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Excerpts from article, "Renaissance Man" 

By Joan Acocella - The New Yorker, November 11, 2013   

A new translation of Boccaccio’s Decameron (Norton), by Wayne A. Rebhorn, a 

specialist in Renaissance literature at the University of Texas 

In 1348, the Black Death, the most devastating epidemic in European history, swept 

across the continent. Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-75), at the beginning of his famous 

Decameron, describes its effects on his city, Florence. Many people just dropped dead in 

the street. Others died in their houses, often unattended by their families. Husbands and 

wives, fearing infection, sat and prayed in separate rooms. Mothers walked away from 

their children. Shops stood empty. Churches shut down. An estimated sixty per cent of 

the population of Florence and the surrounding countryside died. 

And so begins the Decameron. Seven young ladies, friends—Pampinea, Filomena, 

Neifile, Fiammetta, Elissa, Lauretta, and Emilia—meet after Mass in Santa Maria 

Novella church. They range in age from 18 to 28, and they are "all related by ties of 

blood, friendship, or neighborhoodship," as described by the narrator. "All were educated 

and of noble blood, fair to look upon, well-mannered and of graceful modesty." 

Let’s get out of here, Pampinea, the eldest, says, to preserve our lives. "Let us go and live 

virtuously in our country houses.... There we shall hear the birds sing, see the green hills 

and valleys... the open Heavens..... The air will be fresher there, we shall find a greater 

plenty of those things necessary to life at this time, and fewer troubles."   

The other women say that they’d love to go, but they think they should bring some men 

along. Soon, the ladies assemble three "pleasant, well-mannered" gentlemen linked to 

them by kinship or by affection—Filostrato, Dioneo, and Panfilo—and the ten young 

people depart at dawn for the countryside. 

The ten agree on a routine. In the morning and the evening, they will take walks, sing 

songs, play musical instruments, dance. They will dine together, enjoying exquisite meals  

with fine wines. Several have brought along their servants to tend to their needs.  They 

decide that each day a different one of the group will be named "chief" and will take 

charge of the proceedings.  In the afternoons, they will sit together outdoors in the shade 

and each will tell a story on a theme the "ruler" chooses for that day, such as generosity, 

magnanimity, cleverness. They will stay together for two weeks. Two days must be 

devoted to personal obligations, and two to religious duties. That leaves ten days. Ten 

tales times ten days: at the end, they will have a hundred stories. That collection, with 

various introductions and commentaries, is the Decameron, one of the greatest works of 

fiction ever written. 
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The First Day: Any subject pleasing to the storyteller 

The Second Day: Those who, after passing through various adventures, reach a happy 

end they had not hoped for 

The Third Day: Those who by their wits obtained something they greatly desired or 

regained something they lost 

The Fourth Day: Those whose love had an unhappy ending 

The Fifth Day: Those lovers who won happiness after grief or misfortune 

The Sixth Day: Those who have retorted a witticism directed at them or with a quick 

retort of piece of shrewdness have escaped destruction, danger or contempt 

The Seventh Day: The tricks played by wives on their husbands, for love's sake or for 

their own safety, whether found out or not 

The Eighth Day: The tricks played every day by men upon women or women upon men 

or men upon men 

The Ninth Day: Tales are told as everyone pleases on whatever subject he or she likes. 

The Tenth Day: Those who have acted liberally or magnificently in love affairs or in 

other matters 

Joan Acocella, article in The New Yorker, continued: 

Boccaccio wrote the book between 1348 and 1352, when the values of the Middle Ages 

(valor, faith, transcendence) were yielding to those of the Renaissance (enjoyment, 

business, the real). The Middle Ages were not over. Boccaccio’s young ladies do not 

assemble in real meadows, where bugs might crawl up their dresses. They gather in ideal 

fields. Birds sing, jasmine perfumes the air, little rabbits come and sit with the young 

people. This is the “pleasant place” of ancient and medieval pastoral poetry, a sort of 

paradise based on the Garden of Eden. 

