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In the Decameron prologue, Boccaccio claims that his “grim opening” describ-
ing life in plague-ravaged Florence is to be thought of as “a steep, rugged mountain
beyond [which] lies a most enchanting plain” (7). Having toiled on the mountain,
the traveler/reader will appreciate all the more the refreshing contrast of what lies
beyond. In applying these lines to his own work, Boccaccio may be alluding to
Dante’s images of the Mount of Purgatory and of the Paradise beyond.! But by
explicitly introducing this metaphor to his reader, Boccaccio also seems to raise
the question of whether, from a human point of view, the mountain indeed can
be separated from the plain; whether a clear distinction can be made between suf-
fering and relief. Simply by assigning a name and a function to a place, can we
assure its stability or be certain everyone will use that space in a similar way, under-
standing its relation to themselves and to others in the same way? It is an episte-
mological problem of perspective that Boccaccio’s work repeatedly returns to, so
that what seems obvious and certain is called into doubt.

What the reader discovers in the description of plague-ridden Florence is
a breakdown of order and a questioning of a world that the people of Florence
thought they knew. The Florentines’ skepticism and uncertainty is reflected in
part through the collapse of traditionally organized sacred space: places have the
same name, but no longer the same character or function; familiar locations are
abandoned for new places in which a new beginning and a new order are sought.

This essay examines images of distorted, confused, managed, and created space
which run throughout the Prologue and the tales of the Decameron, in particular
the story of Andreuccio da Perugia (2.5). This comic tale has been celebrated for
its humor and as a clever illustration of the theme set by Philomena for the second
day, “how a person who has been thwarted by fortune comes to a happy ending
that defies his expectations” (62).2 It is a tale less often linked to the problems of

! For a broad survey of the influence of Dante on 7he Decameron, see Hollander. See notes below for
critical observations on Boccaccio’s allusions to Dante in the Decameron’s use of gardens (note 9) and in
Andreuccio’s tale (notes 2 and 15).

2 Grudin sees Andreuccio’s tale as “a coming-of-age parable” (37), reading Boccaccio in light of Cicero,
especially his concept of ingegno, the human capacity for creativity and inventiveness (4). Marino, argu-
ing that “Andreuccio’s appeal . . . does not depend so much on the novella’s realism as on its myth-like
function and structure” (220), reads Andreuccio as a successful and pleasing example of a literary type,
the trickster. In Ferrante’s structuralist reading of the book, Andreuccio’s story about a “hero’s capacity
to deal with his fate” is well-suited to its position in the middle of Day II’s exploration of “the workings
of fortune” (589), where story IL.5 is a bridge between two kinds of stories: “First Andreuccio acts like a
fool and suffers; then he begins to act with cunning and makes up his losses” (589). For Mazzota, the
story functions as a parody of Dante’s writing on Fortune (206, 208); and the structure of the tale itself is
notable for the way in which “the movement of the story mimes the circulation of Fortune” (208). Seeing
the tale’s structure less in terms of fortune and more in terms of “commutative justice”, the justice of equal
exchange, Langer argues for the tale as a pleasing, if amoral, well-balanced comedy: “It does not matter that
Andreuccio is a gullible fellow, or that he ends up becoming a thief . . . . The conclusion is satisfying
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anxiety, ambiguity, and disorder that are evident elsewhere in the book.> However,
in the following close-reading, I suggest that, in addition to being a well-told and
pleasing tale, Adreuccio’s story raises concerns about interpretation and indeter-
minate meaning.

In particular, I suggest the arrangement and significance of the space in this
tale deserves closer critical inquiry.* A sense of perversion and of distortion re-
quires that an initial perception be defined as normal and proper, just as a state of
fear must follow from a perceived state of safety. For the Prologue’s description
of Florence to have power, the reader must have some kind of expectation about
the proper function and nature of cities, an impression of normal life. Like the
Prologue, Andreuccio’s story disrupts a reader’s most basic expectations of how cer-
tain locations (like wells and tombs) function, distorting the most basic meanings
of such spaces. I argue that, through such disruption and distortion, Andreuccio’s
tale reminds us how, with the freedom that comes from living in depopulated
spaces, Boccaccio’s narrators tell stories that testify to the simultaneous pleasure
and anxiety such freedom brings; and how, for Boccaccio, the disruption of sacred
space results in a boundless and potentially terrifying freedom to interpret space
as one wishes.

