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[ Preface |

Here begins the book called The Decameron,
also known as Prince Galeotto , in which one hun-
dred tales are contained, told in ten days by seven
ladies and three young men.

To have compassion for those who suffer is a
human quality which everyone should possess, es-
pecially those who have required comfort them-
selves in the past and have managed to find it in
others. Now, if any man ever had need of com-
passion and appreciated it or derived comfort from
it, I am that person; for from my earliest youth
until the present time I have been aflame beyond
all measure with a most exalted and noble love,
perhaps too much so for my lowly station, if I
were to tell about it. And even though those judi-
cious people who knew about my love praised me
and held me in high regard because of it, it was,
nevertheless, still extremely difficult to bear: cer-
tainly not because of the cruelty of the lady I loved
but rather because of the overwhelming passion
kindled in my mind by my unrestrained desire,
which, since it would not allow me to rest content
with any acceptable goal, often caused me to suf-
fer more pain than was necessary. In my suffer-
ing, the pleasant conversation and the admirable
consolation of a friend on a number of occasions
gave me much relief, and I am firmly convinced I
should now be dead if it had not been for that.
But since He who is infinite had been pleased to
decree by immutable law that all earthly things
should come to an end, my love, more fervent
than any other, a love which no resolution, coun-
sel, public shame, or danger that might result
from it could break or bend, diminished by itself
in the course of time, and at present it has left in

my mind only that pleasure which it usually retains
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for those who do not venture too far out on its
deep, dark waters; and thus where there once
used to be a source of suffering, now that all tor-
ment has been removed, there remains only a
sense of delight.

But while the pain has ceased, I have not lost
the memory of favors already received from those
who were touched by my heavy burdens; nor, I
believe, will this memory ever pass, except with
my death. And because it is my feeling that grati-
tude is the most praiseworthy of all qualities, and
that its opposite the most worthy of reproach, in
order not to appear ungrateful, I have promised
myself to use my limited talents in doing whatever
possible (now that T am able to say I am free of
love) in exchange for what I have received—if not
to repay with consolation those who helped me
(since their intelligence and their good fortune will
perhaps make this unnecessary) , then, at least,
to assist those who may be in need of it. And
however slight my support or, if you prefer, com-
fort may be to those in need, nevertheless 1 be-
lieve it should still be available where the need is
greatest, for there it will be the most useful and

the most appreciated.

And who will deny that such comfort, no matter
how insufficient, is more fittingly bestowed on
charming ladies than on men? For they, in fear
and shame, conceal the hidden flames of love
within their delicate breasts, a love far stronger
than one which is openly expressed, as those who
have felt and suffered this know; and furthermore,
restricted by the wishes, whins, "and commands of
fathers, mothers, brothers, and husbands, they
remain most of the time limited to the narrow con-
fines of their bedrooms, where they sit in apparent
idleness, now wishing one thing and now wishing
another, turning over in their minds a number of
thoughts which cannot always be pleasant ones.
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And because of these thoughts, if there should
arise within their minds a sense of melancholy
brought on by burning desire, these ladies will be
forced to suffer this terrible pain unless it is re-
placed by new interests. Furthermore, they are
less able than men to bear these discomforts; this
does not happen to a man who is in love, as we
can plainly see. If men are afflicted by melan-
choly or ponderous thoughts, they have many ways
of alleviating or forgetting them; if they wish, they
can take a walk and listen to or look at many dif-
ferent things; they can go hawking, hunting, or
fishing; they can ride, gamble, or attend to busi-
ness. Each of these pursuits has the power, either
completely or in part, to occupy a man’ s mind
and to remove from it a painful thought, even if
only for a brief moment; and so, in one way or
another, either consolation follows or the pain be-
comes less. Therefore, I wish to make up in part
for the wrong done by Fortune, who is less gener-
ous with her support where there is less strength,
as we witness in the case of our delicate ladies.
As support and diversion for those ladies in love
(to those others who are not I leave the needle,
spindle, and wool winder), I intend to tell one
hundred stories, or fables, or parables, or histo-
ries, or whatever you wish to call them, as they
were told in ten days (as will become quite evi-
dent) by a worthy group of seven ladies and three
young men who came together during the time of
the plague ( which just recently took so many
lives) , and I shall also include several songs sung
for their delight by these same ladies. These
stories will contain a number of different cases of
love, both bitter and sweet, as well as other excit-
ing adventures taken from modemn and ancient
times. And in reading them, the ladies just men-
tioned will, perhaps, derive from the delightful
things that happen in these tales both pleasure and
useful counsel, inasmuch as they will recognize
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what should be avoided and what should be sought
after. This, I believe, can only result in putting
an end to their melancholy. And should this hap-
pen (and may God grant that it does), let them
thank Love for it, who, in freeing me from his
bonds, has given me the power to attend to their

pleasure.
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[ Introduction ]

Here begins the first day of The Decameron, in
which , afier the author has explained why certain
people ( soon to be introduced) have gathered to-
gether to tell stories , they speak, under the direc-
tion of Pampinea, on any subject thai pleases them
most .

