
Day 1, Introduction 

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

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

'!his brief pain-I call it brief because it is contained in just a few 
words-will be quickly followed by the sweetness and pleasure that I 
have just promised you and that such a beginning would not, perhaps, 
have led you to expect, had I not explained what is about to happen. 
And truly, if in all honesty I could have led you where I want to go by 
any route other than by such a difficult path as this one will be, I would 
have done so gladly. But because, without recalling these events, I could 
not explain the origins of the things you will read about later on, I have 
been forced by necessity, as it were, to write it all down. 
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Let me say, then, that one thousand, three hundred, and forty-eight 

years had passed since the fruitful Incarnation of the Son of God when 

the deadly plague arrived in the noble city of Florence, the most beau

tiful of any in Italy.1 Whether it descended on us mortals ,through 

the influence of the heavenly bodies or was sent down by God in His 

righteous anger to chastise us because of our wickedness, it had begun 

some years before in the East, where it deprived countless beings of 

their lives before it headed to the West, spreading ever-greater misery 

as it moved relentlessly from place to place. Against it all human wis

dom and foresight were useless. Vast quantities of refuse were removed 

from the city by officials charged with this function, the sick were not 

allowed inside the walls, and numerous instructions were disseminated 

for the preservation of health-but all to no avail. Nor were the humble 

supplications made to God by the pious, not just once but many times, 

whether in organized processions or in other ways, any more effective. 

For practically from the start of spring in the year we mentioned above, 

the plague began producing its sad effects in a terrifying and extraor

dinary manner. It did not operate as it had done in the East, where if 

anyone bled through the nose, it was a clear sign of inevitable death. 

Instead, at its onset, in men and women alike, certain swellings would 

develop in the groin or under the armpits, some of which would grow 

like an ordinary apple and others like an egg, some larger and some 

smaller. The common people called them gavoccioli, and within a brief 

space of time, these deadly, so-called gavoccioli would begin to spread 

from the two areas already mentioned and would appear at random 

over the rest of the body.* Then, the symptoms of the disease began 

to change, and many people discovered black or livid blotches on their 

arms, thighs, and every other part of their bodies, sometimes large and 

• Gavocciolo is a Tuscan word meaning a swelling or protuberance; it is a diminutive 

and derives from the late Latin gaba (Italian gozzo), meaning goiter, crop, throat, or even 

stomach. These swellings are called bubboni in modern Italian and buboes in English 

(from the Greek word for groin or gland), and it is from this term that we get the name of 
the sickness, the bubonic plague. It was also called the Black Death because of the black 

spots on the body that were due to internal bleeding and that Boccaccio will describe in 

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

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

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

which they picked them up between their teeth and shook them against 

their jowls. Thereupon, within a short time, after writhing about as if 

they had been poisoned, both of them fell down dead on the ground, 

splayed out upon the rags that had brought about their destruction. 

These things and many others like them, or even worse, caused all 

sorts of fears and fantasies in those who remained alive, almost all of 

whom took one utterly cruel precaution, namely, to avoid the sick and 

their belongings, fleeing far away from them, for in doing so they all 

thought they could preserve their own health. 

Some people were of the opinion that living moderately and being 

abstemious would really help them resist the disease. They, therefore, 

formed themselves into companies and lived in isolation from every

one else. Having come together, they shut themselves up inside houses 

where no one was sick and they had ample means to live well, so that, 

while avoiding overindulgence, they still enjoyed the most delicate 

foods and the best wines in moderation. They would not ~eak with 

anyone from outside, nor did they want to hear any news about the 

dead and the dying, and instead, they passed their time playing music 

and enjoying whatever other amusements they could devise. 

Others, holding the contrary opinion, maintained that the sur

est medicine for such an evil disease was to drink heavily, enjoy life's 

pleasures, and go about singing and having fun, satisfying their appe

tites by any means available, while laughing at everything and turning 

whatever happened into a joke. Moreover, they practiced what they 

preached to the best of their ability, for they went from one tavern to 

another, drinking to excess both day and night. They did their drink

ing more freely in private homes, however, provided that they found 

something there to enjoy or that held out the promise of pleasure. Such 

places were easy to find, because people, feeling as though their days 

were numbered, had not just abandoned themselves, but all their pos

sessions, too. Most houses had thus become common property, and any 

stranger who happened upon them could treat them as if he were their 

rightful owner. And yet, while these people behaved like wild animals, 

they always took great care to avoid any contact at all with the sick. 
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In the midst of so much affliction and misery in our city, the re~ect 
for the reverend authority of the laws, both divine and human, had 
declined just about to the vanishing point, for, like everyone else, their 
officers and executors, who were not dead or sick themselves, had so 
few personnel that they could not ful1ill their duties. Thus, people felt 
free to behave however they liked. 

