
Decameron

“I won’t be so provocative as to call the Decameron a  
novel. Still, that book is one of the first efforts in modern 

Europe to create a large-scale composition in narrative  
prose, and as such it has a place in the history of the novel  

at least as its source and forerunner.”
Milan Kundera

“The first great masterpiece of European storytelling.”
Hermann Hesse

“It wasn’t me who chose the Decameron:
it was the Decameron that chose me.”

Pier Paolo Pasolini

“What struck me about the Decameron, and stayed with  
me, was an impression of almost incomprehensible  
richness. It was not a book you could film, or even  

remember after you had finished reading it, it was only a  
book to be re-experienced over and over.”

Jane Smiley

“One of the greatest writers of all ages.”
The New York Times





Decameron

Giovanni Boccaccio

Translated by J.G. Nichols

ONEWORLD
CLASSICS



oneworld classics ltd

London House
243-253 Lower Mortlake Road
Richmond
Surrey TW9 2LL
United Kingdom
www.oneworldclassics.com

This edition of Decameron first published by  
Oneworld Classics Limited in 2008
English translation, notes and extra material © J.G. Nichols, 2008

This book is published with the support of  the Italian Ministry 
of  Foreign Affairs.

Printed in Great Britain by Cox & Wyman Ltd, Reading, Berkshire

isbn: 978-1-84749-057-5

All the pictures in this volume are reprinted with permission or presumed to be 
in the public domain. Every effort has been made to ascertain and acknowledge 
their copyright status, but should there have been any unwitting oversight on 
our part, we would be happy to rectify the error in subsequent printings.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or 
introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means 
(electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the 
prior written permission of the publisher. This book is sold subject to the 
condition that it shall not be resold, lent, hired out or otherwise circulated 
without the express prior consent of the publisher.



Contents

Decameron 1
First Day 7
Second Day 59
Third Day 153
Fourth Day 229
Fifth Day 293
Sixth Day 355
Seventh Day 387
Eighth Day 441
Ninth Day 517
Tenth Day 559

Notes 642

Extra Material 649
Giovanni Boccaccio’s Life 651
Decameron 655
Select Bibliography 660





Giovanni Boccaccio (1313–75)



The Boccaccio family town house in Certaldo



Page from a fourteenth-century manuscript
of Decameron (vi, 4).



Monument to Giovanni Boccaccio in the
Church of Santi Michele e Jacopo in Certaldo



Decameron





3

This is the beginning of  the Decameron, a book nicknamed Prince 
Galahalt.* It consists of  one hundred tales told in the space of  ten 
days by seven ladies and three young men.

The Author’s Prologue

It is only natural for human beings to pity the afflicted, and pity 
is especially demanded of those who, when they themselves needed 

comfort, found it in others. I am one of those, for if there ever was 
anyone who stood in such necessity, and found comfort precious, and 
even enjoyed it, then I am he. The reason is that from my earliest youth 
right up to the present I have been inflamed beyond measure – much 
more perhaps, were I to tell of it, than might seem appropriate to my 
humble station in life – by an exalted and noble love. And although 
those discerning people who did hear of it praised me and I rose in their 
opinion, it was still very hard to bear. This was certainly not through 
any cruelty of my beloved. It was the result of excessive ardour, caused 
by unrestrained appetite which, because it would not leave me content 
within reasonable bounds, often subjected me to much unnecessary suf-
fering. My suffering was greatly relieved by the consolatory discourse 
of friends, and I firmly believe that without them I should have died. But 
it has pleased Him who is Himself infinite to lay down as an immutable 
law that all the things of this world must come to an end. And so my 
love, which was more fervent than any other and which no strength of 
purpose, no advice, no manifest shame, nor trouble that might ensue 
had been able to destroy or divert, did of itself in the course of time 
lessen. And it lessened to the extent that now there is nothing left of it 
but that pleasure which it normally affords to anyone who does not sail 
too far across love’s deepest waters. The result is that, whereas it used 
to be a burden, now all my trouble has disappeared, and I feel my love 
remains as a delight.

But although the suffering is at an end, I do not therefore forget 
those acts of kindness I once received from people whose goodwill led 
them to feel in themselves the weight of my burdens. I know I shall 
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remember them until my dying day. Gratitude, in my belief, is the most 
commendable of all the virtues, and its contrary most reprehensible. So, 
now that I can say I am at liberty, and in order not to appear ungrateful, 
I mean to offer what little comfort I can in return for the comfort I 
received. And I shall offer it, not to those who helped me (who through 
their own good sense or good fortune do not require it), but to those 
who stand in need of it. And although my support, or encouragement 
perhaps, is probably small consolation, it does nevertheless seem to me 
that it should be offered soonest where the need appears greatest: it 
will do more good there, and there it will be most welcome.