Such distortion of space and its meaning is apparent even before the brigara
leaves the city and is established early as a significant theme in the book; so, before
turning to Andreuccio, I examine the description of plague ravaged Florence in
Boccaccio’s introduction.

The Plague: Distorting Space and its Meaning

The plague which reached Florence in 1348 challenged the medieval con-

because the essential transaction, five hundred florins for a ruby ring, was equal . . .. [Cllosure is achieved
only when commutative justice has been done” (326).

3 In passing, Mazzota observes: “the city of Naples is ironically twisted into a disorienting space where
all directions are confused. This land of unlikeness is triggered by Andreuccio’s vainglory . . .. Boccaccio
seems [to suggest that] the gap between the semblance of things and their meaning can never be bridged”
(209). On this point, see also Singer 43. Where Mazzotta suggests these twists ultimately serve the comic
purposes of the story and reinforce its thematic treatment of fortune (because the “only order in such a
world of dissemblance and instability is the regularity of Fortune’s shifts” [209]), T look further at how the
disrupted and distorted space creates anxiety about interpretation and story-telling itself.

4 Some critics have looked at the significance of the tale’s geography in terms of the cultural difference
between Naples and Perugia (where Andreuccio is from); see Marino 224-26. In an essay exploring dif-
ferences in sanitation policy and practices in geographically and culturally distinct Naples and Perugia,
Fritz-Morkin notes the significance of the well and of the privy visited by Andreuccio (35-6; 45-6). But
to add to these largely secular readings, my analysis looks at the philosophical and exegetical significances
of the well, tomb, and other spaces themselves.
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ception of what was possible, what could be known and predicted. The experi-
ence paved the way for a new skepticism that affected (or infected) the early
[talian humanists’ view of history and theology.” With the breakdown of moral
order comes the collapse of rational certainty and of confident expectation and
interpretation.® With the cause and meaning of the plague in doubt, causality
and significance elsewhere erode. I suggest we see this problem figured by Boccaccio
in the collapse of clearly defined space in the Decameron. For there are no distinct
sources of light and of darkness in the Decameron to be illuminated or darkened by:
no distinct heaven or hell, no pure gardens or dank prisons. There is merely space

7 Once perceived, this space is not received as a

to be perceived by the reader.
defined particularity, but a blank to be interpreted like an infinite plane without
the foci of pre-rendered geometry to structure it. Such space is only meaningful,
only significant, after meaning has been given to it by the observer (be he or she
one of Boccaccio’s characters, narrators, or readers). Light and dark come to the
observer not from without, but from within. In the confusion of plague-ridden
Florence, imaginative space (the poet’s space and that of his reader) is now the
most sacred, because it is here that light and dark are to be found. One’s inter-
pretation of a given space becomes a reflection of the light and dark in one’s own
mind. The church can be a place of light, but only if one so chooses; similarly, the
grave is dark or tragic or comic or revelatory depending on the mind’s chosen focus
and the narrative it subsequently constructs. Where the careful construction of
a Gothic cathedral guides the observer and illumines the mind to the significance
inherent in the church’s architecture, in the Decameron significant architecture has
been obscured, its directed meaning lost. Instead of space imposing order and
meaning on the observer, order is now imposed and place given significance by

the observer.®

> For an account of the impact that living through the plague had on the philosophical outlook of
Boccaccio and Petrarch, see Kircher 46-141. See also Levenstein, who discusses the relation between the
plague and human desire, viewing both as forces of disruption (313). On the plague’s effect on Boccaccio’s
view of death and his interest in death as a subject for art, see Usher, “Ars Morendi”; in particular, on Boc-
caccio’s use of the “mundus inversus” topos (where the city is “no longer a society of men but of animals”)
in the introduction, see 622. For an account of how the plague affected architecture and the urban setting
of Florence itself, leading to the “violations of domestic and personal space” (49) observed by Boccaccio’s
narrator, see Burroughs’ second chapter on “Domestic Architecture and Boccaccian Drama” 47-9.

¢ On the Boccaccio narrator’s assessment of the causes of the plague, see Gumpert 195-8.

7 What gardens there are can be interpreted symbolically in the locus amoenus (“pleasant place”) tra-
dition (as in Kern) and as symbols of paradise in an allegory of the soul’s progress (as in Kirkham); but,
as I suggest below, the text qualifies such garden spaces and subverts any positive, absolute, reading of the
gardens (in particular, see notes 9 and 10). The point here is that, whatever the potential significance of the
space for a reader, the Decameron itself offers its reader only ambiguous space.

