
Excerpts from Boccaccio’s “The Decameron” 
 

The Italian writer Giovanni Boccaccio lived through the plague as it ravaged the city of Florence in 1348. The experience 
inspired him to write The Decameron, a story of people who escape the disease by fleeing to a villa outside the city. In his 

introduction to the fictional portion of his book, Boccaccio gives a description of the effects of the epidemic on his city. 
 

The Breakdown of Social Order 
 

"One citizen avoided another, hardly any neighbour troubled about others, relatives never or hardly ever 
visited each other. Moreover, such terror was struck into the hearts of men and women by this calamity, that 
brother abandoned brother, and the uncle his nephew, and the sister her brother, and very often the wife her 
husband. What is even worse and nearly incredible is that fathers and mothers refused to see and tend their 
children, as if they had not been theirs… 
 
The plight of the lower and most of the middle classes was even more pitiful to behold. Most of them remained 
in their houses, either through poverty or in hopes of safety, and fell sick by thousands. Since they received no 
care and attention, almost all of them died. Many ended their lives in the streets both at night and during the 
day; and many others who died in their houses were only known to be dead because the neighbours smelled 
their decaying bodies. Dead bodies filled every corner…” 

 
Mass Burial 

 
“Such was the multitude of corpses brought to the churches every day and almost every hour that there was 
not enough consecrated ground to give them burial, especially since they wanted to bury each person in the 
family grave, according to the old custom. Although the cemeteries were full they were forced to dig huge 
trenches, where they buried the bodies by hundreds. Here they stowed them away like bales in the hold of a 
ship and covered them with a little earth, until the whole trench was full."  
 

Plague Burial 
 

 
This painting from ca. 1353, by Pierart dou Tielt, depicts citizens of Tournai (Belgium) burying plague victims. 

(Royal Library of Belgium, found at ancient.eu) 
 

https://www.ancient.eu/image/12033/citizens-of-tournai-bury-their-dead/

