened to his son, the Emperor was so distraught that he accepted
the King of Cappadocia’s terms at once and urged him to attack Osbech
as soon as he possibly could, while he himself made preparations to
come down on Osbech from the other direction.

When Osbech heard about all this, rather than let himself get caught
in the middle between two powerful rulers, he assembled his army
and marched against the King of Cappadocia, leaving the lovely lady
at Smyrna under the protection of a loyal retainer and friend. Some
time later, he confronted the King of Cappadocia and attacked him,
but in the battle his army was defeated and put to flight, and he him-
self was killed. Unopposed, the victorious Basano then marched on
Smyrna, and as he went, all the peoples along the way submitted to
him as their conqueror.

The retainer in whose care Osbech had left the lovely lady, a man
named Antioco, was so taken with her beauty that he betrayed the
trust of his friend and master, and despite his advanced years, fell in



DAY 2, STORY 7 149

love with her. It pleased her immensely that he knew her language,
because for a number of years she had been forced to live as if she
were a deaf-mute, incapable of understanding others or getting them
to understand her. Spurred on by love, in the first few days Antioco
began taking so many liberties with her that before long they had cast
aside any concern for their master, who was away fighting in the war,
and became not merely friends, but lovers who gave one another the
greatest pleasure imaginable over and over again as they lay together
between the sheets.

When they heard that Osbech had been defeated and killed, how-
ever, and that Basano was on his way, carrying everything before him,
they were of one mind in deciding to leave rather than wait for his
arrival. Taking with them a substantial quantity of Osbech’s most
valuable possessions, they fled together in secret to Rhodes, where they
had not been very long before Antioco contracted a fatal illness.** At
the time he happened to have a Cypriot merchant staying in his house,
a very close friend whom he loved dearly, and as Antioco felt the end
approaching, he decided to leave his friend both his possessions and his
beloved lady. And so, when he felt his death was imminent, he sum-
moned the two of them and said:

“I have no doubt that my strength is failing, which saddens me
because my life has never been as happy as it’s been of late. Truth-
fully, though, there’s one thing that reconciles me to my death, and it’s
that since I'm going to die, I will do so in the arms of the two people I
love more than anyone else in the world, that is, in your arms, my dear,
dear friend, and in those of this lady, whom I've loved more than Ilove
myself for as long as I've known her. But still, what really continues to
trouble me is that when I die, she’ll be left all alone here in a strange
land, with no one to turn to for help or counsel. And this worry would
weigh on me even more than it does if I didn’t have you here, because
I believe that, out of love for me, you will take good care of her just as
you would of me. Consequently, in the event of my death, I commit her,
together with all my worldly goods, to your charge, and I entreat you as
earnestly as I can to make use of them in whatever way you think will

offer my soul some measure of consolation. And as for you, my dearest
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lady, I beg you not to forget me after my death, for then I can boast up
there that I have been loved down here by the most beautiful woman
ever fashioned by Nature. And now, if both of you will just reassure me
on these two points, you may have no doubt but that I will die content.”

Both Antioco’s merchant friend and the lady wept as they listened
to his words, and when he was finished, they comforted him and swore
on their honor to do what he requested if he should happen to die. And
not long after this, he did, in fact, pass away, and they saw to it that he
was given an honorable burial.

A few days later, when the Cypriot merchant had taken care of all
his business in Rhodes, he decided to take ship on a Catalan merchant
vessel then in port that was about to sail to Cyprus.** He asked the lady
what she wanted to do, in light of the fact that he was compelled to
return to Cyprus, and she replied that if he had no objection, she would
gladly go with him, because she hoped that, out of love for Antioco, he
would think of her like a sister and would treat her accordingly. The
merchant said he would be happy to do whatever she wished, and in
order to protect her from any harm that might befall her before they
reached Cyprus, he told everyone she was his wife. When they got on
board, they were, consequently, assigned a small cabin in the stern, and
to ensure that their actions were consistent with their words, he slept in
the same narrow little bunk with her. What happened next was some-
thing that neither one of them had intended when they left Rhodes.
Stimulated by the darkness as well as by the warmth and comfort of the
bed, which are forces not to be underestimated, they were both seized
by the same desires, and forgetting all about the loyalty and love they
owed Antioco, before long they were fondling one another, with the
inevitable result that even before they reached Paphos, the Cypriot’s
hometown, they were sleeping together like a regular married couple.*®
Indeed, for quite some time after they reached their destination, she
went on living with the merchant in his house.

