
Comitatus 44 (2013) 95–120. 

UNMASKING THE TRUTH ABOUT AMOR DE LONH: 
GIOVANNI BOCCACCIO’S REBELLION AGAINST 

LITERARY CONVENTIONS IN 
DECAMERON I.5 AND IV.4 

 
Brittany Asaro* 

 
Abstract: The topos of love by hearsay, or amor de lonh, popularized by the troubadour 
Jaufré Rudel, is often considered the embodiment of courtly love. It represents an ideal-
ized love that is dependent upon a perpetual state of non-fulfillment. The idea of falling 
in love with a person one has never seen also contradicts the widely accepted definition 
of love as a reaction to a visual stimulus, supported by such medieval literary authorities 
as Andreas Capellanus and Giacomo da Lentini. In Decameron I.5 and IV.4, Giovanni 
Boccaccio offers his readers a new perspective on love by hearsay, demonstrating both 
how love by hearsay is a possible occurrence in the natural world and how its manifesta-
tion in this world is far from the romanticized images depicted in courtly poetry. This 
article demonstrates how Boccaccio’s manipulation of the topos of amor de lonh contrib-
utes to his main objective in the Decameron—the renewal of literature. 
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The motif of amor de lonh was one of the most favored among medie-
val Provençal poets.1 Love from afar, or love by hearsay, refers to a 
phenomenon in which some one falls in love with a person he or she 
has never met, solely on account of hearing his or her praises. Long 
after the rise of Occitan lyric poetry in the early twelfth century, amor 
de lonh persisted as the embodiment of the courtly ideal of perpetually 
unfulfilled erotic desire.2 For the medieval Italian writers who inherited 
poetic themes from the troubadours, however, the notion of loving a 
woman one has never seen was also quite problematic. If, on one hand, 
it represented perfect courtly love, on the other, it contradicted the 
dominant understanding of love as a reaction to a visual stimulus, sup-
ported by a long philosophical and medical tradition that could be 
traced back to classical texts.3 One writer, however, embraced the prob-
lem of amor de lonh with enthusiasm: this is the great fourteenth-cen-
tury writer Giovanni Boccaccio, who chose to include love by hearsay 
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1 This article is drawn from the chapter “Love by Hearsay in the Decameron” in my 
dissertation, “The Unseen Beloved: Love by Hearsay in Medieval and Early Modern 
Italian Literature” (UCLA 2013). 

2 For this function of amor de lonh, see Leo Spitzer, “L’amour lointain de Jaufré Ru-
del et le sens de la poésie des troubadours” Studies in the Romance Languages and 
Literature 5 (1944) 1–74. 

3 For the association of love with sight from classical literature to medieval Italian po-
etry, see Dana E. Stewart, The Arrow of Love: Optics, Gender, and Subjectivity in 
Medieval Love Poetry (Lewisburg 2003). 
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in four of the one hundred tales in his Decameron.4 Boccaccio, in fact, 
privileges love by hearsay precisely because it represents an alternative 
to the mainstream theory of sight-based love upheld by poets and 
philosophers alike in fourteenth-century Italy. At the same time, 
Boccaccio does not idealize this topos, but parodies it in a myriad of 
ways, demonstrating his refusal to blindly accept literary conventions. 
In this article, I aim to demonstrate how Boccaccio’s treatment of love 
by hearsay contributes to his main objective in the Decameron—the 
renewal of literature.5 

 
THE KING OF FRANCE AND THE MARCHIONESS OF MONTFERRAT 

(DECAMERON I.5): A PARODY OF THE VIDA OF JAUFRÉ RUDEL 
The first instance of love by hearsay in the Decameron appears in the 
fifth story of the first day, in Fiammetta’s tale of the Marchioness of 
Montferrat and the King of France. On the eve of his departure for the 
Holy Land, King Philippe Le Borgne hears from a courtier of the Mar-
chioness of Montferrat’s great virtue and beauty. The courtier’s words 
make such an impression on the King that he falls in love with the Mar-
chioness, sight unseen. He chooses the port of Genoa as his departure 
point, precisely because it would give him a convincing pretext to visit 
the Marchioness while her husband is away on the Crusade. The 
perceptive woman, understanding the King’s intentions, prepares a 
feast for him in which every dish is made of hens. The King eventually 
remarks upon the monotony of the courses, thus presenting the 
Marchioness with an opportunity to clarify, by means of a witty re-
mark, that her guest will not be granted that which he seeks. The King, 
embarrassed, leaves his hostess as quickly as possible. 