8 While I explore below the anxiety attendant on this collapse of order, there is, of course, potential for
literature and storytelling to play a positive role in the aftermath of plague. On the Decameron’s relation
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A good example of a space altered by narrative and perception is the church
in which the brigata meets. During the plague, that church is no different from
any other space in Florence. Initially the ladies go to hear the divine service, but
eventually they “left off telling their beads and began discussing life from various
angles” (15). The space itself does not impact their discussion (which is more a
rational, philosophical inquiry than a spiritual meditation). As for the men, they
come to the church well after the service is over, not to pray, but to find the ladies:
“they had come in search of their loved ones for the consolation of their company
in these disastrous times” (18). The church, then, is no longer itself a place of reli-
gious consolation and its architecture no longer capable of guiding and illumi-
nating the observer’s thought. Without compelling the visitors to make particular
reference to the church or the principles upon which it was built, the building is merely
space for a lovers’ assignation or space to philosophize about one’s situation (o, as
the ladies do, to rationalize one’s actions). The church is no longer an objective sig-
nifier of sacred space; the meaning of the church is now determined by observers,
in this case, the brigata.

One could argue that the brigata’s retreat to the gardens outside the city is,
in a sense, a recovery of a stable place, after the moral and interpretive uncertainty
of Florence and its churches:

There we can hear the birds sing, and watch the hills and plains turn green; there are
fields like a sea of waving corn, and all sorts of trees, and a nice open sky to look at:
the heavens may be scowling at us but they still won't refuse us their glimpse of eternal
beauty — and that is a great deal more beauty than we'll ever find staring at the empty
buildings in this city! (17)

Read figuratively in light of Dante, the gardens of the cornice (the Decameron’s
frame narrative) can be read as ideal spaces and the brigata’s movement from garden
to garden as both physical and spiritual progression.” Yet even this space is qualified:

to plague treatises and potential influence on later medical practice (as a model for psychological therapy
during plague), see Marafioti. For Gumpert, the power of Boccaccio’s stories to reassert order is positive,
if somewhat qualified: “not a return to some pristine . . . domain; [narrative] is, rather, a new and entirely
pragmatic way of ordering existence: just a way to get to the end of another day” (195).

9 On Boccacio’s gardens as part of the locus amoenus (“pleasant place”) tradition, see Kern 508-09 and
Stillinger 302-03; and (on Boccaccio’s desire to create a retreat from a corrupt world) Usher “Frame and
Novella Gardens” 276. On Boccaccio’s parody of gardens in Dante, Romance of the Rose, and other me-
dieval sources, see Stillinger 310-11; and also (on the movement of the brigata from garden to garden
as a form of Dantean spiritual progression) Kern 522. Kirkham sees the whole of the cornice as an allegory
of the human soul (2); see 1-2 on why reading the frame in allegorical terms, as opposed to seeing it as mere
exposition or as only a pleasing aesthetic addition, is crucial. In a secular and utopian reading, Kuhns suggests
that “once beyond the plague in Florence, Boccaccio can sustain a . . . worldly storyworld, because of the
removal to secluded gardens, and his characters laugh far more than they weep” (94); and in this idyllic
space Boccaccio is free to leave Dante’s theology and structure aside and focus on “the search for a coher-
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“Of course the labourers in the fields are dying just as the townsfolk are, but as
there are fewer houses and fewer people about than we have here in town, it’s all
that much less distressing” (17). Thus while the countryside provides “a glimpse”
of divine (“eternal”) beauty, the power to re-impose order lies with the members of
the brigata themselves, more specifically, with the stories they tell. Pampinea no-
tably begins her discussion of the city and country while she is still in the church,
thus beginning this process of redefinition and re-ordering even before they arrive
in the countryside and its gardens. As in the case of the church and its architecture,
the space of the garden itself has only limited influence on the observer; the real
power lies with the observer who imposes a narrative on the space. In this green
place of (partial) light, the narrators of the brigata use the imaginative space(s) of
their stories at once to test the limits of traditional codes of behavior and at the same
time to reassert a measure of control over a world of ill-defined space and confused
perspective. It is only a measure, though. Eventually they have to return to the city;
and, despite the fact that their life in the countryside is orderly and well-managed,
the stories themselves continue to reflect the moral and epistemological uncertainty
evident in the Prologue.!”