There were many others who took a middle course between the two 

already mentioned, neither restricting their diet so much as the first, 
nor letting themselves go in drinking and other forms of dissipation 

so much as the second, but doingjust enough to satisfy their appetites. 
Instead of shutting themselves up, they went about, some carrying 
Bowers in their hands, others with sweet.smelling herbs, and yet others 
with various kinds of spices. They would repeatedly hold these things 
up to their noses, for they thought the best course was to fortify the 
brain with such odors against the stinking air that seemed to be satu· 
rated with the stench of dead bodies and disease and medicine. Others, 
choosing what may have been the safer alternative, cruelly maintained 
that no medicine was better or more effective against the plague than 
flight. Convinced by this argument, and caring for nothing but them· 
selves, a large number of both men and women abandoned their own 
city, their own homes, their relatives, their properties and possessions, 
and headed for the countryside, either that lying around Florence or, 
better still, that which was farther away. It was as if they thought that 
God's wrath, once provoked, did not aim to punish men's iniquities 
with the plague wherever it might find them, but would strike down 
only those found inside the walls of their city. Or perhaps they simply 
concluded that no one in Florence would survive and that the city's 
last hour had come. 

Of the people holding these varied opinions, not all of them died, 
but, by the same token, not all of them survived. On the contrary, many 
proponents of each view got sick here, there, and everywhere. More· 
over, since they themselves, when they were well, had set the example 
for those who were not yet infected, they, too, were almost completely 
abandoned by everyone as they languished away. And leaving aside the 
fact that the citizens avoided one another, that almost no one took care 
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of his neighbors, and that relatives visited one another infrequently, 
if ever, and always kept their distance, the tribulation of the plague 
had put such fear into the hearts of men and women that brothers 
abandoned their brothers, uncles their nephews, sisters their brothers, 
and very often wives their husbands. In fact, what is even worse, and 
almost unbelievable, is that fathers and mothers refused to tend to 
their children and take care of them, treating them as if they belonged 
to someone else. 

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

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

As a result of the plague, it was almost inevitable that pradices 
arose among the citizens who survived that went contrary to their 
original customs. It used to be the case, as it is again today, that the 
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female relatives and next~door neighbors of a dead man would come 

to his house and mourn there with the women of the household, while 

his male neighbors and a fair number of other citizens would assemble 

in front of the house with his male relatives. After that, the clergy~ 

men would arrive, their number depending on the social rank of the 

deceased, who would then be carried on the shoulders of his peers, amid 

all the funeral pomp of candles and chants, to the church he had chosen 

before his death. As the ferocity of the plague began to increase, such 

practices all but disappeared in their entirety, while other new ones 

arose to take their place. For people did not just die without women 

around them, but many departed this life without anyone at all as 

a witness, and very few of them were accorded the pious lamenta~ 

tions and bitter tears of their families. On the contrary, in place of all 

the usual weeping, mostly there was laughing and joking and festive 

merrymaking-a practice that women, having largely suppressed their 

feminine piety, had mastered in the interest of preserving their health. 

Moreover, there were few whose bodies were accompanied to church 

by more than ten or twelve of their neighbors, nor were they carried on 

the shoulders of their honored and e~eemed fellow citizens, but by a 

band of gravediggers, come up from the lower classes, who insisted on 

being called sextons and performed their services for a fee. They would 

shoulder the bier and quick~march it off, not to the church that the dead 

man had chosen before his demise, but in most cases, to the one clos

est by. They would walk behind four or six clergymen who carried just 

a few candles-and sometimes none at all-and who did not trouble 

themselves with lengthy, solemn burial services, but instead, with the 

aid of those sextons, dumped the corpse as quickly as they could into 

whatever empty grave they found. 

The common people and most of those of the middling sort pre~ 

sented a much more pathetic sight, for the majority of them were con

strained to stay in their houses either by their hope to survive or by 

their poverty. Confined thus to their own neighborhoods, they got 

sick every day by the thousands, and having no servants or anyone 

else to attend to their needs, they almost invariably perished. Many 

expired out in the public streets both day and night, and although a 
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great many others died inside their houses, the stench of their decaying 
bodies announced their deaths to their neighbors well before anything 
else did. And what with these, plus the others who were dying all over 
the place, the city was overwhelmed with corpses. 

