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Introduction

‘Most gracious ladies, when | think to myself how very
pitiful you all are by nature, | have to recognise that you will
find this present work has a painful and unpleasant
beginning, as the sad memory of the deaths in the recent
plague, which my book carries at its forefront, is universally
horrible to all who saw it or otherwise knew of it. But | hope
this prospect will not put you off reading further, for fear you
might continue to travel forever through sighs and tears. Let
this grisly beginning be to you simply like a rugged and steep
mountain confronting people who have gone out for a walk.
Beyond the mountain lies a most fair and delightful plain,
which they find all the more pleasant, the greater was the
hardship of climbing up and down the mountain. For just as
pain touches the extreme point of joy, so are miseries
brought to an end by imminent joy. This brief pain (I say
brief, because it is contained in few pages) is quickly
succeeded by the sweetness and delight that | promised
you, though one would hardly expect such enjoyment after
such a beginning if it had not been stated in advance. And
the truth is that if | could have found some suitable way of
bringing you to my desired state of happiness by a path less
rugged than this will prove, | would gladly have done so. But
without this memory of our past miseries, it would have been
impossible to show the reason why the things came about
that will be read later on. Therefore, as if forced by
necessity, | have brought myself to write what follows.

| say, then, that the years since the fruitful Incarnation of
the Son of God had reached the number of one thousand
three hundred and forty-eight, when into the notable city of
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Florence, fairer than every other in Italy, there came the
death-dealing pestilence, which, through the operation of the
heavenly bodies or through our own iniquitous dealings,
being sent down upon mankind for our correction by the just
wrath of God, had some years before appeared in the East
and after having bereft those countries of an innumerable
quantity of inhabitants, extending without cease from one
place to another, had now disastrously spread towards the
West.

And this pestilence was all the more virulent in that it
spread from sufferers to gain a grip on any healthy people
who were in contact with them, just as a fire spreads to dry
or oily things placed too close to it. In fact, the contagion
was even worse than that: not only did talking or consorting
with the sick infect the healthy and cause them to share their
fate, but merely touching the clothes or any other thing that
had been touched or used by the sick seemed enough to
communicate the sickness to the toucher.

On account of these things and many others like
them—some of which were stranger still—various fears and
imaginings beset those who remained alive. Their thoughts
nearly all tended to a very savage conclusion, namely, to
shun and avoid the sick and everything connected with
them. By doing this, each one thought that his or her own
personal health could be secured. There were some who
believed that to live moderately and keep oneself from all
excess was the best defence against the current danger,
and so, coming together in exclusive companies, they lived
removed from all other people and shut themselves up in
those houses where nobody had been sick and where the
living was best. There they fed temperately on the most
delicate foods and the finest wines. Avoiding all uncontrolled
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behaviour, they surrounded themselves with music and such
other amusements as they could arrange, taking care never
to speak with anyone, and choosing to hear no news from
outside about death or sick people. Others, inclining to the
contrary opinion, maintained that a very certain remedy for
the plague was to carouse and make merry and go about
singing and playing games and satisfying one’s appetite in
every possible way, and laughing and jeering at whatever
happened.

Some were of a harsher, though perhaps a more
certain way of thinking. They maintained there was no better
remedy against plagues—in fact, no remedy as good—than
to run away from them. Moved by this reasoning and
thinking of nothing but themselves, a large number of them,
men and women alike, abandoned their own city, their own
houses and homes, their relatives and their possessions,
and set off to the countryside near other towns, or else near
Florence.

And although the people who followed these different
alternatives did not all die, yet neither did they all escape. In
fact, many people adopting each alternative style of
behaviour, and living in all the different places, fell sick with
the plague and languished on all sides. Having set the
example themselves while they were well, they were now
almost completely neglected by those who still continued in
good health. 1t was not just that one townsman avoided
another, and hardly any neighbour cared about another
neighbour, and relatives seldom or never talked to one
another except from afar. This tribulation had struck such
terror into the hearts of all, men and women alike, that
brother abandoned brother, uncle abandoned nephew, and
sister abandoned brother, and often a wife abandoned her
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husband. And what is even more extraordinary and almost
incredible—fathers and mothers refused to visit or care for
their own children, as if they had not belonged to them. The
result of this was that those who fell ill (and this happened
to innumerable people, both men and women) were left
with no help other than what they received through the
charity of friends (and there were few of them) or through
the greed of servants who tended them, lured by high and
extravagant wages.