The brigata members are free to discuss the stories, but the freedom and
pleasure of that discussion must still be attended by the anxiety of never being able
to shake the skepticism with which the brigata (and the reader) started. Given
this lingering skepticism and doubt, the bedroom is the most significant space
other than churches in the Decameron stories. Unlike the church or the grave, the
bedroom has fewer definite preconceptions associated with it. An ambiguous space
of privacy and intimacy, of rest and exertion, it is always a grey space, full of po-
tential, a human space open to propriety or to sin. For the Decameron narrators,
the bedroom is a locus of freedom and danger; at once liberating and de-
humanizing (the devolving of man and woman into stallion and mare in 9.10
being the most notable example).

The book itself is a contemplative space, a locus which helps to concentrate
our thoughts, but, like a bedroom, it proves an ambiguous space, offering glimpses
both of light and dark, good and evil. It lacks the comforting solidity and reassuring

ent community, really, as we would say, Utopian, partially realized in some of the stories but completely
realized in the book as a whole” (94). Similarly, Harrison argues for the gardens as an expression of
Boccaccio’s “Epicureanism” (83) and suggests the gardens are, like the stories themselves, ideal aesthetic
spaces sharing a “magic” which “transfigure[s] the real even as they leave it apparently untouched” (95).

10 On the limits to the idealism of the garden retreat and the brigata’s return to the city from the gar-
dens at the end, see Usher “Frame and Novella Gardens” 279; also 280, 283-84 on how the gardens in
stories sometimes contrast with the ideal gardens in which the érigata narrators exist when characters in
the stories misuse the potentially ideal space of a garden.
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foundations of a Gothic Cathedral, with grand windows helping to illuminate
and restore the weary soul, yet does not invite the despair of a dark sealed tomb.
The narrative space replaces these concrete structures because it can no longer
locate them undiluted and uncorrupted in its observation of a distorted world.!!

That is to say, to a certain extent, space is homogenized, no space particularized
or rendered distinct from any other. In Mircea Eliade’s term, space is “desacralized”
and therefore without particular meaning.!?> Noting that Eliade did not equate
“religious man” with “Christian man” (quite the opposite, in fact), Harrington’s
summary of the distinction between the sacred and profane view of space is useful:

For the religious man, both house and temple are sacred places, and so break up the
otherwise homogeneous space in which human beings move. Their sacred character
provides orientation through which all other motion becomes comprehensible . . . .
In homogeneous space, objects have position only relative to each other, just as in geo-
metrical space. One point of a triangle may be above the base, but none of its points is
‘above’ without qualification. Their space has no center from which such a direction
could be meaningful . ... (8)

For Eliade, the consequence of this change in our relation to space is that
modern human beings, lacking sacred space, give up power to industrial society
which provides the direction once provided by sacred space.

Eliade, writing from a modern perspective, describes a loss of sacred space
similar to, though not exactly the same as, the loss apparent in the Decameron.
Boccaccio, of course, is not writing in the modern world Eliade describes, an in-
dustrialized world that has lost its concept of the sacred place. At most, fourteenth-
century Italy is in the process of losing that concept or, rather, because of the dev-
astation of the plague, experiencing a challenge to the notion of the sacred. Boc-
caccio’s narrator is not so much a profane being who has forgotten the sacred and
no longer able to comprehend meaning in space (as in Eliade), as much as a reli-
gious being whose comprehension of space has been radicalized. The tragic power
of the Prologue and the comic irony of many of the tales depend on our perception
of the perversion of space, the distortion of interpretative expectation. Thus where

11 As noted above, readers like Kirkham see the framing of the whole book as a potential means of
responding to the problem of subjectivity and disorder, a way of re-ordering the world. But that very
framing, with its multiple narrators and perspectives, opens up the possibility of further disorderly sub-
jectivity. On this old debate over whether the book as a whole has a stable structure and, if so, whether
Boccaccio offers the reader an objective moral veiwpoint from which a reader might draw clear lessons
(about ethical behavior, for example), see Migiel.

12 Mircea Eliade’s The Sacred and the Profane explores the loss of the concept of sacred place in the
modern world. See Harrington 1-14 for a discussion of Eliade and Heidegger’s attempt to recover con-
cepts of “place” and “sacred place” in the 20 century. For a more general discussion of differences between
medieval and modern perceptions of space, see Westphal 1-4.
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Eliade’s concern is with the loss of freedom and imagination in modern life,
Boccaccio’s concern is with the opposite, with the possibility that the collapse of
sacred space will open boundless, and therefore dangerous, freedom to interpret
the world as one wishes.!?