For the most part, the neighbors of the dead always observed the 
same routine, prompted more by a fear of contamination from the 
decaying bodies than by any charity they might have felt. Either by 
themselves or with the aid of porters, whenever any could be found, 
they carried the bodies of the recently deceased out of their houses and 
put them down by the front doors, where anyone passing by, e~ecially 
in the morning, could have seen them by the thousands. Then the bod· 
ies were taken and placed on biers that had been sent for, or for lack of 
biers, on wooden planks. Nor was it unusual for two or three bodies 
to be carried on a single bier, for on more than one occasion, they were 
seen holding a wife and a husband, two or three brothers, a father and 
a son, or other groups like that. And countless were the times when a 
couple of priests bearing a cross would go to fetch someone, and porters 
carrying three or four biers would fall in behind them, so that whereas 
the priests thought they had one corpse to bury, they would have six 
or eight, and sometimes more. Even so, however, there were no tears or 
candles or mourners to honor the dead; on the contrary, it had reached 
the point that people who died were treated the same way that goats 
would be treated nowadays. Thus, it is quite clear that things which the 
natural course of events, with its small, infrequent blows, could never 
teach the wise to bear with patience, the immensity of this calamity 
made even simple people regard with indifference.3 

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

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

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

• Boccaccio's estimate of the number of deaths due to the plague is somewhat exagger
ated, perhaps for the sake of rhetorical effect. Historians, relying on various fourteenth
century chroniden, think that about 60 percent of the population, or anywhere from 
fifty to eighty thousand people, perished in Florence and the surrounding countryside. 
Boccaccio's interest in rhetorical effect is also evident in the heightened language of the 
following paragraph. 
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Oh, how many great palaces, beautiful houses, and noble dwellings, 

once filled with lords and ladies and their retainers, were emptied of 

all their inhabitants, down to the last little serving boy! Oh, how many 

famous families, how many vast e~ates, how many notable fortunes 

were left without a legitimate heir! How many valiant men, how many 

beautiful women, how many lovely youths, whom Galen, Hippocrates, 

and Aesculapius-not to mention others-would have judged perfectly 

healthy, dined in the morning with their families, companions, and 

friends, only to have supper that evening with their ance~ors in the 

next world!4 

Since my own grief will be increased if I continue to meditate any 

longer on so much misery, I want to pass over what I can suitably 

omit and tell what happened one Tuesday morning while our city was 

in these straits and had been practically deserted. As I later learned 

from a trustworthy person, seven young women, who had just attended 

divine services and who, in keeping with the requirements of the times, 

were dressed in mourning attire, found themselves in the venerable 

Church of Santa Maria Novella, which was otherwise almost empty. 

Each one was the friend, neighbor, or relative of one of the others, 

none had reached her twenty-eighth year or was under eighteen, and 

all were intelligent, wellborn, attractive, and graced with fine manners 

and marvelous honesty. I would tell you their real names, but there is 

a good reason that prevents me from doing so, which is that I do not 

want any of them to feel shame in the future because of the ensuing 

stories, which they either listened to or told themselves. For the rules 

concerning pleasure, which are rather strict today, were then, for the 

reasons I have already given, very lax, not just for women of their age, 

but even for those who were much older. Nor do I wish to supply the 

envious, who are ready to censure the most praiseworthy life, with 

material that might allow them to denigrate the honesty of these wor

thy ladies in any way by means of their filthy gossip. However, so that 

what each one said may be understood without confusion, I intend to 

identify them by means of names that are either wholly, or partially, 

adapted to their characters. We shall call the first of them, who was 

also the oldest, Pampinea, and the second Fiammettai the third and 
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fourth, Filomena and Emilia; then let us say that the fifth is Lauretta 
and the sixth Neifilej and to the last, not without reason, we will give 
the name Elissa.-

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

Pampinea began to ~eak as follows: 
"My dear ladies, we have all heard many times that there is no harm 

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

"Instead, here we sit, in my opinion, as if our sole purpose were to 
count the number of corpses being carried to their graves, or to hear 
whether the friars inside the church, whose numbers have pradically 
dwindled away to nothing, are chanting their offices at the ~eci6ed 
hours, or to exhibit, by means of our clothing, the quality and quan
tity of our miseries to anybody who might show up here. And if we go 
outside, either we see the dead and the sick being carried everywhere 
about us; or we see people, once condemned and sent into exile for 