| find myself weary of wandering so long amid such
miseries; and so, hoping now to avoid as much of them as |
can reasonably manage, | say that, while our city was in this
state, almost empty of inhabitants, it happened ( as |
afterward heard from a credible witness) that in the
venerable church of Santa Maria Novella, one Tuesday
morning , at a time when almost nobody else was present ,
seven young ladies gather together. they were all linked to
one another by friendship or by neighbourly or family ties.
They had heard the religious service in the mourning dress,
as the circumstances required. Not one of them had passed
her twenty-eighth year or was less than eighteen years old.
Each of them was discreet and of noble blood, beautifully
shaped , well-mannered, and full of grace and honour.

| would set out the names of these ladies in their
original form, except that proper reasons forbid me to do so.
| would not wish it to be possible that, in time to come, any
of them should feel ashamed on account of the things later
described as being told or heard by them, as the laws of
enjoyment are nowadays somewhat narrower, whereas at
that time, for the reasons already mentioned, they were
much more relaxed, not only for people of their young age,
but even for those of far more mature years. Also, | would
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not wish to give envious people, who are ready to carp at
every praiseworthy life, any opportunity of disparaging the
good name of these honourable ladies with unseemly talk.
And therefore, So that the things which each of them said
may be understood without confusion when the time comes,
| propose to give them names completely or partially suited
to each one’s character.

The first of them, the one who was most mature in
years, | will call Pampinea, the second will be called
Fiammetta, the third Filomena and the fourth Emilia. To the
fifth we will give the name of Lauretta, to the sixth Neifile
and the last, not without cause, we will call Elissa. These
ladies, then, not drawn together by any set purpose, but
gathering by chance in a corner of the church, having seated
themselves in a ring, after many sighs, stopped saying their
prayers and started talking to one another about the nature
of the time in many and various ways. After a while, the
others fell silent, and Pampinea proceeded to speak as
follows :

“My dear ladies, you may, like myself, have heard many
times that anyone who speaks honourably does harm to
nobody. It is the natural right of every person born here on
earth to protect, sustain and defend his or her own life as far
as possible. This right is generally recognised: indeed it has
sometimes happened that, in order to save their own lives,
people have killed others without committing any fault. If this
is conceded by the laws, which seek the well-being of
everybody, how much more lawful is it for us and anybody
else, without giving any offence, to take such means as we
may for the preservation of our lives?

“l do not know if it looks to you as it does to me, but |
think it would be an excellent thing if we were to leave this
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city, just as we are, as many have done before us. We
should shun the dishonourable example of other people just
as we should shun death ,but we should move in an orderly
way to our places in the country—each of us has plenty of
country properties—and there we should enjoy all the
diversion, the delight and such pleasure as we can find,
without in any way breaching the bounds of reason, There
may we hear the small birds sing, there may we see the hills
and plains all veiled in green and the fields full of corn
waving like the sea. There may we see trees of a thousand
sorts, and there the face of heaven is more open to view.
Although heaven may be angry with us, all the same it will
not deny us its eternal beauties, far lovelier to look on than
the empty walls of our city. As well as this, the air is much
fresher there, and at this season there is a more abundant
supply of everything which life requires, and fewer things to
distress us. For even though the farm labourers are dying
there, just like the townspeople here, it is less distressing
there because the houses and inhabitants are more sparsely
scattered than in the city.

“ Besides, if | am correct, we are not abandoning
anyone here in Florence. We might far more properly
describe ourselves as having been abandoned, seeing that
our family members, either by dying or by running away from
death, have left us alone in this great tribulation, as though
we did not belong to them. ”

The other ladies, having listened to Pampinea, not only
praised her advice, but, in their eagerness to follow it, had
already begun to discuss precise details of how they could
arrange things. It was as if they were going to stand up
straight away from where they had been sitting and set off
instantly.