The power of the Prologue comes in part from the assumption that cities
should not be empty, that human beings should not be dying in the streets, that
a church should be a place of prayer rather than an assignation point for lovers.
The narrator’s inability to determine the significance of this disruption (to give
a clear moral interpretation of it) adds to the reader’s disorientation. The story
discussed below—the black comedy of Andreuccio of Perugia (2.5)—depends on
a reversal of the reader’s most basic (pre-)conceptions of the purpose and the nature
of a tomb sealed in darkness.

Epistemological and Exegetical Limbo: The Spaces of Decameron 2.5

Similar to the Prologue, Andreuccio’s story is an encounter with disrupted
space and shifting meanings. The story challenges a reader’s most basic assump-
tions about how certain locations (like wells and tombs) function, and so prob-
lematizes our interpretation of such spaces. I argue that, through such disruption
and distortion, Andreuccio’s tale reminds us how, for Boccaccio, the freedom to
use and to interpret such spaces can prove unsettling.

In the fifth story on day two, Andreuccio suffers three falls into darkness:
once into a privy, once into a well, once into a tomb. Leaving his home in Perugia
on a business trip (to trade horses) and visiting Naples for the first time, An-
dreuccio is tricked by a prostitute into believing she is his long-lost half-sister.
While he is staying at her home, the board in the privy breaks and he falls into
the alley below; she takes the opportunity to rob him of money and clothes.

13 The space of the church has been “transgressed”, to use Westphal’s geocritical terminology (43).
But I would suggest that, from the Decameron narrator’s perspective, the problem is not just that the norm
of one particular church and its sacred space has been violated or trangressed. The narrator implies that
the plague was so widespread and so devastating that the whole Florentine community experienced a dis-
tortion in the meaning of that sacred space, becoming uncertain as to whether there was in fact a sacredness
to space which could be violated. In this moment, the narrator seems more like Westphal’s post-modern
observer of space. Westphal distinguishes between the post-modern understanding of space (“Everything
is now relative, even the absolute” [1]) and the medieval (“Space and the world in which it unfolds are the
fruits of a symbolic system” [1]), using Dante and the symbolic spaces of the Commedia as the prototypical
medieval example. His choice of Dante over Boccaccio (who is not mentioned in the book) is perhaps
because Boccaccio does not quite fit that medieval/modern dichotomy. To observe an anxiety about the
instability of space is not to impose a modern perspective on Boccaccio’s medieval text, for the anxiety is
there in the narrator’s prologue (and, as I argue, carried over into Andreuccio’s tale).
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Unable to get back in the house, he hides in a dark empty hut to escape men
carrying a lantern, whom he takes to be police. They turn out to be two thieves,
who allow Andreuccio to join them, though they insist on first dropping him
down a well to get the foul stench off of him. Having emerged from the well, he
then heads into a tomb in which a wealthy archbishop has been recently interred.
Double crossing him, the thieves lock him inside until a second raiding party, led
by a priest, re-opens the tomb and runs away in fear when Andreuccio reaches
out and grabs one of them by the leg. Andreuccio is able to escape from the open
tomb, along with the arch-bishop’s ring, his trip having earned him some money,
if not quite in the way he expected.

The theme for the second day, set by Queen Philomena, is the reversal of
fortune: “from the beginning of time people have been subject to the whims of
Fate, and so shall they be till the world ends; and your stories are all to show how
a person who has been thwarted by ill fortune comes to a happy ending that defies
his expectations” (62). This preoccupation with fortune and its constant shifts is,
like uncertainty about history and about human perception, another consequence
of living through the plague. But also notable in this story is the fascinating
distortion and redefinition of space which results in the bedroom becoming a space
of theft (valuables placed there in safe-keeping while Andreuccio goes to the privy
are stolen) and of unrest (agreeing to stay in the prostitute’s bedroom leads to An-
dreuccio’s long night in which he never does get a chance to sleep); results in the
privy becoming a mixing of waste and the body instead of the usual and desired
separation of the twoj; results in the grave becoming a source of wealth and also
of life; results in a well offering up in its bucket the fetid body of Andreuccio in
place of refreshing water.