And who will deny that the ladies, with all their charms, need this 
comfort more than men do? For in their tender breasts, in fear and 
shame, they keep their ardour concealed; and how much stronger love 
is when it is hidden than when it is disclosed, they know who have 
experienced it. Besides, restricted as they are by the wishes, the whims, 
the commands of their fathers, their mothers, their brothers, and their 
husbands, they stay shut within the small compass of their rooms, and 
sit there more or less idly, wishing and unwishing in the same instant, 
and turning over various thoughts, which cannot always be happy ones. 
And if in the course of those thoughts some black mood, fanned by the 
flames of desire, should come into their minds, it will certainly remain 
there to their great distress, if some new interest does not drive it away. 
Moreover, they are much less able to endure than men are. When men 
are in love, things are different, as we can see quite clearly. Men, when 
they are afflicted by melancholy or heavy thoughts, have many ways 
of lightening them or expelling them. If they want to, they can take 
a stroll, hear things, and see things, or go fowling, hunting, fishing, 
riding, gambling or trading. All of these pursuits occupy the mind 
more or less, and distract it from troublesome thoughts, at least for a 
time. And then afterwards, in one way or another, there will either be 
some consolation, or the suffering will grow less.

Therefore, in order to atone to some extent for the faults committed 
by Fortune (always more grudging in support of those whose strength is 
less, as we see with the weaker sex), I mean to provide some distraction 
for those ladies who are in love: the others are happy with the needle, 
the spindle, and the wool-winder. I intend to present a hundred tales 
or fables or parables or histories (call them what you like), told over 
ten days by a right-minded group of seven ladies and three young men 
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brought together during the recent deadly plague. And I shall add a 
few of the songs which those ladies sang for their delight. Among these 
stories there will be some of love, both sweet and bitter, and other 
incidents which have chanced in ancient and modern times. Those 
ladies I have mentioned previously will, when they read them, derive 
useful advice as well as delight from the entertaining things revealed. 
For they will realize what courses are to be shunned and what pursued: 
and this realization cannot occur, in my opinion, without their troubles 
passing away. If that does happen (and may God grant that it will), let 
them give thanks to love who, in freeing me from its fetters, has given 
me this opportunity to attend to their pleasure.
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First Day
This is the beginning of  the first day of  the Decameron. The author 
explains why those people who are shortly to appear have come together 
to talk with one another. Then each of  them under the guidance of  
Pampinea speaks on that theme which he or she finds most agreeable.

S ince it crosses my mind, dear ladies, how tender you all are by nature,  
I realize that this present work will seem to you to be starting off 

very seriously, indeed unpleasantly. For I must begin with a sad recol-
lection of the recent deadly plague,* disastrous to all those who saw it 
or heard about it. But I should hate this to put you off from going any 
further, as if everything you read will be to the accompaniment of sighs 
and tears. No, as you approach this horrible beginning, you are like 
walkers faced with a steep and rugged mountain, beyond which there 
stretches a lovely, delightful plain, all the more pleasing after the diffi-
culties of the climb and the descent. And just as happiness always ends 
in distress, so sorrow is overcome by joy.

This brief trial (I call it brief because it can be expressed in few 
words) is followed immediately by that pleasure which I have promised 
to you, which you would not have expected from such a beginning if I 
had not mentioned it. And to tell the truth, if it had been possible in all 
honesty to take you where I want you to go by another route than one 
as rough as this, I would gladly have done so. But since it is impossible, 
without delving into the past, to show how the things you are about to 
read happened, I find myself compelled to set about it.

I must tell you, then, that it was thirteen hundred and forty-eight years 
after the fruitful Incarnation of the Son of God that the distinguished 
city of Florence, more beautiful than any other in Italy, was stricken 
by the deadly plague. This, whether it came through the operation 
of the heavenly bodies or was visited upon the human race by God’s 
righteous anger as a punishment for our sins, originated some years 
before in the East. After claiming innumerable lives, it did not remain 
in one place, but spread disastrously to the West. All human wisdom 
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and precautions were ineffectual against it, even though much refuse 
was cleared out of the city by officials appointed for that purpose, 
all sick people were denied entry, and instructions were distributed 
for the preservation of health. Despite even the humble entreaties so 
frequently made to God by pious people, in processions and in other 
ways, its extraordinarily grievous effects were apparent almost from 
the start of the spring of that year. It did not declare itself as it had in 
the East, where a nosebleed was a sure sign of inevitable death: in both 
men and women, it began with certain swellings in the groin or armpit, 
some of which grew to the size of an ordinary apple, while others were 
egg-shaped and of different sizes. Ordinary people called them buboes. 
These fatal buboes soon spread from those two parts of the body and 
began to appear all over. Then the nature of the symptoms changed, 
and on the arms, thighs, or other parts of people’s bodies black or 
bluish blemishes appeared, some large and far apart and others small 
and close together. These, like the original buboes, were a sure sign 
that anyone who had them would die.

No medical advice or medicines seemed to be effective against this 
disease. Either there simply was no cure, or those ministering to the 
sick (and the number of such ministers had risen sharply, to include, 
beside some who were competent, men and women with no previous 
experience) did not know the cause and for that reason could not 
provide a remedy. And not only did few of those who were taken 
sick recover, but almost all died within three days of the appearance 
of the symptoms, some more quickly than others, and most without 
developing a fever or other complications.