By chance, a gentleman named Antigono happened to come to
Paphos on some business or other at a time when the Cypriot mer-
chant was away on a trading mission in Armenia. An elderly man,

Antigono had acquired even more wisdom than years, albeit very little
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wealth in the process, because every time he had undertaken a com-
mission in the service of the King of Cyprus, Fortune had always been
his enemy.’” One day, as he was passing by the house where the lovely
lady was staying, he happened to catch sight of her at one of the win-
dows. He just could not stop staring at her, not only because she was
so beautiful, but also because he had a vague recollection that he had
seen her at some other time, although he could by no means remember
where that had been.

For a long while, the lovely lady had been Fortune’s plaything, but
the moment was approaching when her sufferings would be over.
Observing Antigono, she recalled having seen him in Alexandria where
he had served her father in a position of some importance, and all of
a sudden she was filled with hope that there might be some possibility
of her returning once more to her royal station with the help of this
man’s advice. Since her merchant was out of the way, she sent for the
old counselor at the first opportunity, and when he arrived, she asked
him shyly if he was, as she thought, Antigono di Famagosto. Antigono
replied that he was, adding: “My lady, I think I've seen you before, but
I can't, for the life of me, remember where. Please be good enough,
therefore, unless you have some objection, to remind me who you are.”

When the lady heard that he was indeed Antigono, to his complete
astonishment she burst into tears and threw her arms about his neck.
i Then, after a moment, she asked him if he had ever seen her in Alexan-
 dria. The instant Antigono heard her question, he recognized that she
was Alatiel, the Sultan’s daughter, who everybody thought had died at
sea. He tried to bow to her as court etiquette required, but she would
" not permit it, inviting him, instead, to sit down beside her for a while.
- When he was seated, he asked her with due reverence how and when
- and from where she had come to Cyprus, for all of Egypt was convinced
that she had drowned at sea many years before.

“I really wish that had happened,” replied the lady, “instead of my
havingled the sort of life I've led. Furthermore, I think my father would
agree with me if he ever found out about it.” Then, having said this, she
began weeping prodigiously once again.

“My lady, don't distress yourself unnecessarily,” said Antigono. “Tell
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me about your misfortunes, if you like, and about the life you've led.
Perhaps things can be handled in such a way that, with God’s help, we’ll
be able to find a solution for your problem.”

“Antigono,” said the lovely lady, “when I first saw you here, I felt I
was looking at my own father, and although I could have concealed my
identity from you, I was moved to reveal it by the same love and tender
affection I am bound to feel for him. Actually, there are few people I
would have been as happy to have seen here as I am to have seen you,
and therefore, I'm going to reveal to you, as to a father, the story of
my terrible misfortunes, which I've always kept hidden from everyone
else. If, after you've heard it, you can see any means of restoring me
to my pristine condition, I implore you to make use of it. If not, I beg
you never to tell anyone that you've either seen me or heard anything
about me.”

This said, she gave him an account, without ever ceasing to weep, of
everything that had happened to her from the day she was shipwrecked
off Majorca up to the present moment. Her story made Antigono start
weeping himself out of pity for her, and after pondering the matter
awhile, he said: “My lady, since no one ever knew who you were dur-
ing all your misadventures, have no doubt but that I can restore you,
more precious than ever, first to your father and then, as his bride, to
the King of Algarve.”

Questioned by her as to how he would manage this, he explained in
detail just what she had to do. Then, to prevent anything from happen-
ing that might cause a delay, Antigono returned at once to Famagosto
where he presented himself before the King. “My lord,” he said, “if it
please you, you can do something at very little cost that will greatly
redound to your honor, while simultaneously being of inestimable ben-
efit to me, who have grown poor while I've been in your service.”