As these characters make their uncertain way in a world which allows such
radical disturbances of space, so the reader is left to linger in an uncertain exe-
getical state: how should the reader interpret such transformations of place? We
could take this, in Eliade’s sense, as a purely profane text in which profane char-
acters move through homogenous space that has no particular meaning for them
or for the reader. But if that were the case, the story might not be as funny, for
the joke at the end depends on the characters’ (and the reader’s) expectation of
finding a dead body in a tomb. The Decameron as a whole, and this story in par-
ticular, can be read as a largely secular work or at least one whose primary spirit is
secular.'® Yet if Andreuccio is not explicitly a Christ figure, surely his adventure

14 For more secular readings of I1.5, see Grudin 36-37; Fritz-Morkin 45-46; Ferrante 589-90; Mazzota
209-11; and Marino 220-24.
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recalls us implicitly to the story of Christ.!> Andreuccio’s emergence from the
tomb being the most notable, there are other striking, suggestive, details in the
story: the prostitute collecting his clothes, his placement between the two thieves,
his figuration as the “well of life.”1¢

The point is not that we should read the story symbolically, but that we do
not know if we should. Even in a purely secular reading, it is not clear what the
moral register of the story is. The main theme is presumably that fortune is some-
times reversed for the better (an idea in accordance with the topic commanded by
the Queen for the day). But that is not exactly a moral, nor does it require a moral
valuation of the characters. And yet it is the absence of such a valuation that is most
puzzling. Other than Andreuccio, no one is punished to any significant degree in
this story: the prostitute gets away with the money; the thirsty men at the well are
frightened, though they do nothing wrong; the thieves who trap Andreuccio in
the tomb do not get the ring they hoped for, but they do get other valuable items
he hands to them and they are never physically punished; the thieving priest who
comes later to open the tomb (unintentionally helping to save Andreuccio and so,
ironically, doing what a priest is supposed to be doing) is also denied the ring he
desired and receives a scare, but again no special punishment is meted out. The
punishment Andreuccio receives, however, is quite extreme (he suffers falls and
thefts and humiliation, not to mention being locked in the dark tomb). Of
course, he is a horse-trader by profession, which may in itself have entitled him to
some misadventure, and he is described as being a little foolish because a little too
proud of his looks. When he is told a young woman wants to meet him, he assumes
it is because “he wasn’t all that bad-looking a fellow, and the lady must have fallen
for him”—“as if;” the narrator comments, “there were no other good-looking
youngsters in Naples” (89). But while pride may goeth before the fall, the fact is
that the story does not really move in that direction. When Andreuccio gets to the
young woman’s house, she tells him that she is his sister; it is for this reason that
he stays, not out of foolish romantic expectations born of pride. In any case, what-
ever one thinks of Andreuccio’s character, there seems to be no obvious connection
between the severity of his misfortune and his potential sins.

15 On the episode in the tomb as a mock “miracle” and the sequence of the movement from privy, to
well, to tomb as a parody of Dante’s Inferno, Purgatory, and Paradise or as a figuration of “the Fall, baptism,
and confirmation”, see Singer 39.

16 For the story of Mary Magdalene (a former prostitute and follower of Jesus) finding the tomb empty
except for funeral clothes and then meeting Christ risen from the tomb, see John 20.1-18. For the story
of Jesus crucified with two thieves, see Luke 23.32-43 and Matthew 27.38. For the story of the Samaritan
woman at the well and of Jesus as the well of life, see John 4.4-26.
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If there is any immediate cause to the adventure he has that night, it is his
acceptance of the story that the prostitute tells, when he takes “her words to be
Gospel truth” (91). At that point, the story could have become a comment on his
gullibility or stupidity, and his misadventures a suitable punishment for that. But
what is striking about this tale is that there is no way for Andreuccio to know the
truth. The narrator suggests that “he’'d have done better to be skeptical”, but in
this case he would have to be a radical skeptic to avoid trouble. The woman does
seem to be his sister, for she knows facts about his father’s life and about many
members of the family (“enquiring after each of his relatives in turn, mentioning
them individually by name” [90-91]). The story that she makes up refers to a period
in his father’s life which he does not know about and which there is no way to con-
firm or deny. He has only the general facts, his own experience, and the act of the
young woman to go on:

Andreuccio listened to this tale of hers, which she so embellished with detail in the
telling, never for a moment faltering or running out of inspiration, that he took her
words to be Gospel truth: it was true, he remembered, that his father had lived in
Palermo, and he knew from his own experience how readily young people fall in
love; besides, there were all those soft tears, those hugs and chaste kisses . . .. (91)

This story posits the possibility of an objective point of view (available to the
narrator and thus potentially the reader), for we know the young woman is lying
and how she got the information about Andreuccio’s family (from an old woman
who knew the family). But that seems in some ways the most unbelievable part
of the story: how did the narrator (or anyone else) piece together the events in the
first half of the story (with the prostitute) and the events in the second (with the
thieves and the tomb)? Even when Andreuccio realizes later that he has been tricked,
he never gets an explanation as to how the young woman was able to trick him."”

