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    At the edge of catastrophe, a circle of voices braids laughter, desire, and fear into the most human refuge: stories. Giovanni Boccaccio’s The Decameron gathers a community who counter chaos with narration, proving that wit, tenderness, and curiosity can organize a world that pestilence threatens to unmake. The book stages an art of living that refuses despair without denying it, setting pleasure alongside prudence and civility beside survival. In its pages, storytelling becomes not only entertainment but also a civic act—an experiment in order, mutual regard, and moral reflection—composed in lucid prose that invites readers to listen as if they, too, were present.

Composed in the aftermath of the 1348 plague and generally dated to the years around 1349–1353, The Decameron is the masterwork of Giovanni Boccaccio, one of the “three crowns” of early Italian literature alongside Dante Alighieri and Francesco Petrarch. Its premise is clean and resonant: ten young Florentines, seven women and three men, withdraw from a stricken city to a countryside refuge, where they agree to pass the time by telling stories. Over ten days they produce one hundred tales. This frame offers a stage for comedy and gravity, creating a structure that holds variety without chaos and meaning without dogma.

The book holds classic status for its daring integration of form, language, and social vision. Boccaccio’s supple Tuscan prose helped shape a literary vernacular that would become standard Italian, demonstrating that everyday speech could bear philosophical reflection, courtly elegance, and low comedy alike. The architecture of one hundred tales within a carefully choreographed frame introduced Europe to a capacious model for narrative collections, where the pleasure of the whole equals—and sometimes exceeds—the pleasures of the parts. That balance of design and freedom, order and improvisation, gave later writers a blueprint for assembling diverse stories into a coherent, resonant whole.

The Decameron’s influence can be traced across centuries. Geoffrey Chaucer reworked Boccaccian plots, most famously the story of patient Griselda that informed his Clerk’s Tale, while William Shakespeare drew on episodes for plays such as All’s Well That Ends Well and Cymbeline. The collection also inspired Marguerite de Navarre’s Heptameron and nourished the broader European novella tradition, which shaped authors from Matteo Bandello to Cervantes. Beyond specific borrowings, Boccaccio modeled a narrative ethos: the storyteller as keen observer of social types, the tale as testing ground for ethical judgment, and the frame as a living theater of conversation.

At the heart of the book lie enduring themes: the sway of fortune, the resourcefulness of human ingenuity, and the negotiations between desire and duty. Boccaccio explores how wit can outpace calamity, how love unsettles hierarchies, and how necessity strips pretension from power. He attends to the comic energies of trickery and surprise, yet he sets them beside moments of gravity that ask what we owe one another when structures fail. Pleasure is never merely diversion here; it is an instrument for understanding, a way to measure character, and a means of imagining conduct in a world that refuses certainty.

The frame narrative is more than a backdrop; it is a social experiment governed by rotating leadership. Each day, a chosen king or queen guides the company, shaping decorum and selecting themes that focus the tales while allowing wide range. Songs, conversation, and shared meals surround the storytelling, evoking a miniature commonwealth that values order without sterility and play without cruelty. This structure generates rhythm and contrast: a day of clever stratagems can be followed by one of reflections on generosity or mischance, reminding readers that experience rarely conforms to a single mood or moral.

Stylistically, Boccaccio moves with ease from the ribald to the solemn, from swift anecdote to carefully unfolded novella. His prose accommodates merchants and monks, lovers and lawyers, fools and sages, without condescension or sentimentality. He draws on classical exempla, medieval lore, and oral storytelling habits, but his touch is modern in its psychological alertness and appetite for the concrete. Dialogue pulses with social nuance; settings teem with practical detail. The result is a panoramic realism that delights in variety while preserving clarity, inviting the reader to savor texture as much as outcome.

Notably, women stand at the center—as narrators, arbiters of the day, and frequent protagonists. Boccaccio addresses women directly in his preface, offering consolation and companionship in the form of narrative. Within the tales, women’s intelligence, desires, and constraints receive sustained attention, producing portraits that range from playful to grave. This focus is neither simple celebration nor indictment; rather, it treats gender as a field where ingenuity, custom, and power continually interact. The presence of seven female storytellers reshapes the horizon of what counts as experience, widening the moral and emotional bandwidth of the collection.

The social reach of The Decameron is remarkable. Florentine merchants navigate contracts and credit; artisans bargain and improvise; nobles uphold or betray ideals; clerics are shown in piety and in hypocrisy. Travel carries characters across the Italian peninsula and into the broader Mediterranean, mirroring the economic and cultural networks of Boccaccio’s world. The book captures a society in motion—urban, commercial, worldly curious—testing inherited codes against the demands of daily life. By dramatizing encounters among classes, professions, and regions, Boccaccio reveals how character forms at the crossings of opportunity, necessity, and habit.

While the plague provides the precipitating crisis, the narrative insists that living well under duress is not an evasion of history but an answer to it. The retreat from Florence is temporary and purposeful, a clearing where speech can be refined and feelings sorted. Boccaccio does not sentimentalize suffering; he acknowledges loss and fear even as he diffuses them through artful conversation. In this tension—between mourning and merriment, peril and play—the book articulates a humanist confidence: that judgment, empathy, and humor can coexist, helping individuals and communities to find proportion when chaos threatens measure.

Across manuscripts and early printed editions, through countless translations, The Decameron has traveled widely, renewing its audience in each era. Its candor has attracted praise and provoked debate, yet its ethical imagination and artistic poise have secured its place among the world’s essential books. In presenting this work within a World Classics Series, one situates it where it has long belonged: among texts that speak across languages and centuries, not as monuments sealed in reverence, but as companions that continue to breathe, entertain, and instruct. Its accessibility in prose ensures that new readers can enter without ceremony and stay without strain.

To read The Decameron today is to encounter a mirror angled toward our own uncertainties. Public health crises, social upheaval, and the search for common ground remain familiar; so do debates about pleasure, responsibility, and speech. Boccaccio proposes not solutions but practices: attentive listening, flexible judgment, and the shared labor of telling and hearing stories. Those practices make the book perennially alive. Its wit loosens fear; its empathy steadies judgment; its variety respects complexity. That is why it endures—not as an artifact of a remote century, but as a living conversation in which we can still take our seats.
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    The Decameron, by Giovanni Boccaccio, is a fourteenth-century collection of one hundred tales framed by a retreat from plague-stricken Florence. Written in the wake of the Black Death, it presents a group of young people who withdraw to the countryside and pass the time by telling stories over ten days. The work balances entertainment with reflection on fortune, love, wit, and social conduct. Its narrative architecture foregrounds variety while maintaining a clear progression through daily themes chosen by an elected leader. The result is both an anthology of narratives and a meditation on how order, civility, and imagination can answer catastrophe.