When the King asked how this might be done, Antigono answered:
“The beautiful young daughter of the Sultan, who was long thought to
have drowned at sea, has turned up in Paphos. For many years she has
suffered through extreme hardships in order to preserve her honor, and
now she is living here in poverty and wants to return to her father. If

it should be your pleasure to send her back to him under my escort, it
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would greatly enhance your honor and would mean a rich reward for
me. It is, moreover, inconceivable that the Sultan would ever forget
such a service.”

Moved by regal feelings of magnanimity, the King said that it
was indeed his pleasure to send the lady home, and he dispatched an
honor guard to accompany her to Famagosto where he and the Queen
received her with the most incredible pomp and circumstance. When
they asked her about her adventures, she replied by recounting the
whole story just as Antigono had taught her to tell it.

A few days later, at her request, the King sent her back to the Sultan
under Antigono’s protection and with a splendid retinue of distin-
guished gentlemen and ladies. No one need ask how warm a welcome
she got there or how Antigono and her entire entourage were received.
After letting her rest awhile, the Sultan wanted to know how it had
come about that she was still alive, where she had been living for all
that time, and why she had never sent him word about her situation.

The lady, who had memorized Antigono’s instructions to the letter,
answered the Sultan as follows: “Father, some twenty days after I left
you, our ship foundered in a fierce storm and ran aground one night on
some beach or other in the West near a place called Aigues-Mortes.*®
I never found out what happened to the men who were on board. All I
do remember is that when dawn arrived, I felt as though I was rising
from the dead and returning to life. Some peasants, who had spotted
the wrecked ship, came running from all over to plunder it. When I
was put ashore with two of my women, they were instantly snatched
up by some young men who then fled, carrying them off in different
directions, and I never discovered what became of them. As for me,
although I tried to fight them off, two young men grabbed me and
started to drag me away by my hair. I was weeping violently the whole
time, but then, just as they started heading down a road in the direc-
tion of a very dense forest, four horsemen happened to come riding by,
and the instant my abductors caught sight of them, they let go of me
and immediately fled away.

“When they saw what was happening, the four horsemen, who

seemed like persons of some authority, galloped over to me. They asked
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me alot of questions, and I gave them a lot of answers, but it was impos-
sible for us to understand one another. Then, after a long consultation
among themselves, they put me on one of their horses and led me to a
convent of women who practiced these men’s religion. I have no idea
what they said there, but the women gave me a very kind welcome and
always treated me with respect. While I was in the convent, I joined
them in reverently worshipping Saint Grows-in-the-Deep-Valley, to
whom the women of that country are passionately devoted.® After I'd
lived there awhile and had learned something of their language, they
asked me who I was and what country I'd come from. Knowing where
I was, I feared that if I told them the truth, they might expel me as an
enemy to their religion, and so I replied that I was the daughter of an
important nobleman of Cyprus, who had been sending me to be mar-
ried in Crete when, unfortunately, we were driven onto their shores by
a storm and shipwrecked.

“Fearful of a worse fate, I made a regular habit of observing their
customs of every sort until, eventually, I was asked by the women’s
superior, whom they call their Abbess, whether I wanted to return to
Cyprus, and I replied that there was nothing I desired more. Out of
concern for my honor, however, she was unwilling to entrust me tojust
anyone coming to Cyprus, at least up until about two months ago, when
certain French gentlemen, some of whom were related to the Abbess,
arrived there with their wives. When she heard that they were going
to Jerusalem to visit the Sepulcher, where the man they consider their
God was buried after the Jews had killed Him, she placed me in their
care and asked them to hand me over to my father in Cyprus.