WHENEVER, most gracious ladies, I consider
how compassionate you are by nature, I realize
that in your judgment the present work will seem
to have had a serious and painful beginning, for it
recalls in its opening the unhappy memory of the
deadly plague just passed, dreadful and pitiful to
all those who saw or heard about it. But I do not
wish to frighten you away from reading any fur-
ther, by giving you the impression that all you are
going to do is spend your time sighing and weeping
while you read. This horrible beginning will be
like the ascent of a steep and rough mountainside,
beyond which there lies a most beautiful and de-
lightful plain, and the degree of pleasure derived
by the climbers will be in proportion to the diffi-
culty of the climb and the descent. And just as
pain is the extreme limit of pleasure, so, then,
misery ends with unanticipated happiness. This
brief pain (I say brief since it contains few words)
will be quickly followed by the sweetness and the
delight which T promised you before, and which,
had I not promised, might not be expected from
such a beginning. To tell the truth, if T could
have conveniently led you by any other way than
this, which I know is a bitter one, I would have
gladly done so; but since it is otherwise impossi-
ble to demonstrate how the stories you are about to
read came to be told, I am obliged, as it were,
by necessity to write about it this way.

Let me say, then, that thirteen hundred and
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forty-eight years had already passed after the fruit-
ful Incarnation of the Son of God when into the
distinguished city of Florence, more noble than
any other Italian city there came a deadly pesti-
lence. Either because of the influence of heavenly
bodies or because of God’ s just wrath as a punish-
ment to mortals for our wicked deeds, the pesti-
lence, originating some years earlier in the East,
killed an infinite number of people as it spread re-
lentlessly from one place to another until finally it
had stretched its miserable length all over the
West. And against this pestilence no human wis-
dom or foresight was of any avail; quantities of
filth were removed from the city by officials
charged with the task; the entry of any sick person
into the city was prohibited; and many directives
were issued concerning the maintenance of good
health. Nor were the humble supplications ren-
dered not once but many times by the pious to
God, through public processions or by other
means, in any way efficacious; for almost at the
beginning of springtime of the year in question the
plague began to show its sorrowful effects in an ex-
traordinary manner. It did not assume the form it
had in the East, where bleeding from the nose was
a manifest sign of inevitable death, but rather it
showed its first signs in men and women alike by
means of swellings either in the groin or under the
armpits, some of which grew to the size of an or-
dinary apple and others to the size of an egg(more
or less), and the people called them gavoccioli.
And from the two parts of the body already men-
tioned, in very little time, the said deadly gavoc-
cioli began to spread indiscriminately over every
part of the body; then, after this, the symptoms
of the illness changed to black or livid spots ap-
pearing on the arms and thighs, and on every part
of the body—sometimes there were large ones and
other times a number of little ones scattered all
around. And just as the gavoccioli were original-
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ly, and still are, a very definite indication of im-
pending death, in like manner these spots came to
mean the same thing for whoever contracted them.
Neither a doctor” s advice nor the strength of
medicine could do anything to cure this illness; on
the contrary, either the nature of the illness was
such that it afforded no cure, or else the doctors
were so ignorant that they did not recognize its
cause and, as a result, could not prescribe the
proper remedy (in fact, the number of doctors,
other than the well-trained, was increased by a
large number of men and women who had never
had any medical training) ; at any rate, few of the
sick were ever cured, and almost all died after the
third day of the appearance of the previously de-
scribed symptoms (some sooner, others later),
and most of them died without fever or any other
side effects.

This pestilence was so powerful that it was
transmitted to the healthy by contact with the sick,
the way a fire close to dry or oily things will set
them aflame. And the evil of the plague went even
further: not only did talking to or being around the
sick bring infection and a common death, but also
touching the clothes of the sick or anything
touched or used by them seemed to communicate
this very disease to the person involved. What I
am about to say is incredible to hear, and if I and
others had not witnessed it with our own eyes, I
should not dare believe it (let alone write about
it), no matter how trustworthy a person I might
have heard it from. Let me say, then, that the
plague described, here was of such virulence in
spreading from one person to another that not only
did it pass from one man to the next, but, what’s
more, it was often transmitted from the garments
of a sick or dead man to animals that not only be-
came contaminated by the disease but also died
within a brief period of time. My own eyes, as I
said earlier, were witness to such a thing one day:
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when the rags of a poor man who died of this dis-
ease were thrown into the public street, two pigs
came upon them, and, as they are wont to do,
first with their snouts and then with their teeth they
took the rags and shook them around; and within
a short time, after a number of convulsions, both
pigs fell dead upon the illfated rags, as if they had
been poisoned. From these and many similar or
worse occurrences there came about such fear and
such fantastic notions among those who remained
alive that almost all of them took a very cruel atti-
tude in the matter; that is, they completely avoid-
ed the sick and their possessions, and in so do-
ing, each one believed that he was protecting his
own good health.