Boccaccio opens with a sober account of the epidemic’s effects on Florence: the breakdown of families, institutions, and everyday rituals. In this bleak setting, seven young women and three young men decide to preserve their health and decorum by leaving the city. They choose a villa outside the walls, arranging their days with measured routines that include meals, music, and conversation. Their purpose is not merely escape but the cultivation of cheerfulness and restraint amid devastation. To give structure to leisure and deflect morbid thoughts, they adopt storytelling as a daily exercise, turning private anxiety into shared narrative play and instruction.

The group, known as the brigata, comprises Pampinea, Fiammetta, Filomena, Lauretta, Emilia, Neifile, Elissa, Panfilo, Filostrato, and Dioneo. Each day, except for rest periods, one member is elected king or queen to set a theme and oversee decorum. The members tell one tale apiece, producing ten stories per day across ten days. Interludes of song and dance punctuate the cycle, and courteous conversation links frame and tale. The rules allow for liberty within form: one participant may deviate from the day’s topic, and graceful speech is prized. This ceremonial rhythm models a civil order that counters the city’s chaos.

On the first day, the leader grants freedom of subject, establishing variety as a governing principle. The narratives introduce recurrent concerns: how quick thinking outpaces brute force, how fortune frustrates intention, and how institutions—especially religious ones—can err or invite comic exposure. Storytellers display a range of tones, from farce to moral exemplum, and settings shift between Florence, other Italian cities, and the wider Mediterranean. This opening also sketches the social spectrum of protagonists, including merchants, artisans, nobles, and clergy, setting the stage for a panoramic portrait of late medieval life animated by desire, ingenuity, folly, and risk.

Subsequent days concentrate on reversals of fortune and resourcefulness in adversity. Travelers, adventurers, and opportunists navigate perilous markets, unfamiliar customs, and sudden betrayals; some recover losses through wit, while others learn prudence the hard way. Tales often turn on quick bargains, mistaken identities, and clever escapes, reflecting a world where mobility and trade reshape status. Erotic misadventures and practical jokes appear alongside cautionary episodes, yet the tone remains balanced: laughter coexists with sober reminders of contingency. Throughout, Boccaccio tests the limits of calculation, suggesting that shrewdness and adaptability, rather than lineage alone, determine outcomes in a volatile age.

When the theme turns to love’s trials, the cycle explores the whole register of passion. Day Four emphasizes unhappy ends, portraying jealousy, misjudgment, and the costs of rigid honor. Day Five reverses the mood with tales of reunions, discoveries, and bonds renewed after ordeals at sea or in far-off courts. Across both days, constancy and tact are weighed against impetuous desire, and chance repeatedly intervenes. Lovers rely on mediators, disguises, and stratagems, but also on patience and mutual recognition. The frame community responds with sympathy and measured commentary, treating lovers’ fortunes as a mirror for civic and personal conduct.

Another sequence highlights the economy of words: brief, pointed replies that rescue reputations or outwit antagonists. Here, repartee becomes a social instrument, revealing how eloquence can defuse conflict or secure advantage without force. A companion day focuses on domestic intrigues, staging contests of concealment and discovery between husbands and wives, servants and masters. Set mostly in bustling urban quarters, these stories emphasize proximity, surveillance, and improvisation. Satirical portraits of hypocritical officials and clerics recur, yet the collection avoids blanket condemnation, preferring to show behavior in context. The frame audience treats these episodes as lessons in prudence and restraint.

Later days widen the lens to encompass elaborate practical jokes, professional rivalries, and the ethics of hospitality. One day returns to free choice, underscoring the collection’s commitment to variety and to the storytellers’ distinct temperaments. The final appointed theme celebrates liberality and magnanimity, featuring characters who reconcile enemies, reward loyalty, or temper justice with mercy. The closing tales turn from mere cleverness to models of largeness of spirit and public virtue, inviting discussion about authority and obedience. A famous concluding narrative probes the extremes of patience and power, presented not to endorse excess, but to test interpretive charity and judgment.

Taken together, The Decameron composes a mosaic of late medieval society, where fortune and agency continually negotiate outcomes. Its frame affirms that artfully ordered speech can restore community amid crisis, while its tales scrutinize love, commerce, governance, and belief with unsentimental clarity. Boccaccio’s vernacular narrative art influenced later European literature and theater, yet the work remains immediate in its attention to risk, mutual care, and the uses of wit. Without resolving every tension, the collection suggests that civility, adaptability, and imagination are durable resources. Its lasting significance lies in showing how storytelling can humanize disaster and refine judgment.
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    The Decameron is framed by mid-fourteenth‑century Florence, a commercial republic in Tuscany whose civic life was organized through guilds, councils, and rotating magistracies. Its citizens navigated a world dominated by the Roman Church, mendicant orders, and urban communes that regulated trade and morals. The work’s setting during the catastrophic plague of 1348 is not merely a backdrop but an index of institutional strain, as religious, legal, and familial structures struggled to contain crisis. The book’s movement between city and countryside reflects a society in which urban prosperity and rural retreats coexisted, and where elite leisure stood beside sudden mortality and social disruption.

Politically, central and northern Italy were fragmented into city‑states prone to shifting alliances. Florence’s republican framework—shaped by the Ordinances of Justice (late thirteenth century) and guild oligarchy—had recently endured the experiment of the Duke of Athens (1342–1343), whose brief tyranny ended in popular revolt and a reassertion of communal rule. Partisan divides between Guelph and Ghibelline factions, though older, left an enduring culture of instability. This background matters to The Decameron’s stress on prudence, adaptability, and distrust of fixed hierarchies. Its urbane tone presupposes citizens accustomed to rapid political turns and the need for wit in negotiating volatile civic life.

The plague—later called the Black Death—reached the Mediterranean in 1347, likely via Genoese trading routes from the Black Sea, and devastated Italy in 1348. Contemporary observers reported extraordinary mortality; Florence may have lost half or more of its inhabitants within months. Traditional bonds frayed as fear, flight, and improvisation altered burial customs, commerce, and neighborhood solidarities. Boccaccio’s famous opening pages, written within a few years of events, catalogue symptoms and social responses with documentary force. Without dwelling on plot, it suffices that the book’s frame of storytelling withdrawal registers how Florentines perceived safety, community, and decorum amid unprecedented loss.

Religious authority in this period was centered on the Avignon Papacy (1309–1377), when the papal court resided in France, provoking complaints of absenteeism and fiscal extraction across Italy. Mendicant orders (Franciscans and Dominicans) were influential in preaching and education, while local confraternities provided mutual aid. The plague sparked penitential movements, including flagellant processions in 1348, which often worried authorities. Within this climate, The Decameron’s satire of clerical hypocrisy aligns with a broader civic critique of corruption and moral laxity, not with disbelief. Its stories register lay expectations of pastoral care and the disappointments when institutional religion appeared compromised.

Florence’s wealth rested on textile manufacture and long‑distance trade. The Calimala (cloth finishers) and Arte della Lana (wool guild) organized production, while merchants spanned Mediterranean markets from Flanders to the Levant. The gold florin, minted since 1252, facilitated international payments. Such a world valued calculation, reputation, and negotiation. The Decameron’s merchants, factors, and brokers inhabit this ethos. Maritime schedules, credit instruments, and commercial risk form the texture of everyday life imagined in the tales. The work’s cosmopolitan reach—from Tuscany to Iberia and the eastern Mediterranean—reflects the geography of Florentine commerce as well as its cultural curiosity.