“It would make too long a story if I were to describe how much I
was honored and how warm a welcome I was given by these noble-
men and their wives. Suffice it to say that we all took ship and in just
a few days reached Paphos, where it suddenly hit me that I'd come to
a place where I didn't know anyone and thus had no idea what to tell
the noblemen who wanted to follow the venerable lady’s instructions
and hand me over to my father. Perhaps God took pity on me, how-
ever, for he arranged to have Antigono there on the shore at Paphos at
the precise moment we were getting off the ship. I called out to him at
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once, using our own language so as not to be understood by the noble-
men and their wives, and told him to welcome me as his daughter. He
grasped my meaning instantly and made a tremendous fuss over me.
After entertaining those noblemen and their wives as well as his lim-
ited means allowed, he took me to the King of Cyprus, and I couldn’t
begin to describe how much he honored me, not only with the welcome
he gave me there, but by sending me back here to you. If anything else
remains to be said, I leave it to Antigono, for he has heard me recount
my adventures time and time again.”

“My lord,” said Antigono, turning to the Sultan, “she has now told
you exactly the same story she’s recounted to me many times and what
the noblemen who were accompanying her told me as well. There’s only
one part that she’s left out, which I think she omitted because it would
not be appropriate for her to talk about it, and that is how much praise
the gentlemen and ladies with whom she was traveling lavished on her
not just because of the honest life she’d led with the pious women, but
also because of her virtue and her laudable character. She also failed to
mention how all of them, the men as well as the women, grieved and
wept bitter tears when the time came to say farewell to her and place
her in my charge. Were I to recount in detail everything they told me
on this subject, Id be talking not only all day, but all night, too. Let it
suffice for me to say just this much, that from what their words have
revealed to me, and from what I myself have been able to see, you may
boast of having a daughter who is far lovelier, chaster, and more coura-
geous than that of any monarch wearing a crown today.”

The Sultan was absolutely overjoyed to hear these things, and he
repeatedly asked God to grant him the grace to bestow proper rewards
on all those who had treated his daughter so honorably, and in par-
ticular on the King of Cyprus who had sent her home with such pomp
and ceremony. A few days later, having ordered the most lavish gifts
for Antigono, he gave him leave to return to Cyprus, sending letters
and special envoys along with him to convey his most sincere grati-
tude to the King for what he had done for his daughter. Then, since
he wanted to bring what he had started long before to its conclusion,

namely to make her the wife of the King of Algarve, he wrote to the
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King, explaining everything that had happened, and adding that if he
still wished to have her, he should send his envoys to fetch her. The King
of Algarve was quite delighted by this proposition, sent an honorable
escort for her, and gave her a joyous welcome. Thus, although she had
slept with eight men perhaps ten thousand times, she not only came to
the King’s bed as if she were a virgin, but made him believe she really
was one, and for a good many years after that, lived a perfectly happy
life with him as his Queen. And that is the reason why we say:

A mouth that’s been kissed never loses its charm,
But just like the moon, it’s forever renewed.*
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Having been falsely accused, the Count of Antwerp goes into exile and leaves
his two children in different parts of England. When he later returns from Ire-
land in disguise and finds that they are doing well, he serves as a groom in the
army of the King of France until his innocence is established and he is restored
to his former station.!

7~~"he ladies sighed repeatedly over the lovely lady’s various misad-

.. ventures, but who knows what may have moved them to do so?
Perhaps some of them sighed as much out of a desire for such frequent
marriages as out of pity for Alatiel. However, setting this question aside
for the present, after the group had finished laughing at Panfilo’s last
words, which indicated to the Queen that his tale was done, she turned
to Elissa and ordered her to keep things going with a story of her own.
Happy to oblige, Elissa began as follows:

The field in which we have been roaming today is so very wide that,
as we go jousting there, every single one of us should be able to run the
course not just once, but ten times or more, so abundantly has Fortune
filled it with wonders and afflictions. But now, to choose just one story
to recount from among an infinite number of them, let me tell you that
when the power of the Holy Roman Empire had been transferred from
France to Germany, the two countries became the bitterest of enemies,
and a fierce, protracted war broke out between them.” In order both
to defend their own country and to attack the Germans, the King
of France and one of his sons mobilized all the military resources of
their realm, including those of their retainers and relatives, and put
an immense army in the field ready to move against the enemy. Before

they proceeded any further, however, not wishing to leave their country
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ungoverned, they installed Gualtieri, the Count of Antwerp, as viceroy
in their place. They knew he was both noble and wise as well as being
one of their most loyal friends and retainers, and they also thought that
although he was skilled in the art of war, he was less fit for its hardships
than for handling more delicate matters. Thus, leaving him to govern
the entire Kingdom of France, off they went on their campaign.