And what made this pestilence worse was that the healthy could 
catch it from the sick merely by being in contact with them, just as fire 
will spread to dry or oily objects when they are too close. And there 
was something else that made it worse still: not only did speaking and 
associating with the sick infect those who were healthy, so that they all 
died together, but merely touching the clothes or anything else which 
the sick had touched or used seemed to transfer the infection.

What I have to say is so extraordinary that, if it had not been so 
often witnessed, and I had not seen it with my own eyes, I could 
scarcely believe it, let alone write about it, even though I had heard of 
it from a trustworthy observer. This pestilence was, as I have said, very 
contagious and, not merely was it clearly passed on from one human 
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being to another but, if something belonging to one who was sick or 
dead of the malady was touched by a creature of a different species, that 
creature became contaminated and in a short time died. With my own 
eyes, as I have just said, I witnessed this on several occasions. One day 
in particular, the rags of a poor man who had died of the disease were 
flung into the street. Two pigs came across them and, as is their way, 
they first nuzzled them with their snouts and then seized them between 
their teeth and shook them against their cheeks: shortly afterwards, 
after writhing about as though they had been poisoned, they both 
dropped down dead upon those rags laid out to their destruction.

Such events and many others like them, and even worse ones, led 
to various fearful fantasies in those who were still alive. Almost all 
tended to arrive at the same callous decision, which was to keep the 
sick and their belongings at a distance, believing that in this way they 
could save themselves. Then some there were who thought that a sober 
way of life was a good method of avoiding infection. So they gathered 
into groups and kept clear of everyone else, shutting themselves up in 
houses where no one was sick and where they could live comfortably, 
consuming choice food and wine in moderation, avoiding all excess, 
not speaking to anyone outside or hearing any news of the dead or 
sick, but enjoying music and what other pleasures they could muster. 
Others, drawn into a contrary opinion, declared that heavy drinking, 
pleasure-seeking, and going round singing and enjoying themselves, 
gratifying every urge and making mock of what was going on was the 
best medicine for such a serious disease. And as far as possible they took 
their own advice, drinking day and night to excess, going from inn to 
inn, or more often into people’s houses, though only those where they 
heard what they wanted to hear. This was easy to do because many 
people, presuming they had not long to live, had abandoned their 
possessions along with themselves, so that most houses had become 
common property, and strangers, as they happened to come along, 
treated them as if they were their own. Yet these people, despite their 
brutish state of mind, took care to avoid the sick as far as possible.

In this great affliction that befell our wretched city all respect for 
lawful authority, human and divine, had been destroyed: those who 
should have seen that it was upheld were, like all the others, either dead 
or sick or with scarcely any subordinates left to perform their duties. So 
everyone did as they liked. Many people kept to a middle path between 
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the two extremes I have mentioned, neither restraining themselves as 
much as the first, nor giving themselves up to such drunkenness and 
other dissipation as the second, but eating and drinking just what 
they needed, and not shutting themselves up but going about outside, 
carrying flowers, or fragrant herbs, or different kinds of spices, which 
they often raised to their noses. They thought it best to solace their 
brains with such scents, because the atmosphere reeked with the stench 
of dead bodies, disease and medicine. Others held to a more heartless 
opinion, although one that was also perhaps more accurate, saying 
that there was no better safeguard against the pestilence than to flee 
before it. Impressed by this argument, and caring for nothing but their 
own skins, many men and women abandoned their city, their houses, 
their lands and their possessions, and went into the countryside around 
Florence, and even beyond. Perhaps they imagined that God’s anger 
was not aroused in order to punish men’s wickedness with that plague 
wherever they were, but only to strike those who happened to be within 
the walls of the city; or perhaps they thought that no one would be left 
in the city and that its last hour had come.

Not all who held these various opinions died: not all of them escaped 
either. Indeed many of every opinion died everywhere and, having set 
an example when they were healthy to those who were unaffected, they 
perished more or less abandoned to themselves. And it was not just a 
matter of the citizens avoiding each other, and most neighbours having 
no thought for anyone, and relatives keeping at a distance and seldom or 
never visiting. These tribulations had instilled such fear into the people 
that brothers abandoned each other, uncles abandoned their nephews, 
sisters abandoned their brothers, and wives frequently abandoned their 
husbands. And there is something else which is almost incredible: fathers 
and mothers were loath to visit and care for their children, almost as 
if they did not belong to them. And so those who fell ill – of which 
there was an innumerable multitude – had to have recourse to the charity 
of friends (and they were thin on the ground) or to the avarice of their 
servants. There were, moreover, few servants left, despite the excessive 
wages they could command, and those who did remain were uneducated 
men and women, and seldom used to performing such services: they did 
little more than hand necessary articles to the sick, or watch over them 
while they died. And, as they were discharging such duties, many of 
them lost their own lives as well as their wages.
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