17 Notably, after Andreuccio falls into the ally below the privy, he realizes that he has been tricked out
of his money, but not that he has been lied to: he never stops believing the young woman is his sister.
And of course he has no reason to think otherwise since he still cannot explain the story she told to him
about his father. Like Peter denying what he and others know to be true, Andreuccio proclaims to in-
credulous others what he thinks to be true three times in the dark before dawn:

“Oh dear! . . . how little time it’s taken me to lose five hundred florins and a sister!” (94)
“Don’t you recognize me? ’'m Andreuccio, I'm your mistress Fiordaliso’s brother . . . . What?
You don’t know what I'm talking about? Of course you do! But if this is the way of kinships
in Sicily, that they are so soon forgotten, at least let me have my clothes back . .. .” (94)

“I'm a brother of the lady in there ... .” (95)

For the story of Peter denying Jesus three times, see John 18.15-27.
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And so, despite the fact that the narrator provides us an objective explanation,
the story is really about the unsolvable situation in which Andreuccio finds himself:
without any way to determine the truth, he can only accept or reject the young
woman’s account (in the same way one can only accept or reject Gospel truth).
He is in the same position as the narrator of the Prologue, unable to determine
satisfactorily either the cause and effect or the moral significance of his present
situation.

For the Boccaccian narrator in the midst of plague, it was not clear “whether
it [the plague] was owing to the action of the heavenly bodies or whether, because
of our iniquities, it was visited upon us mortals for our correction by the righteous
anger of God .. .” (6). Some of Boccaccio’s contemporaries were able to interpret
the plague in moral terms, reading it as theological allegory.!® But his narrator
could not. Or rather, it was unclear how to read the plague or to explain why it
spread as it did. And so the anxiety in the text stems not from the existence of chance
or fortune, but rather from the possibility that all existence appears as chance—
not necessarily because existence 7s governed only by chance, but because, by de-
fying interpretation, it seems that way. The objective narrator and his point of view
are just a contrivance of fiction, a structure which makes many stories possible; but
the actual situation of Andreuccio may be closer to reality, at least as those witnesses
of the plague experienced it.

While there is much freedom here—to do as one pleases (to steal or to save)
where one pleases (in churches or in graves), to interpret as one pleases (figuratively
or not, from a secular perspective or not)—there is also anxiety. Because while
it is apparent that cause and effect are not clear, that meaning is uncertain, there
is the expectation and desire that they should be, that there should be clarity and
certainty.

Contrasting the figuration of space in Boccaccio with that in Dante and in
the Bible makes the nature of this anxiety clear. In Dante, even the space of the
Inferno has a certain beauty, albeit a terrible beauty, which appeals to the deep
human need for order; it has structure, unchanging and eternal. The space is per-
fectly suited to the inhabitant, the inhabitant to the place. Only Dante, the human
being, a traveler and visitor to these unearthly spaces, is out of place, unsuited; he
comes from a turbulent, changing world, an ever-shifting wood of error. But the
divine structure of the universe is satisfying because not only does its use of space
make sense, but the spaces themselves can be relied upon to remain intelligible,
throughout eternity.

18 See Kircher 47-9 for a discussion of Matteo Villani’s account of the plague.
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Conversely, in the Bible, the beauty of the Easter story of Mary Magdalene
and the tomb comes from a glorious transformation of space in which a tomb is
rendered empty, useless. But, unexpected as this is, this too is satisfying. For the
tomb, rather than having a different or perverted function, has transcended its ori-
ginal purpose: the tomb is empty because there is no more death (literally, for
Christ and, in a figurative sense, for all of us). Christ walking resurrected among
the people is a miraculous, but satisfying, re-assimilation of God into life, even to a
doubting Thomas.!”