A prudent man, Gualtieri performed his duties in an orderly man-
ner, always conferring with the Queen and her daughter-in-law about
everything, for although they had been left in his care and under his
jurisdiction, he nevertheless treated them with deference as if they were
his lords and masters. This Gualtieri was about forty years old, very
handsome in appearance, and as pleasant and well mannered as any
nobleman could be. What is more, he was considered the best-dressed,
the most elegant, and the most refined knight known in those times.

Gualtieri’s wife had died, leaving him with just two small children,
a boy and a girl, and one day, while the King of France and his son
were away at the wars that have been referred to, and Gualtieri was
holding court with the ladies I mentioned, discussing the affairs of the
kingdom with them, the wife of the King’s son happened to cast her
eyes in his direction and found herself so passionately attracted by his
good looks and fine manners that she secretly began to burn with the
most fervent love for him. Considering that she herself was young and
fresh, and he was wifeless, she thought it would be an easy matter to
satisfy her desires, and since nothing stood in her way except shame,
she decided to get rid of it and to reveal what she felt directly to him.
And so, one day, when she was alone and the time seemed right, she
sent for him on the pretext that she had a number of things she needed
to discuss with him.

The Count, whose thoughts were all quite distant from those of
the lady, came to her without delay. The two of them were quite alone
in the room, and at her request the Count sat down beside her on a
sofa. Twice he asked her why she had summoned him, and each time
she remained silent, until finally, the love she felt forced her to speak.
Blushing scarlet with shame, on the point of tears, she was trembling

all over as she stammered out:
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“Sweet friend and lord, O my dearest, since you are wise, you surely
understand how frail men and women are, and how some, for any
number of reasons, are frailer than others. That is why a just judge
would never impose the same punishment on people of different social
ranks for the same sin. For wouldn't everyone agree that if a poor man
or woman, who has to work hard to earn enough for all the necessities
of life, were to surrender to the promptings of Love, he or she would
be considered more culpable than a rich woman who has ample leisure
and possesses everything she needs to gratify her desires? Surely, I don’t
think anyone would dispute this. Therefore, in my opinion, the advan-
tages the rich woman possesses should go a long way toward excusing
her, should she, by chance, slip and fall in love. And if, in addition, she
chose a wise and valiant lover on whom to bestow her favors, then she
would need no excuse whatsoever.> Now, in my opinion, I meet both
of these requirements, and since I have other reasons as well for falling
in love, such as my youth and my husband’s absence, it is only fitting
that these things should come to my aid and defend my burning love
in your sight. And if they have as much influence as they should have
with wise men, then let me appeal to you for your counsel and assis-
tance in what I'm about to ask you.

“The truth is that because of my husband’s absence, I find myself
unable to resist the promptings of the flesh and the power of Love,
which are so irresistible that they will conquer even the strongest men,
to say nothing of frail women, just as they always have. Living a life of
ease, as you can see, with nothing to occupy my time, I have allowed
myself to slip and can think of nothing but falling in love and the
pleasures of the flesh. If people knew about this, I realize they would
consider it dishonorable, but still, as long as it remains hidden, I don't
think there’s any harm in it, especially since Love has been very obliging
to me and has not deprived me of my good judgment in choosing a lover.
On the contrary, he actually enhanced it by showing me how worthy
you are of being loved by a woman of my station. For unless I deceive
myself, I think you're the most handsome, agreeable, refined, and pru-
dent knight to be found anywhere in the Kingdom of France, and just

as I can claim to have no husband here, so you, too, have no wife. In the
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name, therefore, of the immense love I feel for you, I implore you not
to deny me your love in return, but to take pity on my youth, which is
truly melting away for you like ice before a fire.”