There were some people who thought that living
moderately and avoiding any excess might help a
great deal in resisting this disease, and so they
gathered in small groups and lived entirely apart
from everyone else. They shut themselves up in
those houses where there were no sick people and
where one could live well by eating the most deli-
cate of foods and drinking the finest of wines (do-
ing so always in moderation) , allowing no one to
speak about or listen to anything said about the
sick and the dead outside; these people lived, en-
tertaining themselves with music and other plea-
sures that they could arrange. Others thought the
opposite: they believed that drinking excessively,
enjoying life, going about singing and celebrating,
satisfying in every way the appetites as best one
could, laughing, and making light of everything
that happened was the best medicine for such a
disease; so they practiced to the fullest what they
believed by going from one tavern to another all
day and night, drinking to excess; and they would
often make merry in private homes, doing every-
thing that pleased or amused them the most. This
they were able to do easily, for everyone felt he
was doomed to die and, as a result, abandoned
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his property, so that most of the houses had be-
come common property, and any- stranger who
came upon them used them as if he were their
rightful owner. In addition to this bestial behav-
ior, they always managed to avoid the sick as best
they could. And in this great affliction and misery
of our city the revered authority of the laws, both
divine and human, had fallen and almost com-
pletely disappeared, for, like other men, the min-
isters and executors of the laws were either dead or
sick or so short of help that it was impossible for
them to fulfill their duties; as a result, everybody
was free to do as he pleased.

Many others adopted a middle course between
the two attitudes just described; neither did they
restrict their food or drink so much as the first
group nor did they fall into such dissoluteness and
drunkenness as the second; rather, they satisfied
their appetites to a moderate degree. They did not
shut themselves up, but went around carrying in
their hands flowers, or sweetsmelling herbs, or
various kinds of spices; and they would often put
these things to their noses, believing that such
smells were a wonderful means of purifying the
brain, for all the air seemed infected with the
stench of dead bodies, sickness, and medicines.

Others were of a crueler opinion ( though it
was, perhaps, a safer one) : they maintained that
there was no better medicine against the plague
than to flee from it; convinced of this reasoning
and caring only about themselves, men and wom-
en in great numbers abandoned their city, their
houses, their farms, their relatives, and their
possessions and sought other places, going at least
as far away as the Florentine countryside — as if
the wrath of God could not pursue them with this
pestilence wherever they went but would only
strike those it found within the walls of the city!
Or perhaps they thought that Florence’ s last hour

had come and that no one in the city would remain
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alive.

And not all those who adopted these diverse
opinions died, nor did they all escape with their
lives; on the contrary, many of those who thought
this way were falling sick everywhere, and since
they had given, when they were healthy, the bad
example of avoiding the sick, they in turn were a-
bandoned and left to languish away without any
care. The fact was that one citizen avoided anoth-
er, that almost no one cared for his neighbor, and
that relatives rarely or hardly ever visited each
other—they stayed far apart. This disaster had
struck such fear into the hearts of men and women
that brother abandoned brother, uncle abandoned
nephew, sister left brother, and very often wife a-
bandoned husband, and—even worse, almost un-
believable—fathers and mothers neglected to tend
and care for their children as if they were not their
own.

Thus, for the countless multitude of men and
women who fell sick, there remained no support
except the charity of their friends (and these were
few) or the greed of servants, who worked for in-
flated salaries without regard to the service they
performed and who, in spite of this, were few and
far between; and those few were men or women of
little wit (most of them not trained for such ser-
vice) who did little else but hand different things
to the sick when requested to do so or watch over
them while they died, and in this service, they
very often lost their own lives and their profits.
And since the sick were abandoned by their neigh-
bors, their parents, and their friends and there
was a scarcity of servants, a practice that was pre-
viously almost unheard of spread through the city:
when a woman fell sick, no matter how attractive
or beautiful or noble she might be, she did not
mind having a manservant (whoever he might be,
no matter how young or old he was), and she had
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no shame whatsoever in revealing any part of her
body to him—the way she would have done to a
womarr—when necessity of her sickness required
her to do so. This practice was, perhaps, in the
days that followed the pestilence, the cause of
looser morals in the women who survived the
plague. And so, many people died who, by
chance, might have survived if they had been at-
tended to. Between the lack of competent atten-
dants that the sick were unable to obtain and the
violence of the pestilence itself, so many, many
people died in the city both day and night that it
was incredible just to hear this described, not to
mention seeing it! Therefore, out of sheer neces-
sity, there arose among those who remained alive
customs which were contrary to the established
practices of the time.

It was the custom, as it is again today, for the
women relatives and neighbors to gather together
in the house of a dead person and there to mourn
with the women who had been dearest to him; on
the other hand, in front of the deceased’s home,
his male relatives would gather together with his
male neighbors and other citizens, and the clergy
also came, many of them or sometimes just a few,
depending upon the social class of the dead man.
Then, upon the shoulders of his equals
carried to the church chosen hf’ﬂflgi hefore deathm
with the funeral pomp of cafftllesiand™chants. With
the fury of the pestilencefincreasing, this custom,
for the most part, died GO and other practices
took its place. And so\qut only dids peopledie
without having a number of “‘women #yound them,
but there were many who passed away without
having even a single witness present, and very few
were granted the piteous laments and bitter tears of
their relatives; on the contrary, most relatives
were somewhere else, laughing, joking, and a-

musing themselves; even the women learned this
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practice too well, having put aside, for the most
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