That mercantile system had recently faltered. In the early 1340s the great Florentine banking houses of Bardi and Peruzzi collapsed after heavy exposure to royal borrowers, including Edward III of England. Defaults and illiquidity rippled through the city’s economy, prompting retrenchment and tarnishing elite reputations. Giovanni Boccaccio, born in 1313 to a Florentine merchant family and trained for commerce, experienced this world’s reversals firsthand, returning from Naples around 1340–1341 as fortunes shifted. The Decameron’s persistent meditation on Fortune—her gifts and betrayals—speaks to a generation that saw prosperity, credit, and status evaporate with alarming speed.

Boccaccio’s formative years in the Kingdom of Naples placed him near the Angevin court of Robert of Anjou (ruled 1309–1343), a cosmopolitan hub connecting southern Italy to Provence and beyond. There he encountered courtly manners, learned circles, and diverse narratives circulating among clerics, jurists, and courtiers. The mixture of aristocratic pageantry and commercial realities that characterizes The Decameron owes much to this environment. The court’s openness to classical revival, music, and romance literature enriched Boccaccio’s sensibilities. When he later wrote in Florence, he fused Neapolitan elegance with Tuscan civic experience, producing a prose that could speak to merchants and nobles alike.

Linguistically and intellectually, the book belongs to early Italian humanism. Dante had demonstrated the literary power of Tuscan decades earlier, and Petrarch—Boccaccio’s contemporary and friend from 1350 onward—advanced a renewed engagement with classical antiquity. Boccaccio chose to write in the vernacular rather than Latin, crafting supple prose that dignified everyday speech and urban experience. At the same time, his learning in Latin authors, especially Ovid, informs themes of desire, rhetoric, and metamorphosis. The Decameron thus mediates between humanist philology and civic storytelling, transforming a learned inheritance into accessible narratives for a lay readership.

Its narrative form draws on multiple traditions. Medieval exempla used by preachers, French fabliaux, earlier Italian novelle (such as those in Il Novellino), and frame‑tale models from the Seven Sages of Rome and Arabic‑Persian collections all contributed patterns of brevity, wit, and moral testing. Mediterranean trade routes carried books and stories alongside spices and cloth, enabling wide diffusion of motifs. In the fourteenth century, reading was often a social event; texts were recited aloud to mixed audiences. The Decameron’s carefully staged performances echo this culture of collective listening and conversation, making narrative itself a social art and a means of ethical reflection.

Social norms concerning marriage and household structure shaped everyday choices. Dowries governed alliances among urban families; guardians managed the property of women; and entry into a convent remained a sanctioned alternative to marriage for some daughters. Many Italian communes, including Florence, issued sumptuary laws to regulate dress and display, seeking to stabilize status markers disrupted by new wealth. The Decameron portrays characters negotiating these constraints, sometimes revealing female eloquence and agency within patriarchal frameworks. Its scenes of courtship, secrecy, and contract illuminate the pressures created by dowry economies and the strategies families used to secure honor and advantage.

The demographic shock of 1348 transformed labor markets. Shortages increased bargaining power for many workers and servants, while elites and city governments attempted to cap wages and prices through ordinances in the early 1350s. Households were reorganized as heirs vanished and properties changed hands more rapidly. Opportunities for artisans and newcomers widened, yet anxiety about disorder rose. In this flux, The Decameron’s interest in clever servants, adaptable artisans, and newly prosperous merchants mirrors post‑plague mobility. The tales register both hope and resentment: the promise of advancement through skill, and the fear that inherited status could no longer guarantee command.

Commercial life depended on laws and instruments that minimized risk. Notaries drafted contracts for partnerships such as the commenda, and bills of exchange enabled transfers across distances. Marine insurance, documented in Genoa by 1347, signaled increasingly sophisticated approaches to maritime hazards. Florentine courts and foreign consulates arbitrated disputes among traders. The Decameron’s plots often pivot on the letter of the law, the credibility of witnesses, and the fine print of promises, reflecting a culture where legal knowledge was practical capital. The moral often rewards ingenuity in navigating rules rather than blind obedience to rank or tradition.

Urban space structured sociability. Florentines mixed in parish networks, neighborhood confraternities, and guild halls, but the elite cultivated otium—literate leisure—in villas and gardens outside the walls. Music, dance, and song marked festive culture, while refined table manners and courteous speech signaled education. The Decameron’s orderly gatherings, with appointed leaders and calendars, adapt this etiquette to storytelling, making decorum itself a subject of performance. Material culture—textiles, spices, fine tableware—indexes trade’s reach and taste’s ambitions. The elegance of settings heightens the contrast with the city’s recent horrors, suggesting artful respite rather than escapist denial.

Medicine remained anchored in Galenic humoral theory, taught at Italian universities such as Bologna and Padua. Physicians prescribed diet, regimen, and purgatives; astrologers offered timing; apothecaries compounded remedies. During the plague, municipal responses were improvised. The city of Pistoia’s 1348 ordinances regulating funerals, clothing of the infected, and trade in secondhand goods exemplify early public health measures. Many such efforts proved limited against the disease. The Decameron shows skepticism toward professional authority—medical and otherwise—without rejecting reason. It registers both the insufficiency of learned remedies and the lay impulse to govern danger through prudence and community rules.

Fourteenth‑century Italians also faced chronic warfare. Rivalries among Tuscan cities—Florence against Pisa or Lucca—combined with the rise of mercenary companies. From the 1340s, “companies of adventure” offered military services to the highest bidder, bringing ransoms, foraging, and insecurity to the countryside. Trade routes were vulnerable to brigandage, and travel required letters of recommendation and cash for tolls and lodging. The Decameron’s itinerant merchants, pilgrims, and agents move through a landscape where opportunity and peril were inseparable. The necessity of quick judgment and flexible identity in such conditions underwrites the book’s admiration for resourceful action.

Boccaccio’s trajectory after The Decameron illuminates its historical moment. From 1350 he cultivated a close friendship with Petrarch, undertook diplomatic missions for Florence, and deepened his classical studies. In 1373 he delivered public lectures on Dante in Florence—among the earliest such university‑style expositions of a vernacular poet—signaling a civic endorsement of Italian letters. His later works adopt more didactic and moralizing tones, reflecting personal piety and changing tastes after the plague years. Read against this arc, The Decameron appears as a product of crisis‑forged urban humanism: worldly, learned, and attentive to the negotiation of earthly goods.