These words produced such an abundance of tears that even though
she intended to go on pleading with him, she no longer had the ability to
speak. Instead, very nearly overcome by emotion, she bowed her head,
and still weeping, allowed it to rest on his breast. The Count was the
most loyal of knights and began to upbraid her sternly for her insane
passion, pushing her away as she tried to throw her arms about his neck.
With many an oath, he swore that he would sooner allow himself to be
drawn and quartered than permit such harm to be done to his lord’s
honor, either by himself or by anyone else.

No sooner did the lady hear this than she instantly forgot all about
love, and burning now with savage fury, she said to him: “So, base
knight, this is how my desire is going to be flouted by you? Since you
want to be the cause of my death, I'll be the cause of yours, so help me
God, or I'll have you driven from the face of the earth.” Having said
this, she tore at her hair with her hands until it was completely dishev-
eled, ripped apart her clothes at her breast, and began screaming out
loud: “Help, help! The Count of Antwerp is trying to rape me!”

When he saw what was happening, the Count was far more con-
cerned about the envy of the courtiers than confident he could rely on
his own clear conscience, for he feared that they would sooner believe
the lady’s wickedness than his claims of innocence. He therefore rushed
out of the room, left the palace, and fled to his house where, without
pausing for further reflection, he set his children on a horse, mounted
one himself, and rode off toward Calais as quickly as possible.

At the sound of the lady’s screams, many people came running, and
when they saw her and heard what she was shouting about, not only
did they believe everything she said, but they were now convinced that
the Count had been using his charm and his refined manners all along
for just this purpose. In a fury they rushed to his residence in order to
arrest him, but failing to find him there, they ransacked the place and
then razed it to the ground.* When the story, replete with all its sordid
details, reached the King and his son in the field, they were absolutely
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furious and condemned the Count and his descendants to perpetual
banishment, promising huge rewards to whoever would bring him back
dead or alive.

Deeply troubled that by fleeing he had transformed himself from
an innocent man into a guilty one, the Count reached Calais with
his children, having managed to conceal his identity and avoid being
recognized by anyone. He made a rapid crossing to England, where
after dressing them all in shabby clothes, he proceeded toward London.
Before entering the city, however, he spoke at some length with his two
little children, stressing two things in particular: first, that they should
be patient and endure the state of poverty in which, through no fault
of their own, Fortune had placed not just them, but him as well; and
second, that if they valued their lives, they should take every precau-
tion not to reveal to anyone where they came from or whose children
they were. The boy, named Luigi, was about nine years old, while the
girl, named Violante, was about seven, but despite their tender age, they
both understood their father’s lessons perfectly, as they later demon-
strated by means of their actions. To make things easier for them, the
Count decided he needed to give them new names, and this he did,
calling the boy Perotto and the girl Giannetta.® Once they reached
London, they began to go about, dressed in their shabby clothes, beg-
ging for alms, just like the French tramps we see around here.

By chance, as the Count and his two children were begging one
morning in front of a church, a great lady, who was the wife of one of
the Marshals of the King of England, happened to come out and catch
sight of them. On being asked where he hailed from and whether the
children were his, the Count replied that he was from Picardy and that
the two children were his indeed, but that he had had to flee with them
because of a crime committed by a wicked elder son of his. The com-
passionate lady looked the girl over and was quite taken with her, for
she was beautiful and charming and had an air of gentility about her.

“Good sir,” said the lady, “if you would be willing to leave this little
daughter of yours with me, I'd be happy to take her on, for she looks
like a very nice child to me. And should she turn out to be an honest
woman, I'll arrange a suitable marriage for her at the proper time.”
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This request was most gratifying to the Count, who promptly
accepted it and handed his daughter over, albeit with tears in his eyes,
warmly commending her to the lady’s care. He was well aware of who
the lady was, and now that he had found a good home for his daughter,
he decided it was time to go. And so, he and Perotto begged their way
across the island, a journey he found quite tiring since he was not used
to traveling on foot, until they finally reached Wales, where another
one of the King’s Marshals had his residence. This nobleman lived in
the grand manner, maintaining a large suite of retainers, and to his
courtyard the Count, sometimes alone and sometimes with his son,
would frequently go in order to get something to eat.