Several critics believe the source of this tale to be the short story 
“L’orma del leone,” found in some versions of Il libro dei sette savi di 
Roma.6 A. C. Lee identifies several possible sources, all in which “a 
wife reproves her would-be seducer” by reciting various witty sayings.7 
For our purposes, it is notable that love by hearsay appears in none of 

�
4 Instances of love by hearsay appear in the two tales that will be analyzed in this arti-

cle, Decameron I.5 and IV.4, as well as in Decameron II.7 and VII.7. 
5 Vittore Branca also notes the role that Boccaccio’s ironization of literary conven-

tions plays in his creation of “a counter–literature to renew literature” (my translation); 
“Introduzione,” Tutte le Opere di Giovanni Boccaccio: Decameron, ed. Vittore Branca, 
vol. 4 (Milan 1976) xi–xxxviii at xxvi. He does not, however, examine this use of parody 
in the context of Decameron I.5 or IV.4. 

6 See A. C. Lee, The Decameron: Its Sources and Analouges (New York 1972) 17–
18; Olimpio Musso, “Una leggenda monferrina nel Boccaccio (Decam. I, 5)” Studi sul 
Boccaccio 11 (1979) 243–249; and Luigi Russo, Letture critiche del Decameron (Bari 
1967) 101–102. 

7 Lee (n. 6 above) 17. 
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these antecedents. The King’s falling in love with the Marchioness’s 
reputation is Boccaccio’s invention, and not mere imitation, suggesting 
that the topos’s function in the tale is rather significant. I suggest that 
Boccaccio includes it, first, to demonstrate the way in which words—
essentially, storytelling—may powerfully affect human behavior and, 
second, to parody conventional concepts of courtly love. The narrator, 
Fiammetta, alludes to both of these ideas when explaining the dual pur-
pose of her tale: one is to demonstrate the power of a witty remark, and 
the other is to evidence certain truths regarding the proper conduct be-
tween the sexes according to the courtly code. 

Let us begin with Fiammetta’s fist motive—“because of the pleasure 
I feel at our having, through our stories, begun to demonstrate the 
power of good repartee.”8 Here, Fiammetta is clearly referring back to 
the various witty sayings that conclude the day’s previous four tales, as 
well as foreshadowing the “few well-chosen words”9 that will close her 
own. Experienced readers of the Decameron know, however, that 
Boccaccio’s words never function on an exclusively superficial level. 
In order to consider the preamble’s deeper meaning, we must consider 
this story in the context of the day to which it belongs. Although Day 
One has no explicit topic, critics have suggested various themes that 
seem to unite Boccaccio’s first tales. One of these is the importance of 
narration and interpretation. 10  Storytelling, of course, is one of the 
principal themes that run throughout the collection—which is, after all, 
the supposed product of a group of young men and women narrating 
tales in order to distract themselves from the misery of the world 
around them. Boccaccio seems to pay particular attention to the themes 
of narration and interpretation in the tales of Day One. Marilyn Migiel 
notes that the first three tales—those of Ser Cepparello, Abraham the 
Jew, and Melchisedech—form “a unit [that] have shaped our reading of 
the Decameron as a metacritical reflection on the power of the word, 
the uses of narrative, and the pitfalls inherent in reading.”11 As we have 
seen from Fiammetta’s introduction, this emphasis on “the power of 
words to transform reality”12 continues into the day’s fifth tale. Dante 
Della Terza considers forza—corresponding with “power” in the 

�
8 Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron, ed. and trans. G. H. McWilliam (London 

1995) 49. 
9 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 48. 
10 See Giusi Baldissone, “Il piacere di narrare a piacere: I giornata” Prospettive sul 

Decameron, ed. G. Barberi Squarotti (Torino 1989) 9–23; and Michelangelo Picone, “Il 
principio del novellare: la prima giornata” Introduzione al Decameron, ed. Michelangelo 
Picone and Margherita Mesirca (Firenze 2004) 57–78. 

11 Marilyn Migiel, A Rhetoric of the Decameron (Toronto 2003) 31. 
12 Ibid. 171 n. 6. 
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translation—to be the key word in Fiammetta’s preamble, since it 
proves that “her inclination is … not to stress the beauty and the timeli-
ness of the clever retorts per se, but rather their impressive power to 
transform human behavior, their impact.”13 On a literal level, the power 
of which Fiammetta speaks is the effect of the Marchioness’s sharp 
retort upon the King of France: his recognizing the foolishness and 
impropriety of his love, his falling out of love with the Marchioness, 
and his hastily departing from her house and continuing his journey to 
join the Crusade. This is not the only way, however, in which 
Boccaccio demonstrates the profound effects that words may have upon 
a person. After all, love by hearsay is the ultimate example of the 
power of language to influence a human being. It is, essentially, the 
lover’s reaction to his interpretation of a narration. Boccaccio’s word-
ing reveals that the Marchioness’s beauty and virtue only indirectly 
cause the King to fall in love. In reality, the King’s passion is enflamed 
by words: “These words left such a deep impression on the French 
king’s mind, that without having ever seen the lady, he at once became 
fervently enamored of her.”14 Moreover, the way in which the King 
falls in love at the beginning of the tale accentuates the way in which 
he falls out of love at its conclusion. The significance of Boccaccio’s 
lexical choices are best revealed in the original text. Let us consider the 
King’s reaction to the Marchioness’s witty retort by looking at the pas-
sage in Italian: 