As a historical document, the book registers a society refashioning itself after disaster. It mirrors the institutions that organized Florentine life—Church, guild, court—while exposing their limits under strain. It celebrates ingenuity, eloquence, and mutual aid as civic virtues, and critiques hypocrisy, especially where sacred office or inherited status masks self‑interest. Its cosmopolitan geographies, legal minutiae, and domestic economies preserve the textures of fourteenth‑century experience. By turning survival into artful conversation, The Decameron offers not escapism but a disciplined practice of living together: a critique and a mirror of an age learning to balance pleasure, prudence, and responsibility.
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    Introduction
Giovanni Boccaccio (1313–1375) stands among the principal figures of early Italian literature and humanism. Best known for the Decameron, he also produced a wide range of works in Italian and Latin. Active in the mid-fourteenth century, he moved among mercantile, courtly, and civic settings, drawing on them for subjects and voices. His career bridges medieval narrative traditions and the emerging humanist ethos that prized classical learning, moral inquiry, and polished vernacular style. A close associate of Petrarch and an ardent admirer of Dante, Boccaccio became a mediator between worlds: storyteller, scholar, and advocate for Italian letters.
Boccaccio’s historical significance lies in his shaping of prose Italian and his complex reimagining of narrative form. The Decameron’s frame, crafted amid the trauma of the Black Death, houses varied tales of love, intelligence, and fortune, assembling a social panorama unprecedented in scope. Yet his importance extends beyond that masterwork. He compiled mythographic handbooks, wrote eclogues, allegories, and romances, and helped to legitimize the vernacular alongside Latin learning. His writings circulated widely in manuscript and later in print, informing literary practice across Europe and offering later authors a repertoire of plots, character types, and narrative strategies.
Education and Literary Influences
Evidence for Boccaccio’s early education is fragmentary, but most accounts place his youth between Florence and Naples, within mercantile and courtly milieus. He was likely trained in commerce and exposed to legal studies, experiences that acquainted him with urban life, negotiation, and administrative discourse. In Naples, under the Angevin court’s cultural umbrella, he encountered libraries, scholars, and performers, fostering his literary ambitions. The city’s cosmopolitan character, shaped by Mediterranean trade and court patronage, supplied themes and settings for his early compositions, while also refining his command of Tuscan as a vehicle for narrative prose and verse.
From the outset, Boccaccio read extensively in Latin authors such as Ovid and Virgil, whose myths and rhetorical techniques inform his later compilations. Dante’s Commedia furnished an authoritative model of vernacular ambition; Boccaccio would later write a biography of Dante and lecture on the poem. After 1350, his friendship with Petrarch deepened his commitment to humanist scholarship, manuscript collecting, and philological care. He also fostered the study of Greek by welcoming the scholar Leontius Pilatus to Florence and encouraging Latin renderings of Homer. This blend of classical, vernacular, and living scholarly exchange shaped both his style and his aims.
Literary Career
Boccaccio’s earliest substantial works arose from his Neapolitan years and their aftermath. The prose romance Il Filocolo explores courtly love and adventure through an Italian idiom that experiments with classical motifs. Filostrato and Teseida, narrative poems, adapt chivalric and classical subjects to Italian verse, anticipating later epic and romance traditions. These writings show a sustained effort to craft extended narratives in the vernacular, testing meters, rhetorical devices, and character psychology. They also demonstrate his willingness to treat ancient material not as an antiquarian exercise, but as a living reservoir for contemporary forms and social observation.
During the 1330s and 1340s, Boccaccio broadened his range. The Comedia delle ninfe fiorentine (often called Ameto) interleaves prose and poetry within a pastoral frame, signaling a taste for hybrid structures. The Elegia di Madonna Fiammetta presents an introspective female voice, unusually attentive to emotional nuance and motivation. Amorosa Visione and Ninfale fiesolano continue his experiments with allegory and local legend. Across these works, he refined a flexible Tuscan capable of high rhetoric and ordinary speech, an adaptability that would prove essential to his larger project of representing diverse social registers and the complexities of desire and chance.
The Decameron, composed in the early 1350s in the wake of the plague of 1348, arranges one hundred tales within a ten-day storytelling retreat led by a group of young Florentines. The frame permits shifts among comic, tragic, and exemplary modes, juxtaposing practical intelligence with moral reflection. Boccaccio’s prose is notable for clarity, rhythm, and vivid detail, supporting swift plots and carefully drawn situations. The collection circulated widely, appealing to readers across professions and regions. Its themes and architecture offered later writers a portable model for linked narratives, while its Tuscan helped fix expectations for literary Italian prose.
Alongside his vernacular narratives, Boccaccio produced substantial Latin works that demonstrate humanist method. De mulieribus claris offers biographies of notable women from myth and history, organizing exempla for reflection and moral discussion. De casibus virorum illustrium compiles the rises and falls of renowned figures as a meditation on fortune and civic responsibility. Genealogia deorum gentilium systematizes classical mythology, becoming a reference for poets and scholars. His Bucolicum carmen gathers eclogues that register personal, political, and literary concerns within a pastoral code. Together these texts consolidate classical knowledge for contemporary use, anchoring humanist reading in accessible compendia.
Boccaccio also served Florence on diplomatic and administrative missions, activities that kept him in contact with courts and intellectual circles. His Trattatello in laude di Dante provided one of the earliest biographies of Dante, shaping subsequent views of the poet’s life and works. In the 1370s he delivered public lectures on the Commedia in Florence, portions of which survive in the Esposizioni. Reception of his oeuvre was diverse: the Decameron drew admiration for style and invention and criticism for its candid treatments of bodily and social matters. Petrarch rendered the tale of Griselda into Latin, accelerating its reach; Chaucer later adapted it.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Documented throughout Boccaccio’s career is a commitment to integrating classical erudition with living vernacular culture. He championed Dante as a civic and literary exemplar, making the case that Italian poetry merited public explication and honor. His support for Greek studies, notably through Leontius Pilatus, reflects a conviction that complete humanist education required access to primary sources. Moral reflection, frequently framed through the workings of fortune, permeates his Latin compilations, while the Decameron exposes ethical ambiguities without prescribing simple solutions. Reports of renewed piety in later life, though varied in detail, did not extinguish his engagement with letters and teaching.
Final Years & Legacy
In his later decades, Boccaccio maintained close ties with Petrarch, exchanged manuscripts, and continued revising his scholarly works. Declining health led him to spend more time in Certaldo, where he organized his library and prepared new redactions of the Genealogia and other texts. In Florence in the early 1370s, he undertook public readings on Dante’s poem, an unprecedented initiative in vernacular literary pedagogy. Illness curtailed the series, but his commentary circulated. Boccaccio died in Certaldo in 1375. By then he had completed a body of prose and verse that ranged from experiment and entertainment to reference and moral history.
Boccaccio’s legacy is multiple and durable. The Decameron became a touchstone for framed story collections and informed European narrative from Chaucer onward; individual tales migrated into many languages and stages. His Tuscan prose set standards for clarity and urbanity, while his Latin compendia furnished writers and artists with organized mythic and historical material. His defense of Dante, promotion of public readings, and engagement with Greek studies mark him as a cultural broker at a pivotal moment. Subsequent centuries alternated between moral censure and admiration, but his influence in shaping Renaissance storytelling and humanist scholarship has remained foundational.
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Son of a merchant, Boccaccio di Chellino di Buonaiuto, of Certaldo in Val d'Elsa, a little town about midway between Empoli and Siena, but within the Florentine "contado," Giovanni Boccaccio was born, most probably at Paris, in the year 1313. His mother, at any rate, was a Frenchwoman, whom his father seduced during a sojourn at Paris, and afterwards deserted. So much as this Boccaccio has himself told us, under a transparent veil of allegory, in his Ameto. Of his mother we would fain know more, for his wit has in it a quality, especially noticeable in the Tenth Novel of the Sixth Day of the Decameron, which marks him out as the forerunner of Rabelais, and prompts us to ask how much more his genius may have owed to his French ancestry. His father was of sufficient standing in Florence to be chosen Prior in 1321; but this brief term of office--but two months--was his last, as well as his first experience of public life. Of Boccaccio's early years we know nothing more than that his first preceptor was the Florentine grammarian, Giovanni da Strada, father of the poet Zanobi da Strada, and that, when he was about ten years old, he was bound apprentice to a merchant, with whom he spent the next six years at Paris, whence he returned to Florence with an inveterate repugnance to commerce. His father then proposed to make a canonist of him; but the study of Gratian[1] proved hardly more congenial than the routine of the counting-house to the lad, who had already evinced a taste for letters; and a sojourn at Naples, where under the regime of the enlightened King Robert there were coteries of learned men, and even Greek was not altogether unknown, decided his future career. According to Filippo Villani his choice was finally fixed by a visit to the tomb of Vergil on the Via Puteolana, and, though the modern critical spirit is apt to discount such stories, there can be no doubt that such a pilgrimage would be apt to make a deep, and perhaps enduring, impression upon a nature ardent and sensitive, and already conscious of extraordinary powers. His stay at Naples was also in another respect a turning point in his life; for it was there that, as we gather from the Filocopo, he first saw the blonde beauty, Maria, natural daughter of King Robert, whom he has immortalized as Fiammetta. The place was the church of San Lorenzo, the day the 26th of March, 1334. Boccaccio's admiring gaze was observed by the lady, who, though married, proved no Laura, and forthwith returned his love in equal measure. Their liaison lasted several years, during which Boccaccio recorded the various phases of their passion with exemplary assiduity in verse and prose. Besides paying her due and discreet homage in sonnet and canzone, he associated her in one way or another, not only with the Filocopo (his prose romance of Florio and Biancofiore, which he professes to have written to pleasure her), but with the Ameto, the Amorosa Visione, the Teseide, and the Filostrato; and in L'Amorosa Fiammetta he wove out of their relations a romance in which her lover, who is there called Pamfilo, plays Aeneas to her Dido, though with somewhat less tragic consequences. The Proem to the Decameron shews us the after-glow of his passion; the lady herself appears as one of the "honourable company," and her portrait, as in the act of receiving the laurel wreath at the close of the Fourth Day, is a masterpiece of tender and delicate delineation.