The Marshal, whom I mentioned, had several sons who, together
with the sons of the local nobility, used to play children’s games, such
as running and jumping, in the courtyard. Gradually Perotto joined in,
playing each of their games as skillfully as any one of them did, or even
better. On several occasions the Marshal noticed this, and being taken
with the boy’s bearing and comportment, asked who he was. When he
was informed that the boy was the son of a poor man who occasion-
ally came there begging for alms, the Marshal sent someone to ask the
Count to let him have the boy. Although the prospect of parting with
his son was distressing, the Count, who had been praying to God for
just such a thing, freely handed him over.

Having thus provided for his son and daughter, the Count saw no
reason to stay in England any longer, and one way or another he man-
aged to cross over to Ireland, where he landed at Strangford.® There
he entered into the service of a knight, the vassal of a rural count, for
whom he performed all the usual chores of a servant or a groom, and
in that position, unrecognized by anyone, he remained, enduring great
discomfort and hardship, for a very long time.

Meanwhile, back in London, Violante, now called Giannetta, had
become a great favorite not only of the lady and her husband, with
whom she was living, but of everyone else in the household, indeed of all
the people who knew her, for as she grew up, her character developed so
splendidly and she became so beautiful that she was a marvel to behold.

Nor would anyone have denied, upon observing her comportment and



DAY 2, STORY 8 163

her manners, that she deserved all the honor and wealth imaginable.
Since receiving the girl from her father, the noblewoman had never been
able to find out anything about him beyond what he had told her, and
she now decided to arrange an honorable marriage for her in keeping
with what she guessed the girl’s social status might be. But God, who
justly observes what people merit, decided things differently, for He
knew that the girl was of noble birth, and through no fault of her own,
was doing penance for the sins of another. Thus, we must believe that
He, in His loving kindness, permitted events to take the course they
did in order to keep the noble young lady from falling into the hands
of some baseborn man.

The noblewoman with whom Giannetta was living had an only son
whom she and his father loved very dearly, not just because he was their
son, but also because his virtues and other meritorious qualities made
him worthy of it, for he was exceptionally handsome, well mannered,
courageous, and discreet. He was about six years older than Giannetta,
and when he noticed how very beautiful and graceful she was, he fell
so deeply in love with her that from then on he had eyes for no one but
her. Because he suspected she was baseborn, however, he did not dare
to ask his father and mother for permission to marry her. In fact, fear-
ful of being reproached for falling in love with a commoner, he did his
best to keep everything a secret, with the result that he was tormented
by his feelings even more than if he had revealed them. Eventually, his
suffering became so severe that it caused him to fall ill, and that most
gravely. In an effort to cure him, a number of doctors were sent for,
but despite their careful examination of one symptom after another,
they were unable to diagnose his disease, and to a man they despaired
of saving him. The youth’s father and mother were so weighed down
by grief and worry that they could not possibly have borne anything
more, and they begged their son over and over again to tell them the
cause of his illness. By way of answer to their piteous entreaties, he
would only respond with sighs or tell them he felt he was wasting away.

One day it just so happened that a doctor, who was quite young, but
deeply learned in his art, was seated beside him, holding his wrist in

order to take his pulse, when for some reason or other Giannetta, who,
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for his mother’s sake, had been devotedly caring for the youth, came
into the room where he was lying. As soon as he saw her come in, he
felt love’s fire flare up in his heart, and although he neither spoke nor
moved, his pulse began beating more strongly than usual. The doctor
noticed this at once, but hid his surprise and remained silent, wait-
ing to see how long it would last. As soon as Giannetta left the room,
the rapid pulse returned to normal, leading the doctor to think that
he may well have discovered part of the cause of the young man’s ill-
ness. He waited for a while, and then, still holding the young man by
the arm, he sent for Giannetta on the pretense that he wanted to ask
her a question. She came right away, and no sooner did she enter the
room, than the young man’s pulse began pounding and only returned
to normal after she left.

Asaresult, the doctor felt absolutely certain about his diagnosis, and
having gotten to his feet, he took the young man’s father and mother
aside and said to them: “Your son’s health doesn’t depend on the rem-
edies of physicians, but lies in Giannetta’s hands. As I've learned from
certain unmistakable signs, the young man is burning with love for
her, although as far as I can tell, she herself is unaware of it. But now
you yourselves must know what you have to do if you value his life.”