• On the names and the number of the seven women, see Headnote 1. 
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their misdeeds by the authority of the civil law, mocking that law as 

they rampage through the city committing acts of violence, know

ing that those who enforce the law are either sick or dead; or we are 

tormented by the dregs of our city who, thirsting for our blood, call 

themselves sextons now and go about everywhere, both on horseback 

and on foot, singing scurrilous songs to add insults to our injuries. And 

all we ever hear is 'So-and-so is dead' and 'So-and-so is about to die.' 

If there were anyone left to grieve, we would hear nothing but doleful 

laments everywhere. 

"And when we return home, I do not know whether you have the 

same experience that I do, but since, out of a large household of ser

vants, there is no one left except my maid, I get so frightened that I feel 

as if all the hairs on my head were standing on end. And what terri6.es 

me even more is that wherever I go in the house, wherever I pause for a 

moment, I see the shades of those who have passed away, and their faces 

are not the ones I was used to, but they have strange, horrible expres

sions on them that come from who knows where. For these reasons, 

whether I am here or outside or in my house, I am always anxious, and 

all the more so, because it seems to me that there is no one possessing 

sufficient means and having some place to go to, as we do, who is left 

in the city except us. And as for the few people still around, they make 

no distinction, as I have often heard and seen for myself; between what 

is honest and what is not, and prompted only by their appetites, they 

do what promises them the most pleasure, both day and night, alone 

and in groups. Moreover, I am not ~eaking only of laymen, but also of 

those cloistered in monasteries, who have convinced themselves that 

such wicked behavior is suitable for them and only improper for others. 

Breaking their vows of obedience, they have given themselves over to 

carnal pleasures, and in the belief that they will thereby escape death, 

they have become wanton and degenerate. 

"And if this is so-and it most manifestly is so-then what are we 

doing here, what are we waiting for, what are we dreaming about? Why 

are we lazier and slower than all the other inhabitants of this city in 

providing for our safety? Do we consider ourselves less valuable than 

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

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

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

"Consequently, if you please, I think it would be a good idea for us to 
do what I suggest, taking our maidservants with us and having every
thing we need sent after. We can live in one place today and another 
tomorrow, pursuing whatever pleasures and amusements the present 
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times offer. And if death does not claim us before then, let us go on liv
ing this way until such time as we can perceive the end that Heaven has 

decreed for these events. Just remember that it is no less unseemly for 
us to go away and thus preserve our honor than for the great majority 

of the others to stay here and lose theirs." 
Having listened to Pampinea, the other women not only applauded 

her advice, but were so eager to take it that they were already beginning 
to work out the details among themselves, as though they were going to 

get right up out of their seats and set off at once. But Filomena, who was 

very prudent, declared: "Ladies, although what Pampinea has argued is 

very well said, that is no reason for us rush into it, as you seem to want 
to do. Remember, we are all women, and everyone of us is sufficiently 
adult to recognize how women, when left to themselves in a group, can 
be quite irrational, and how, without a man to look after them, they can 

be terribly disorganized. Since we are fickle, quarrelsome, suspicious, 
weak, and fearful, I am really worried that if we take no guide along 
with us other than ourselves, this company will fall apart much more 
quickly, and with much less to credit to ourselves, than would other
wise be the case. We would be well advised to deal with this problem 

before we start." 
"It is certainly true," said Elissa, "that man is the head of woman, 

and without a man to guide us, only rarely does anything we do accord 

us praise.5 But how are we to get hold of these men? As we all know, 
the majority of our male relatives are dead, and the others who remain 

alive not only have no idea where we are, but are fleeing in scattered 
little groups from exactly the same thing we seek to avoid ourselves. 
Nor would it be seemly for us to take up with those who are not our 

kin. Therefore, if self-preservation is the purpose of our flight, we must 
find a way to arrange things so that no matter where we go in quest of 
fun and relaxation, trouble and scandal do not follow us there." 