Boccaccio appears to have been recalled to Florence by his father in 1341; and it was probably in that year that he wrote L'Amorosa Fiammetta and the allegorical prose pastoral (with songs interspersed) which he entitled Ameto, and in which Fiammetta masquerades in green as one of the nymphs. The Amorosa Visione, written about the same time, is not only an allegory but an acrostic, the initial letters of its fifteen hundred triplets composing two sonnets and a ballade in honour of Fiammetta, whom he here for once ventures to call by her true name. Later came the Teseide, or romance of Palamon and Arcite, the first extant rendering of the story, in twelve books, and the Filostrato, nine books of the loves and woes of Troilus and Cressida. Both these poems are in ottava rima, a metre which, if Boccaccio did not invent it, he was the first to apply to such a purpose. Both works were dedicated to Fiammetta. A graceful idyll in the same metre, Ninfale Fiesolano, was written later, probably at Naples in 1345. King Robert was then dead, but Boccaccio enjoyed the favour of Queen Joan, of somewhat doubtful memory, at whose instance he hints in one of his later letters that he wrote the Decameron. Without impugning Boccaccio's veracity we can hardly but think that the Decameron would have seen the light, though Queen Joan had withheld her encouragement. He had probably been long meditating it, and gathering materials for it, and we may well suppose that the outbreak of the plague in 1348, by furnishing him with a sombre background to heighten the effect of his motley pageant, had far more to do with accelerating the composition than aught that Queen Joan may have said.

That Boccaccio was not at Florence during the pestilence is certain; but we need not therefore doubt the substantial accuracy of his marvellous description of the state of the stricken city, for the course and consequences of the terrible visitation must have been much the same in all parts of Italy, and as to Florence in particular, Boccaccio could have no difficulty in obtaining detailed and abundant information from credible eye-witnesses. The introduction of Fiammetta, who was in all probability at Naples at the time, and in any case was not a Florentine, shews, however, that he is by no means to be taken literally, and renders it extremely probable that the facetious, irrepressible, and privileged Dioneo is no other than himself. At the same time we cannot deem it either impossible, or very unlikely, that in the general relaxation of morale, which the plague brought in its train, refuge from care and fear was sought in the diversions which he describes by some of those who had country-seats to which to withdraw, and whether the "contado" was that of Florence or that of Naples is a matter of no considerable importance. It is probable that Boccaccio's father was one of the victims of the pestilence; for he was dead in 1350, when his son returned to Florence to live thenceforth on the modest patrimony which he inherited. It must have been about this time that he formed an intimacy with Petrarch, which, notwithstanding marked diversity of temperament, character and pursuits, was destined to be broken only by death. Despite his complaints of the malevolence of his critics in the Proem to the Fourth Day of the Decameron, he had no lack of appreciation on the part of his fellow-citizens, and was employed by the Republic on several missions; to Bologna, probably with the view of averting the submission of that city to the Visconti in 1350; to Petrarch at Padua in March 1351, with a letter from the Priors announcing his restitution to citizenship, and inviting him to return to Florence, and assume the rectorship of the newly founded university; to Ludwig of Brandenburg with overtures for an alliance against the Visconti in December of the same year; and in the spring of 1354 to Pope Innocent VI. at Avignon in reference to the approaching visit of the Emperor Charles IV. to Italy. About this time, 1354-5, he threw off, in striking contrast to his earlier works, an invective against women, entitled Laberinto d'Amore, otherwise Corbaccio, a coarse performance occasioned by resentment at what he deemed capricious treatment by a lady to whom he had made advances. To the same period, though the date cannot be precisely fixed, belongs his Life of Dante, a work of but mediocre merit. Somewhat later, it would seem, he began the study of Greek under one Leontius Pilatus, a Calabrian, who possessed some knowledge of that language, and sought to pass himself off as a Greek by birth.