 
Il re, udite queste parole, raccolse bene la cagione del convito delle galline e 
la virtú nascosa nelle parole, e accorsesi che invano con cosí fatta donna pa-
role si gitterebbono, e che forza non v’avea luogo: per che cosí come 
disavvedutamente acceso s’era di lei, cosí saviamente s’era da spegnere per 
onor di lui il mal concetto fuoco.15 
 

Parole … parole ... parole ... it is clear that Boccaccio wishes to high-
light the importance of words in this episode. Indeed, just as the cour-
tier’s praise enflamed the King’s “ill-conceived passion,” both the Mar-
chioness’s “little homily” and her invulnerability to the King’s own 

�
13  Dante Della Terza, “The Tale of the Marchioness of Monferrato (I.5)” The 

Decameron First Day in Perspective, ed. E. B. Weaver (Toronto 2003) 135–147 at 136. 
14 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 49. 
15 Boccaccio, Tutte le Opere, ed. Branca (n. 5 above) 66. McWilliam’s translation (n. 

8 above) 51, reads as follows: “On hearing this, the King saw clearly the reason for the 
banquet of chickens, and the virtue that lay concealed beneath her little homily. He real-
ized that honeyed words would be wasted on a lady of this sort, and that force was out of 
the question. And thus, in the same way that he had foolishly become inflamed, so now 
he wisely decided that he was honour–bound to extinguish the ill-conceived fires of his 
passion.”  



UNMASKING THE TRUTH ABOUT AMOR DE LOHN 99 
 
“honeyed words” convince him to extinguish it. Boccaccio offers his 
readers an illustration of passion that, from its commencement to its 
conclusion, is entirely dependent on the interpretation of spoken words. 
It is clear from this early episode in the collection, then, that love by 
hearsay is not merely a narrative device that the author chooses 
arbitrarily among the many topoi at his disposal. Boccaccio privileges 
love by hearsay because of its ideological implications: it demonstrates 
the power of language to affect human imagination and behavior. 

Fiammetta’s second purpose for telling this tale is a reiteration of a 
common rule of courtly etiquette: 

 
Whereas men, if they are very wise, will always seek to love ladies of higher 
station than their own, women, if they are very discerning, will know how to 
guard against accepting the advances of a man who is of more exalted 
rank.16 
 

This resembles one of the many precepts of proper behavior outlined in 
Andreas Capellanus’s twelfth-century treatise De amore,17 as well as a 
“question of love” upon which Boccaccio himself meditates in the 
Filocolo.18 By reciting a rule of courtly love, Fiammetta reveals, first, 
that her tale will comment on the courtly code of conduct exemplified 
in chivalric literature, and, second, that it has a didactic purpose. In 
order to begin decoding how the tale of the King of France and the 
Marchioness of Montferrat demonstrates courtly principles, let us com-
pare it to the example of chivalric literature that it most closely resem-
bles. I have already mentioned that the principal source of this story is 
generally thought to be the first short story in the Eastern version of Il 
libro dei sette savi di Roma, known as “L’orma del leone.” I have also 
noted that an episode of love by hearsay does not appear in this tale, 
nor in any other probable sources. Boccaccio’s addition of the King 
falling in love with the Marchioness’s reputation is instead highly 
reminiscent of the vida of Jaufré Rudel. The troubadour’s legendary 
biographer writes that Rudel heard about the Countess of Tripoli from 
pilgrims returning from the Holy Land, fell in love, and journeyed to 

�
16 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 49. 
17 See n. 61 below. 
18 McWilliam, “Translator’s Introduction,” Boccaccio (n. 8 above) xxxi–cxliv at xciii, 

notes the close relationship between the various questions of love considered in the 
Filoloco and those that resurface in the Decameron: “Indeed, it would not be unduly 
fanciful to suggest that Boccaccio, in constructing several of the novelle in the 
Decameron that treat of love and honour … was drawing upon the experience he had 
acquired, in composing the questioni d’amore sequence in the earlier work [the Filocolo], 
of debating the finer points of a topic that had engaged the minds and sensibilities of 
many of his medieval predecessors.” 
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see her. On the way, he fell ill, and eventually died in the Countess’s 
arms, seeing her for the first and last time:  