The ladies were engaged in their discussion, when 10 and behold, 
who should come into the church but three young men, though none 
so young as to be under twenty-five, in whom neither the horrors of 
the times, nor the loss of friends and relatives, nor fear for their own 

lives had been able to cool down, let alone extinguish, the love they 
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felt. The first was named Panfilo, the second Filostrato, and the last 
Dioneo, all of them very pleasant and well bred" In the midst of all 
this turbulence, they were seeking the solace, sweet beyond measure, 
of catching a glimpse of the ladies they loved, all three of whom just 
so happened to be among the seven previously mentioned, while sev
eral of the others were close relatives of one or another of the men. No 

sooner did they catch sight of the ladies than the ladies caught sight 
of them, whereupon Pampinea smiled and began: "Look how Fortune 
favors us right from the start in placing before us three discreet and 
worthy young men who will gladly guide us and serve us if we are not 
too proud to ask them to do so.n 

Neifile's entire face had turned scarlet with embarrassment because 
she was the object of one of the youths' affections. "Pampinea, for the 
love of God," she said, "be careful about what you are saying. I know 
for certain that nothing but good can be said of anyone of them, and 
I believe they are more than competent to carry out this task. I also 
think they would provide good, honest company not only for us, but 
for many women more beautiful and finer than we are. But since it is 

perfectly obvious that they are in love with some of us here, I am afraid 
that if we were to take them with us, through no fault of theirs or of 
our own, we would be exposed to censure and disgrace." 

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

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

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

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

The place in question was some distance from any road, situated 
on a little mountain that was quite a pleasant sight to see with all its 
shrubs and trees decked out in their green foliage.6 At the top there was 
a palace, built around a large, lovely courtyard, containing loggias, great 
halls, and bedchambers, all of which were beautifully proportioned 
and adorned with charming paintings of happy scenes. Surrounded 
by meadows and marvelous gardens, the palace had wells of the cool
est water and vaulted cellars stocked with precious wines, wines more 
suitable for connoisseurs than for honest, sober ladies. When they got 
there, the company discovered to their great delight that the palace had 
been swept clean from top to bottom, the beds had been made up in 
their chambers, every room had been adorned with seasonal flowers, 
and the floors had been carpeted with rushes. 

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

pinea replied to him gaily: aVery well said, Dioneo. We should have fun 

while we are living here, for that is the very reason we fled our sorrows 

back there. But since things that lack order will not last long, and since 

I am the one who initiated the discussions that led to the formation 

of this fair company, I think that if we are to preserve our happiness, 

we have to choose a leader from among ourselves, someone whom we 

will honor and obey as our superior and whose every thought will be 

aimed at enabling us to pass our time together agreeably. Moreover, to 

allow us all to experience the heavy burden as well as the pleasure of 

being in command, and thereby to prevent those who are not in charge 

from envying the person who is, I think that the burden and the honor 

should be assigned to each of us in turn for just one day. The first ruler 

is someone we should all elect, but as for those who follow, the person 

who has been in charge on a particular day should, when the hour of 

ve~ers approaches, choose his or her successor.· Then this new ruler 

will be free to determine the place where we will go and to dictate the 

manner in which we are to live during the period of his or her reign." 

They were all quite happy with Pampinea's proposal and unani· 

mously elected her ~en for the first day, whereupon Filomena 

quickly ran over to a laurel tree, for she had often heard people say 

that its leaves were quite venerable and conferred great honor on those 

worthy individuals who were crowned with them. Having gathered a 

few branches; she made a magnificent garland of honor, which; during 

the time the company remained together, was placed on each person's 

head as a dear sign of royal sovereignty and authority? 

Once she had been crowned ~en, Pampinea summoned the ser· 

vants of the three men as well as the women's maids, who were four in 

number. She then ordered everyone to be silent, and when they were, 

she said: 

"So that I may begin by setting an example for you all that will allow 

our company to be able to live free from shame and will make our exp~ 

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

'Ve5pers: evening. On the canonical hours. see Headnote:1. 
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choose to stay together, let me first appoint Parmeno, Dioneo's servant, 
as my steward and entrust him with the care and management of our 
entire household as well as everything pertaining to the service of our 
dining hall.s I want Sirisco, Panfilo's servant, to be our buyer and trea

surer and to carry out Parmeno's orders. Tindaro, who is in Filostrato's 

service, shall take care of his master's bedchamber as well as those of 

the other two men whenever their own servants are prevented by their 
duties from doing so. My maid Misia will be in the kitchen full-time 
with Filomena's maid Licisca, where they will diligently prepare all 
the dishes ordered by Parmeno. We want Chimera, Lauretta's maid, 
and Stratilia, Fiammetta's, to act as the ladies' chambermaids and to 

clean all the places we frequent. Finally, if they wish to stay in our good 
graces, we desire and command all of the servants to take care that, 
no matter what they see or hear in their comings and goings, no news 
from the outside world should ever reach us unless that news is good."9 