Social relations, too, are idealized, and imbued with the conventions of medieval courtly 

love. The Decameron has not just one frame—the young people in the countryside—but 

two. In the outer one, Boccaccio speaks to the reader directly. He is writing this book, he 

says, for ladies afflicted by love: “Gracious ladies,” “amiable ladies,” the narrators begin. 

And, whatever the day’s theme, love figures prominently in perhaps nine out of ten tales. 

As in the songs of the medieval troubadours, love ennobles you. For example, in one 

story, a young man known locally as “stupid ass” no sooner falls in love than he begins to 

dress elegantly and to study philosophy. 



Decameron (The New Yorker)                     Page 3 

Boccaccio was not a noble; he was one of the nuova gente, the mercantile middle class, 

whose steady rise since the twelfth century the nobles feared and deplored. Boccaccio’s 

father, Boccaccino di Chellino, was a merchant, and he expected Giovanni to join the 

trade. When the boy was thirteen, his father moved from Florence to Naples to work for 

an important counting house, and took his son with him to learn the business. Boccaccio 

did not enjoy this work, and so his indulgent father paid for him to go to university, to 

study canon law. Boccaccio didn’t like that, either, but during this time he read widely. 

He also began to write: romances in verse and prose, mostly. With those literary credits, 

plus his father’s contacts, he gained entry to Naples’s Angevin court, whose refinements 

seeped into his work. He later said that he had never wanted to be anything but a poet. In 

Naples, he became one. These were the happiest years of his life. 

When he was in his late twenties, they came to an end. Boccaccino had business reverses. 

He and Giovanni returned to Florence, which, at that time, was the capital of Italian 

mercantilism. And so, from the exalted realm of court manners and medieval allegory, 

Boccaccio dropped down into a milieu of calculation and ambition and realism—of 

merchants, after a day’s work, sitting around the fire at an inn, with their boots on the 

grate, talking business and trading stories. The young man no doubt recoiled, and then, 

eventually, he acclimated. Indeed, on the evidence of the Decameron, he came to love 

this rough-and-tumble world. The majority of his tales are about people of the merchant 

class, and the skill they most feature is the one most prized by that class, ingegno: 

cleverness, wit, thinking on your feet. The proles are what give the book its richness,  

humor and vital force. 

Boccaccio’s other main theme is unfraught sex.  Adultery is rampant in the Decameron, 

especially since, at that time, most marriages were still arranged by the families. Some of 

the unchaste are punished. Most important, the miscreants feel no guilt. Even less do 

unpunished lovers feel remorse. They often live happily and, despite their former 

inconstancy, faithfully ever after, either meeting frequently or even, by some means, 

marrying.  

The dominant notes of the Decameron are this realism and cheer and disorderliness.  

Though Boccaccio insists on Renaissance earthiness, he makes room for elegant 

medievalisms. The young people often join hands and do the carola, a circle dance born 

of the Middle Ages. They also, now and then, between tales, deliver long, ornate 

speeches, full of medieval rhetorical flourishes. The tension between the two modes is 

fundamental to the Decameron. 

Another conflict has to do with religion. The young people sometimes make ardent 

professions of faith. Yet Boccaccio is not afraid of blasphemy, and there is almost 

nothing he insists on more than the corruption of the clergy.  

Women are absolutely central to the Decameron, and they are resourceful, direct, and 

frequently saucy. In the words of the medievalist Thomas Bergin, woman as “victim of  
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man’s lust, exploited, betrayed, and abandoned, who has contributed so many pathetic 

pages to world literature, is simply not found in the Decameron.”  

Yet women are also repeatedly defamed in the Decameron. They are “fickle, 

quarrelsome, suspicious, weak, and fearful.” (It is a woman, Filomena, who says this.) 

They are tirelessly lustful. So, in order for life to proceed calmly, women must submit to 

men and, above all, be chaste—the very thing that Boccaccio’s heroines so seldom are.  