Leontius was of coarse manners and uncertain temper, but Boccaccio was his host and pupil for some years, and eventually procured him the chair of Greek in the university of Florence. How much Greek Boccaccio learned from him, and how far he may have been beholden to him in the compilation of his elaborate Latin treatise De Genealogia Deorum, in which he essayed with very curious results to expound the inner meaning of mythology, it is impossible to say. In 1361 he seems to have had serious thoughts of devoting himself to religion, being prodigiously impressed by the menaces, monitions and revelations of a dying Carthusian of Siena. One of the revelations concerned a matter which Boccaccio had supposed to be known only to Petrarch and himself. He accordingly confided his anxiety to Petrarch, who persuaded him to amend his life without renouncing the world. In 1362 he revisited Naples, and in the following year spent three months with Petrarch at Venice. In 1365 he was sent by the Republic of Florence on a mission of conciliation to Pope Urban V. at Avignon. He was employed on a like errand on the Pope's return to Rome in 1367. In 1368 he revisited Venice, and in 1371 Naples; but in May 1372 he returned to Florence, where on 25th August 1373 he was appointed lecturer on the Divina Commedia, with a yearly stipend of 100 fiorini d'oro. His lectures, of which the first was delivered in the church of San Stefano near the Ponte Vecchio, were discontinued owing to ill health, doubtless aggravated by the distress which the death of Petrarch (20th July 1374) could not but cause him, when he had got no farther than the seventeenth Canto of the Inferno. His commentary is still occasionally quoted. He died, perhaps in the odour of sanctity, for in later life he was a diligent collector of relics, at Certaldo on 21st December 1375, and was buried in the parish church. His tomb was desecrated, and his remains were dispersed, owing, it is said, to a misunderstanding, towards the close of the eighteenth century. His library, which by his direction was placed in the Convent of Santo Spirito at Florence, was destroyed by fire about a century after his death.

Besides the De Genealogia Deorum Boccaccio wrote other treatises in Latin, which need not here be specified, and sixteen Eclogues in the same language, of which he was by no means a master. As for his minor works in the vernacular, the earlier of them shew that he had not as yet wrought himself free from the conventionalism which the polite literature of Italy inherited from the Sicilians. It is therefore inevitable that the twentieth century should find the Filocopo, Ameto, and Amorosa Visione tedious reading. The Teseide determined the form in which Pulci, Boiardo, Bello, Ariosto, Tasso, and, with a slight modification, our own Spenser were to write, but its readers are now few, and are not likely ever again to be numerous. Chaucer drew upon it for the Knight's Tale, but it is at any rate arguable that his retrenchment of its perhaps inordinate length was judicious, and that what he gave was better than what he borrowed. Still, that it had such a redactor as Chaucer is no small testimony to its merit; nor was it only in the Knight's Tale that he was indebted to it: the description of the Temple of Love in the Parlement of Foules is taken almost word for word from it. Even more considerable and conspicuous is Chaucer's obligation to Boccaccio in the Troilus and Criseyde, about a third of which is borrowed from the Filostrato. Nor is it a little remarkable that the same man, that in the Teseide and Filostrato founded the chivalrous epic, should also and in the same period of his literary activity, have written the first and not the least powerful and artistic of psychologic romances, for even such is L'Amorosa Fiammetta.

But whatever may be the final verdict of criticism upon these minor works of Boccaccio, it is impossible to imagine an age in which the Decameron will fail of general recognition as, in point alike of invention as of style, one of the most notable creations of human genius. Of few books are the sources so recondite, insomuch that it seems to be certain that in the main they must have be merely oral tradition, and few have exercised so wide and mighty an influence. The profound, many-sided and intimate knowledge of human nature which it evinces, its vast variety of incident, its wealth of tears and laughter, its copious and felicitous diction, inevitably apt for every occasion, and, notwithstanding the frequent harshness, and occasional obscurity of its at times tangled, at times laboured periods, its sustained energy and animation of style must ever ensure for this human comedy unchallenged rank among the literary masterpieces that are truly immortal.

The Decameron was among the earliest of printed books, Venice leading the way with a folio edition in 1471, Mantua following suit in 1472, and Vicenza in 1478. A folio edition, adorned, with most graceful wood- engravings, was published at Venice in 1492. Notwithstanding the freedom with which in divers passages Boccaccio reflected on the morals of the clergy, the Roman Curia spared the book, which the austere Savonarola condemned to the flames. The tradition that the Decameron was among the pile of "vanities" burned by Savonarola in the Piazza della Signoria on the last day of the Carnival of 1497, little more than a year before he was himself burned there, is so intrinsically probable--and accords so well with the extreme paucity of early copies of the work--that it would be the very perversity of scepticism to doubt it. It is by no means to the credit of our country that, except to scholars, it long remained in England, an almost entirely closed book. Indeed the first nominally complete English translation, a sadly mutilated and garbled rendering of the French version by Antoine Le Macon, did not appear till 1620, and though successive redactions brought it nearer to the original, it remained at the best but a sorry faute de mieux. Such as it was, however, our forefathers were perforce fain to be content with it.

The first Englishman to render the whole Decameron direct from the Italian was Mr. John Payne; but his work, printed for the Villon Society in 1886, was only for private circulation, and those least inclined to disparage its merits may deem its style somewhat too archaic and stilted adequately to render the vigour and vivacity of the original. Accordingly in the present version an attempt has been made to hit the mean between archaism and modernism, and to secure as much freedom and spirit as is compatible with substantial accuracy.

As to the palaces in which the scene is laid, Manni (Istoria del Decamerone, Par. ii. cap. ii.) identifies the first with a villa near Fiesole, which can be no other than the Villa Palmieri, and the second (ib. cap. lxxvi.) with the Podere della Fonte, or so-called Villa del Boccaccio, near Camerata. Baldelli's theory, adopted by Mrs. Janet Ann Ross (Florentine Villas, 1901), that the Villa di Poggio Gherardi was the first, and the Villa Palmieri the second, retreat is not to be reconciled with Boccaccio's descriptions. The Villa Palmieri is not remote enough for the second and more sequestered retreat, nor is it, as that is said to have been, situate on a low hill amid a plain, but on the lower Fiesolean slope. The most rational supposition would seem to be that Boccaccio, who had seen many a luxurious villa, freely combined his experiences in the description of his palaces and pleasaunces, and never expected to be taken au pied de la lettre.