Having summarily given out her orders, which everyone com
mended, she rose gaily to her feet and declared: "Here there are gardens 

and meadows and lots of other truly delightful spots in which we are 
free to walk and enjoy ourselves. However, at the stroke of tierce, let 
us all return here so that we can eat while it is still cool."· 

After the merry company was given leave to go by the ~een, the 

young men and their lovely companions set off on a leisurely walk 
through one of the gardens, talking of pleasant matters, making lovely 
garlands out of various types of foliage for one another, and singing 

songs of love. Then, when they had $ent as much time there as the 
~en had allotted them, they returned to their lodging where they 
found Parmeno had been quite diligent in carrying out his duties, for 
when they entered one of the great halls on the ground floor, they 
saw that tables had been set up, laid with the whitest tablecloths on 
which there were goblets gleaming like silver, and that the whole room 
had been adorned with broom blossoms. At the ~en's behest they 
rinsed their hands in water and went to sit in the places Parmeno had 

assigned them . 

• Tierce: midmorning. On the canonical hours, see Headnote z. 
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Exquisitely prepared dishes were brought in, the finest wines were 

at the ready, and without a sound the three servants began waiting on 

them. The entire company was delighted that everything was so beau· 
tiful and so well presented, and all through the meal there was a great 

deal of pleasant talk and much good cheer. Since everyone knew how to 
dance, as soon as the tables were cleared away, the ~en sent for musi· 
cal instruments so that a few of their number who were well versed in 

music could play and sing, while all the rest, the ladies together with the 
young men, could dance a carola.* At her request, Dioneo took up a lute 
and Fiammetta a viol,lO and the pair began playing a melodious dance 

tune together, whereupon the ~en, having sent the servants away to 
eat, formed a circle with the other ladies and the two young men, and 
all began dancing at a stately pace. After that, they sang a number of 

pleasant, happy little songs, and continued to entertain themselves in 

this manner until the ~en, thinking it was time for a nap, dismissed 
them. The three young men consequently retired to their bedchambers, 
which were separated from those of the ladies. There they found not 
merely that their beds had been neatly made, but that their room~ were 

as full of flowers as the hall had been, and the ladies made a similar dis· 
covery, whereupon the entire company undressed and lay down to rest. 

Not long after nones had struck, the Q&en got up and had the young 
men and all the other women awakened, declaring that it was harm· 
ful to sleep too much during the day.t They then went off to a little 
meadow where the grass, shaded everywhere from the sun, grew lush 
and green, and where, feeling a gentle breeze wafting over them, the 

~en asked them to sit down in a circle on the green grass. She then 

spoke to them as follows: 
"As you can see, the sun is high, the heat is intense, and nothing 

can be heard but the cicadas up in the olive trees. To take a walk and 
go somewhere else right now would be the height of folly, since it is 
so lovely and cool here, and besides, as you can see, there are boards 
set up for backgammon and chess. However, although we are free to 

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

t Nones: midafternoon. On the canonical hours, see Headnote :1. 
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amuse ourselves in whatever way we like, if you would take my advice 

in this, we should not ~end the hot part of the day playing games, for 

they necessarily leave one of the players feeling miffed, without giving 

that much pleasure either to his opponent or to those who are watch

ing. Rather, we should tell stories, for even though just one person is 

doing the talking, all the others will still have the pleasure of listening. 

And by the time each one of you will have told his or her little tale, the 

sun will be setting, the heat will have abated, and we will be able to go 

and amuse ourselves wherever you choose. Now, if you like what I am 

proposing, let us put it into effect, but if you dislike it, since my only 

desire is to carry out your wishes, let us all go and ~end our time doing 

whatever we please until the hour of v~ers." 

The entire company, the ladies and the young men alike, praised the 

idea of telling stories. 

"Then, if that is your pleasure," said the ~en, "my wish is that, on 

this first day, we should all be free to ~eak on whatever topic each of 

us finds most agreeable." 

Turning to Panfilo, who was seated to her right, the ~en gra
ciously asked him to start things off with one of his stories. Upon 

hearing her command, Panfilo responded with alacrity, and as all the 

others listened, he began ~eaking as follows. 