Yet in Boccaccio, the reader finds perversions of space, unstable places in
which the graves are used for other reasons, where death and its corpses leave the
tomb and infest the streets and other spaces. Doubters are born in the pestilence
and remain skeptical. The story of Andreuccio is the story of a living man locked
in a tomb (though it is not clear why), who escapes (without it being clear that he has
been transformed into a morally better person). It is the story of a tomb (appear-
ing more like a bank, full of jewels enticing to thieves) from which wealth is stolen
and redistributed indiscriminately; and of priests become grave robbers, Christian
teachers surprised to the point of terror by the resurrection of a body, whose intel-
lectual and moral transformation (if indeed they experience such a change) the
reader never witnesses in the text. Boccaccio’s Decameron refigures the reassuring
management of space in Dante’s Commedia to reflect an anxiety-filled world where
space and place are largely meaningless, where they explode the reader’s expectations
of such places and resist the meanings the b7igaza and Boccaccio’s readers would
impose upon those familiar spaces.

Thus even a comedy like Andreuccio’s tale takes a dark turn, beyond its use
of the tomb and the tomb’s implicit association with mortality. Like numerous other
stories, the ending of I1.5 potentially recalls the rigata to the theme of death, de-
spite their efforts to escape it in the gardens of the country.?® But I suggest that,
for the reader, the blackness of Andreuccio’s comedy lies less in anxiety about
death and in lingering echoes of the plague’s physical consequences, and more in
the anxiety associated with other consequences of the plague: in particular, the
collapse of meaning and of space into moral and interpretative disorder. The reader
may laugh with Andreuccio and share his pleasure in his escape from the tomb
into the light, to freedom, as it were; but a darkness, an anxious uncertainty, sur-

19 For the story of the resurrected Jesus appearing to his disciples and of Thomas (one of Christ’s
disciples) who refused to believe that it was Jesus until he could touch the wounds inflicted during the
Crucifixion, see John 20.24-29.

20 Usher does not mention the death of the archbishop in I1.5, but see his discussion of other stories
in which death creeps into the brigata’s tales (“Ars Morendi” 626-31) and of the brigata’s own references
to death in the frame (624-25).
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rounding the full significance of the story and its spaces, which Andreuccio leaves
behind, remains.

Coda: The Value of Place

Though the medieval locations (churches, wells, tombs) in Andreuccio’s
story may be less familiar to some readers today, I suggest that Andreuccio’s en-
counters with unstable spaces and indeterminate meanings bind the modern reader
to Boccaccio and his medieval audience. Andreuccio’s story is one of the Decameron
tales that readers today can connect with, in part because it presents the problem
of space distorted, a very human problem.

Given that there are all kinds of surprises, reversals, and upset expectations in
life (e.g. death, sickness, a friend doing something out of character), why is the per-
version of space so troubling? Perhaps because we desire stability in an unstable world,
and our ability to manipulate space, to impose our will on it, to arrange it in an
order of our own choosing, seems to provide that desired stability. In contrast to
our solid buildings, human relations seem unreliable and impermanent, but we
recognize them as such and come to expect, even accept, the instability and change-
ability of fellow human beings. However, with an inanimate space, we expect some-
thing more permanent. We come to rely on these structures (or, rather, on our
perception of them). Like the focal point of a circle or the foci of an ellipse, when
they are moved or distorted the geometry of our world collapses. We find our-
selves forced to go through the world without architecture and the comfort which
its (perceived) solidity and permanence brings. For example, dying of disease in
a hospital or even in bed is frightening, but somehow much less so than dying
in the streets (as in time of plague). Beyond the grief stemming from the death
itself is the attendant realization that the space of the hospital and of the street
(which we constructed for separate, determined purposes) is not a point of cer-
tainty in one’s uncertain existence. We are frightened when the spaces are distorted,
the perceived order upset, because most of us are afraid to make (let alone remake)
the world; we desire freedom, but absolute freedom—of behavior, of definition—
is terrifying. We crave some structure on which to build, some space in which to
retreat (like children who resist their parents only because, psychologists tell us,
they crave the imposition of limits).

Boccaccio’s account of the plague still has power for us today because the
problem of space and of place, in particular of structures exposed as fictions of
our willed geometry, a geometry born of our desire for order, has not disappeared.
In an age of skepticism, we rely on these spaces of perceived light and dark to give
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us a sense of order. The fear which Boccaccio’s unstable and ambiguous narratives
draw out of us is the fear that the significance we find for the spaces in which we
live is merely an arbitrary designation, a sum of desired meanings. And we are
faced with the possibility that we, like Boccaccio’s kings and queens, are not subjects
of a stable, natural, order of light and of dark, nor agents reasserting some lost part
of such a rational order, but rather are merely anxious, isolated selves imposing a
new fiction on a grey world.
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