Proem


Table of Contents


'Tis humane to have compassion on the afflicted and as it shews well in all, so it is especially demanded of those who have had need of comfort and have found it in others: among whom, if any had ever need thereof or found it precious or delectable, I may be numbered; seeing that from my early youth even to the present I was beyond measure aflame with a most aspiring and noble love (1) more perhaps than, were I to enlarge upon it, would seem to accord with my lowly condition. Whereby, among people of discernment to whose knowledge it had come, I had much praise and high esteem, but nevertheless extreme discomfort and suffering not indeed by reason of cruelty on the part of the beloved lady, but through superabundant ardour engendered in the soul by ill-bridled desire; the which, as it allowed me no reasonable period of quiescence, frequently occasioned me an inordinate distress. In which distress so much relief was afforded me by the delectable discourse of a friend and his commendable consolations, that I entertain a very solid conviction that to them I owe it that I am not dead. But, as it pleased Him, who, being infinite, has assigned by immutable law an end to all things mundane, my love, beyond all other fervent, and neither to be broken nor bent by any force of determination, or counsel of prudence, or fear of manifest shame or ensuing danger, did nevertheless in course of time me abate of its own accord, in such wise that it has now left nought of itself in my mind but that pleasure which it is wont to afford to him who does not adventure too far out in navigating its deep seas; so that, whereas it was used to be grievous, now, all discomfort being done away, I find that which remains to be delightful. But the cessation of the pain has not banished the memory of the kind offices done me by those who shared by sympathy the burden of my griefs; nor will it ever, I believe, pass from me except by death. And as among the virtues, gratitude is in my judgment most especially to be commended, and ingratitude in equal measure to be censured, therefore, that I show myself not ungrateful, I have resolved, now that I may call myself to endeavour, in return for what I have received, to afford, so far as in me lies, some solace, if not to those who succoured and who, perchance, by reason of their good sense or good fortune, need it not, at least to such as may be apt to receive it.

And though my support or comfort, so to say, may be of little avail to the needy, nevertheless it seems to me meet to offer it most readily where the need is most apparent, because it will there be most serviceable and also most kindly received. Who will deny, that it should be given, for all that it may be worth, to gentle ladies much rather than to men? Within their soft bosoms, betwixt fear and shame, they harbour secret fires of love, and how much of strength concealment adds to those fires, they know who have proved it. Moreover, restrained by the will, the caprice, the commandment of fathers, mothers, brothers, and husbands, confined most part of their time within the narrow compass of their chambers, they live, so to say, a life of vacant ease, and, yearning and renouncing in the same moment, meditate divers matters which cannot all be cheerful. If thereby a melancholy bred of amorous desire make entrance into their minds, it is like to tarry there to their sore distress, unless it be dispelled by a change of ideas. Besides which they have much less power to support such a weight than men. For, when men are enamoured, their case is very different, as we may readily perceive. They, if they are afflicted by a melancholy and heaviness of mood, have many ways of relief and diversion; they may go where they will, may hear and see many things, may hawk, hunt, fish, ride, play or traffic. By which means all are able to compose their minds, either in whole or in part, and repair the ravage wrought by the dumpish mood, at least for some space of time; and shortly after, by one way or another, either solace ensues, or the dumps become less grievous. Wherefore, in some measure to compensate the injustice of Fortune, which to those whose strength is least, as we see it to be in the delicate frames of ladies, has been most niggard of support, I, for the succour and diversion of such of them as love (for others may find sufficient solace in the needle and the spindle and the reel), do intend to recount one hundred Novels or Fables or Parables or Stories, as we may please to call them, which were recounted in ten days by an honourable company of seven ladies and three young men in the time of the late mortal pestilence, as also some canzonets sung by the said ladies for their delectation. In which pleasant novels will be found some passages of love rudely crossed, with other courses of events of which the issues are felicitous, in times as well modern as ancient: from which stories the said ladies, who shall read them, may derive both pleasure from the entertaining matters set forth therein, and also good counsel, in that they may learn what to shun, and likewise what to pursue. Which cannot, I believe, come to pass unless the dumps be banished by diversion of mind. And if it so happen (as God grant it may) let them give thanks to Love, who, liberating me from his fetters, has given me the power to devote myself to their gratification.

Description of the Plague

-- Beginneth here the first day of the Decameron, in which, when the author has set forth, how it came to pass that the persons, who appear hereafter met together for interchange of discourse, they, under the rule of Pampinea, discourse of such matters as most commend themselves to each in turn. --

As often, most gracious ladies, as I bethink me, how compassionate you are by nature one and all, I do not disguise from myself that the present work must seem to you to have but a heavy and distressful prelude, in that it bears upon its very front what must needs revive the sorrowful memory of the late mortal pestilence, the course whereof was grievous not merely to eye- witnesses but to all who in any other wise had cognisance of it. But I would have you know, that you need not therefore be fearful to read further, as if your reading were ever to be accompanied by sighs and tears. This horrid beginning will be to you even such as to wayfarers is a steep and rugged mountain, beyond which stretches a plain most fair and delectable, which the toil of the ascent and descent does but serve to render more agreeable to them; for, as the last degree of joy brings with it sorrow, so misery has ever its sequel of happiness. To this brief exordium of woe--brief, I say, inasmuch as it can be put within the compass of a few letters--succeed forthwith the sweets and delights which I have promised you, and which, perhaps, had I not done so, were not to have been expected from it. In truth, had it been honestly possible to guide you whither I would bring you by a road less rough than this will be, I would gladly have so done. But, because without this review of the past, it would not be in my power to shew how the matters, of which you will hereafter read, came to pass, I am almost bound of necessity to enter upon it, if I would write of them at all.

I say, then, that the years of the beatific incarnation of the Son of God had reached the tale of one thousand three hundred and forty-eight when in the illustrious city of Florence, the fairest of all the cities of Italy, there made its appearance that deadly pestilence, which, whether disseminated by the influence of the celestial bodies, or sent upon us mortals by God in His just wrath by way of retribution for our iniquities, had had its origin some years before in the East, whence, after destroying an innumerable multitude of living beings, it had propagated itself without respite from place to place, and so, calamitously, had spread into the West.

In Florence, despite all that human wisdom and forethought could devise to avert it, as the cleansing of the city from many impurities by officials appointed for the purpose, the refusal of entrance to all sick folk, and the adoption of many precautions for the preservation of health; despite also humble supplications addressed to God, and often repeated both in public procession and otherwise, by the devout; towards the beginning of the spring of the said year the doleful effects of the pestilence began to be horribly apparent by symptoms that shewed as if miraculous.

Not such were they as in the East, where an issue of blood from the nose was a manifest sign of inevitable death; but in men and women alike it first betrayed itself by the emergence of certain tumours in the groin or the armpits, some of which grew as large as a common apple, others as an egg, some more, some less, which the common folk called gavoccioli[2]. From the two said parts of the body this deadly gavocciolo soon began to propagate and spread itself in all directions indifferently; after which the form of the malady began to change, black spots or livid making their appearance in many cases on the arm or the thigh or elsewhere, now few and large, now minute and numerous. And as the gavocciolo had been and still was an infallible token of approaching death, such also were these spots on whomsoever they shewed themselves. Which maladies seemed to set entirely at naught both the art of the physician and the virtues of physic; indeed, whether it was that the disorder was of a nature to defy such treatment, or that the physicians were at fault--besides the qualified there was now a multitude both of men and of women who practised without having received the slightest tincture of medical science--and, being in ignorance of its source, failed to apply the proper remedies; in either case, not merely were those that recovered few, but almost all within three days from the appearance of the said symptoms, sooner or later, died, and in most cases without any fever or other attendant malady.