Such contradictions have led a number of critics to describe the Decameron as amoral. 

Erich Auerbach, the revered literary historian, says that, as soon as Boccaccio touches on 

anything tragic or even problematic, the book becomes “weak and superficial.” There is 

some truth to this. Many of the stories of day ten, featuring people who become famous 

for their magnanimity, are uninteresting and even ridiculous. You could say that 

Boccaccio erred only when he ventured out of his home territory: realism. That was the 

opinion of Alberto Moravia: that Boccaccio’s values were those of an artist, not a 

moralist. The sheen on the Decameron, Moravia wrote, derives precisely from the book’s 

indifference to ethics, its exclusive focus on the facts.  

Finally, the high spirits of the Decameron have political force. They help make the book 

proto-democratic. Boccaccio probably wasn’t trying to raise the humble. Yet, because he 

clearly liked these people, he did raise them. Most of Boccaccio’s compliments to 

ordinary folk are in the form of language—for example, his bright, piquant presentation 

of their slang. They seem to have a hundred lovely metaphors, with a donkey or a bucket 

or whatever, for everything in life. And, however improper and ribald the goings on in 

the Decameron, the language, while salty, is almost never filthy. Boccaccio is probably 

Western literature’s foremost master of sexual euphemism.  

Medieval writers, like the ancients, considered prose inferior to verse for the purposes of 

imaginative literature. Today, it is the primary medium of literary writing: novels, short 

stories. In Italy, the pioneer of that change was Boccaccio. In the words of one critic,  

“It is no exaggeration to say that Boccaccio almost by himself established the Italian 

language as an effective and supple medium for prose.” 

The other remarkable feature of Boccaccio’s language is that, while its structure may be 

inherited from Latin, the words are Italian. In his time, many educated people still 

regarded the language of everyday life as too rough a medium for an ambitious piece of 

writing. Most literary works were in Latin. In Italy, the banner-carrier in the campaign 

against this policy was Dante. The Divine Comedy was written in the Florentine dialect. 

Boccaccio worshipped Dante and eagerly followed his example. Others, in turn, copied 

him. More and more books were written in the common tongue and about commoners. 

From that seedbed grew the idea that the lives of ordinary people could be described in 

literary language, and thereby ennobled. 
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In the last period of Boccaccio’s life, the post-Decameron years, he lived on a small 

family property in Certaldo, a town outside Florence. Like his father, he never married, 

but he produced a number of illegitimate children. He complained of having no money—

possibly with reason. He went on some diplomatic missions for the government of 

Florence, and he produced a number of reference books, in Latin. He never again wrote a 

substantial piece of prose fiction. 

In the 1350s, just after the Decameron, he underwent a religious crisis. By 1360, he had 

taken holy orders. It is said that he wanted to destroy the Decameron—that he thought it 

was a frivolous and dirty thing. Yet, a few years before his death, he copied the whole 

manuscript out in his own hand. (This is the version used by all modern editors and 

translators.) So he seems to have had some residual pride in this book. Furthermore, he 

could never have taken the Decameron out of circulation. It was already famous. 

Boccaccio is a premier example of that rare species, the one-great-book great writer. I see 

the Decameron as a picture, with the ten elegant Florentines, in their silk gowns and 

embroidered doublets, joining hands and dancing their lovely circle dance, the carola. 

And in the middle of the circle are monks and merchants and painters and prostitutes 

eating dinner and having sex and kicking one another into ditches. In other words, we see 

the Renaissance embraced by the Middle Ages, like a planet orbited by its moons. It is a 

beautiful sight, and also strange. We see it from afar. ♦ 

Published in the print edition of the November 11, 2013, issue. 

Joan Acocella has been a staff writer at The New Yorker since 1995. She is the author of, 

most recently, “Twenty-eight Artists and Two Saints.” 

 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2013/11/11
https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/joan-acocella
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0307275760/?ots=1&slotNum=0&imprToken=a2b9f2ed-1f09-efc5-5e6&tag=thneyo0f-20