On hearing this, the nobleman and his wife were relieved at having
found a way to save their son, although they were distressed at the dubi-
ous prospect that in order to do so, theyhad to let him marry Giannetta.
So, after the doctor had left, they went to see the sick young man.

“My son,” said the lady, “I would never have believed you capable of
desiring something and keeping it from me, especially when you see
yourself wasting away because you can’t get what you want. You may
be quite sure—indeed, you should have known all along—that there’s
nothing I wouldn’t do to make you happy, even if it were something
less than honorable that I wouldn’t do on my own account. However,
despite your behaving as you have, it appears that the Lord God has
decided to show you more mercy than you've shown yourself, and lest
you die from your illness, He has revealed its cause to me, which is
nothing other than the excessive love you feel for some young woman
or other. This is something you really shouldn’t be ashamed about
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revealing, since it’s a normal experience for someone your age. Indeed,
if you were not in love, I wouldn’t think you were worth very much.
So, instead of hiding things from me, my son, feel free to let me know
what you want. Get rid of your melancholy and all those thoughts of
yours that are causing this illness, and take heart. You may rest assured
that there’s nothing you can ask of me that I wouldn’t do to make you
happy, if it’s in my power to do it, because you are more important to
me than my own life. So, cast off your shame and your fear, and tell
me if there’s anything I can do to assist you with this love of yours.
And if you don't find that I put my heart into it and work everything
out for you, then you may consider me the cruelest mother who ever
gave birth to a son.”

As the young man listened to what his mother was saying, the first
thing he felt was shame, but after reflecting that no one was in a bet-
ter position than she was to procure his happiness, he overcame his
embarrassment and said: “My lady, if I've kept my love a secret, it’s
only because I've noticed that most people, after reaching a certain age,
refuse to remember they were ever young once themselves. But now
that I see how understanding you are about all this, I will not deny
that what you claim to have discovered is true. Moreover, I'll tell you
who the girl is, but only on the condition that you'll do everything in
your power to keep your promise and thus make it possible for me to
regain my health.”

Overly confident about an affair that was not going to turn out the
way she thought it would, the lady replied eagerly that if he revealed his
every wish to her, he should have no doubt but that she would imme-
diately take steps to make sure he got what he wanted.

“My lady,” said the youth, “I've been reduced to the condition you
see me in because of the exalted beauty and exquisite manners of our
Giannetta and also because of my own inability to make her notice
my love for her, let alone make her feel pity for me, not to mention the
fact that I've never dared to reveal these feelings to a single person. And
unless you can find some way of making good on the promise you've
given me, you may rest assured that my days are numbered.”

“Oh, my son,” said the lady with a smile, thinking this was a time to
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comfort him rather than scold him, “is this what you've made yourself
sick about? Now don’t you worry. Just leave everything to me, and you
really are going to get better.”

Filled with new hope, the youth very quickly showed signs of an
enormous improvement, to the immense delight of his mother, who
decided she would now attempt to make good on her promise. So, one
day, she summoned Giannetta, and as if she were in jest, she asked the
girl very courteously whether she had a lover.

“My lady,” replied Giannetta, blushing all over, “it’s neither expected
nor proper for a poor maiden like me, who'’s been driven out of her
home and lives in another’s service, to be concerned with love.””

“Well,” said the lady, “if you don’t have a lover, we’d like to give you
one, a man with whom you’ll lead a merry life and enjoy your beauty
even more. It’s just not right for a lovely young lady like you to be
without a lover.”

“My lady,” replied Giannetta, “from the moment you took me out of
the poverty in which I was living with my father, you have raised me
as your daughter, so in return, I really should do whatever you wish.
But in this case not only will I never oblige you, but I think I am right
in refusing to do so. If it’s your pleasure to present me with a husband,
then that’s the man I intend to love, and no one else. For the only thing
I have left that I've inherited from my ancestors is my honor, and I'm
determined to s