Moreover, the virulence of the pest was the greater by reason that intercourse was apt to convey it from the sick to the whole, just as fire devours things dry or greasy when they are brought close to it. Nay, the evil went yet further, for not merely by speech or association with the sick was the malady communicated to the healthy with consequent peril of common death; but any that touched the cloth of the sick or aught else that had been touched or used by them, seemed thereby to contract the disease.

So marvellous sounds that which I have now to relate, that, had not many, and I among them, observed it with their own eyes, I had hardly dared to credit it, much less to set it down in writing, though I had had it from the lips of a credible witness.

I say, then, that such was the energy of the contagion of the said pestilence, that it was not merely propagated from man to man but, what is much more startling, it was frequently observed, that things which had belonged to one sick or dead of the disease, if touched by some other living creature, not of the human species, were the occasion, not merely of sickening, but of an almost instantaneous death. Whereof my own eyes (as I said a little before) had cognisance, one day among others, by the following experience. The rags of a poor man who had died of the disease being strewn about the open street, two hogs came thither, and after, as is their wont, no little trifling with their snouts, took the rags between their teeth and tossed them to and fro about their chaps; whereupon, almost immediately, they gave a few turns, and fell down dead, as if by poison, upon the rags which in an evil hour they had disturbed.

In which circumstances, not to speak of many others of a similar or even graver complexion, divers apprehensions and imaginations were engendered in the minds of such as were left alive, inclining almost all of them to the same harsh resolution, to wit, to shun and abhor all contact with the sick and all that belonged to them, thinking thereby to make each his own health secure. Among whom there were those who thought that to live temperately and avoid all excess would count for much as a preservative against seizures of this kind. Wherefore they banded together, and, dissociating themselves from all others, formed communities in houses where there were no sick, and lived a separate and secluded life, which they regulated with the utmost care, avoiding every kind of luxury, but eating and drinking very moderately of the most delicate viands and the finest wines, holding converse with none but one another, lest tidings of sickness or death should reach them, and diverting their minds with music and such other delights as they could devise. Others, the bias of whose minds was in the opposite direction, maintained, that to drink freely, frequent places of public resort, and take their pleasure with song and revel, sparing to satisfy no appetite, and to laugh and mock at no event, was the sovereign remedy for so great an evil: and that which they affirmed they also put in practice, so far as they were able, resorting day and night, now to this tavern, now to that, drinking with an entire disregard of rule or measure, and by preference making the houses of others, as it were, their inns, if they but saw in them aught that was particularly to their taste or liking; which they were readily able to do, because the owners, seeing death imminent, had become as reckless of their property as of their lives; so that most of the houses were open to all comers, and no distinction was observed between the stranger who presented himself and the rightful lord. Thus, adhering ever to their inhuman determination to shun the sick, as far as possible, they ordered their life. In this extremity of our city's suffering and tribulation the venerable authority of laws, human and divine, was abased and all but totally dissolved, for lack of those who should have administered and enforced them, most of whom, like the rest of the citizens, were either dead or sick, or so hard bested for servants that they were unable to execute any office; whereby every man was free to do what was right in his own eyes.

Not a few there were who belonged to neither of the two said parties, but kept a middle course between them, neither laying the same restraint upon their diet as the former, nor allowing themselves the same license in drinking and other dissipations as the latter, but living with a degree of freedom sufficient to satisfy their appetites, and not as recluses. They therefore walked abroad, carrying in their hands flowers or fragrant herbs or divers sorts of spices, which they frequently raised to their noses, deeming it an excellent thing thus to comfort the brain with such perfumes, because the air seemed to be everywhere laden and reeking with the stench emitted by the dead and the dying and the odours of drugs.

Some again, the most sound, perhaps, in judgment, as they we also the most harsh in temper, of all, affirmed that there was no medicine for the disease superior or equal in efficacy to flight; following which prescription a multitude of men and women, negligent of all but themselves, deserted their city, their houses, their estate, their kinsfolk, their goods, and went into voluntary exile, or migrated to the country parts, as if God in visiting men with this pestilence in requital of their iniquities would not pursue them with His wrath, wherever they might be, but intended the destruction of such alone as remained within the circuit of the walls of the city; or deeming, perchance, that it was now time for all to flee from it, and that its last hour was come.

Of the adherents of these divers opinions not all died, neither did all escape; but rather there were, of each sort and in every place, many that sickened, and by those who retained their health were treated after the example which they themselves, while whole, had set, being everywhere left to languish in almost total neglect. Tedious were it to recount, how citizen avoided citizen, how among neighbours was scarce found any that shewed fellow-feeling for another, how kinsfolk held aloof, and never met, or but rarely; enough that this sore affliction entered so deep into the minds of men and women, that in the horror thereof brother was forsaken by brother, nephew by uncle, brother by sister, and oftentimes husband by wife; nay, what is more, and scarcely to be believed, fathers and mothers were found to abandon their own children, untended, unvisited, to their fate, as if they had been strangers. Wherefore the sick of both sexes, whose number could not be estimated, were left without resource but in the charity of friends (and few such there were), or the interest of servants, who were hardly to be had at high rates and on unseemly terms, and being, moreover, one and all men and women of gross understanding, and for the most part unused to such offices, concerned themselves no farther than to supply the immediate and expressed wants of the sick, and to watch them die; in which service they themselves not seldom perished with their gains. In consequence of which dearth of servants and dereliction of the sick by neighbours, kinsfolk and friends, it came to pass--a thing, perhaps, never before heard of that no woman, however dainty, fair or well-born she might be, shrank, when stricken with the disease, from the ministrations of a man, no matter whether he were young or no, or scrupled to expose to him every part of her body, with no more shame than if he had been a woman, submitting of necessity to that which her malady required; wherefrom, perchance, there resulted in after time some loss of modesty in such as recovered. Besides which many succumbed, who with proper attendance, would, perhaps, have escaped death; so that, what with the virulence of the plague and the lack of due tendance of the sick, the multitude of the deaths, that daily and nightly took place in the city, was such that those who heard the tale--not to say witnessed the fact--were struck dumb with amazement. Whereby, practices contrary to the former habits of the citizens could hardly fail to grow up among the survivors.

It had been, as to-day it still is, the custom for the women that were neighbours and of kin to the deceased to gather in his house with the women that were most closely connected with him, to wail with them in common, while on the other hand his male kinsfolk and neighbours, with not a few of the other citizens, and a due proportion of the clergy according to his quality, assembled without, in front of the house, to receive the corpse; and so the dead man was borne on the shoulders of his peers, with funeral pomp of taper and dirge, to the church selected by him before his death. Which rites, as the pestilence waxed in fury, were either in whole or in great part disused, and gave way to others of a novel order. For not only did no crowd of women surround the bed of the dying, but many passed from this life unregarded, and few indeed were they to whom were accorded the lamentations and bitter tears of sorrowing relations; nay, for the most part, their place was taken by the laugh, the jest, the festal gathering; observances which the women, domestic piety in large measure set aside, had adopted with very great advantage to their health. Few also there were whose bodies were attended to the church by more than ten or twelve of their neighbours, and those not the honourable and respected citizens
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