 
Jaufré Rudel was a very noble man, the Prince of Blaye. And he fell in love 
with the Countess of Tripoli, whom he had never seen, because of the praise 
that he had heard said of her by the pilgrims who came from Antioch; and he 
made many songs about her, with good melodies and few words. And for the 
sake of seeing her he took the Cross and set out to sea. And on the voyage a 
grievous illness fell upon him, so that those who were in the ship with him 
thought he was dead, but they brought him to Tripoli and carried him to an 
inn. And it was made known to the Countess, and she came to him, and took 
him in her arms, and he knew she was the Countess, and recovered 
consciousness, and praised God and thanked Him for having let him live to 
see her. And so he died in the lady’s arms. And she had him honorably bur-
ied in the Church of the Templars, and on that same day she became a nun, 
through the grief that she felt by reason of his death.19 
 

Rudel’s amor de lonh is the ultimate expression of the courtly ideal of 
unrequited love.20 Rudel’s love is purely spiritual. It does not require 
physical fulfillment—in fact, it is dependent upon a perpetual state of 
non-possession.21 The pilgrims’ praise creates a mental picture of the 
glorified lady that inspires Rudel to both poetry and pilgrimage. Here, 
the motif of the Crusades (perceptible in the pilgrims returning from 
Antioch and Rudel’s “taking the Cross and setting out to sea”) serves to 
highlight the spiritual nature of both the poet’s love for his lady and his 
journey to see her. The tragic outcome of his pilgrimage elevates the 
noble nature of his love: Rudel makes the ultimate sacrifice, surrender-
ing his life in order to see his beloved with his own eyes—an oppor-
tunity for which, finally regaining consciousness, he thanks and praises 
God. Moreover, Rudel’s ill-fated love has an ennobling effect upon the 
Countess, who dedicates herself to a life of chastity on the day he dies. 

Several critics have observed the similarities between Rudel’s vida 
and the central tale of the Decameron’s first day.22 In his analysis of the 
novella, Luigi Russo writes, “The example of Jaufré Rudel is repeated 

�
19 Anonymous, “Vida of Jaufré Rudel” in Trobador poets: selections from the poems 

of eight trobadors, trans. Barbara Smythe (London 1911) 11. Quoted in Outremer: Jaufré 
Rudel and Melisande of Tripoli: a Legend of the Crusades, ed. Nick Riddle (Cambridge 
1994) 4. 

20 See Spitzer (n. 2 above). 
21 See ibid. 1–2. 
22  See Della Terza (n. 13 above) 138–139; Michelangelo Picone, “Dal racconto 

orientale alla novella: la marchesana di Monferrato (I.5)” Boccaccio e la codificazione 
della novella. Letture del «Decameron», ed. Nicole Coderey, Claudia Genswein and 
Rosa Pittorino (Ravenna 2008) 89–95 at 92–93; and Russo (n. 6 above) 98. 
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for the umpteenth time.”23 However, it is clear that Boccaccio’s story is 
much more than mere imitation, and that Philippe Le Borgne’s love for 
the Marchioness hardly resembles Rudel’s “Christian love transposed 
onto the secular plane.”24 In fact, Decameron I.5 may be read as a par-
ody of the troubadour’s legendary biography. Hints of satire are 
perceptible in the first line of narration following Fiammetta’s pream-
ble. Just as Rudel’s vida begins with a statement concerning his nobil-
ity (“Jaufré Rudel was a very noble man, the Prince of Blaye”), 
Boccaccio’s tale opens with a description of “a man of outstanding 
worth.”25 This, however, is not the King of France, but the Marquis of 
Montferrat. By describing the moral excellence of the Marchioness’s 
husband, Boccaccio creates an effective contrast between the Marquis 
and the man who will attempt to seduce his wife. Philippe Le Borgne, 
in fact, seems impervious to reports of the Marquis’s worthiness when 
one of his courtiers praises the valor of both the Marquis and his wife: 

 
There was not a wedded couple under the sun to compare with the Marquis 
and his lady; for just as the Marquis was a paragon of all the knightly vir-
tues, so the lady was more beautiful and worthy of esteem than any other 
woman in the world.26 
 

The King’s reaction seems limited to his intense desire for the 
Marchioness—his response to the Marquis’s “knightly virtues” is 
conspicuously absent. What is more, the courtier praises the Marquis 
and Marchioness not only as individuals, but also as a couple. 
Boccaccio thus emphasizes the integrity of their marriage, putting into 
even sharper relief the iniquity of he who attempts to violate it.   

Rudel’s vida and Decameron I.5 also share the common theme of the 
Crusades. I have already noted the way in which the motif of the Cru-
sades serves to accentuate the sublimity of Rudel’s love for the Coun-
tess of Tripoli and his pilgrimage to see her. In Boccaccio’s tale, con-
versely, the pilgrimage to the Holy Land represents a noble endeavor 
that the author juxtaposes with the dishonorable enterprise of the King. 
First, he neglects his regal and Christian duty by delaying his journey 
in order to see the Marchioness. Second, the King exploits the Mar-
quis’s fulfillment of his Christian duty, knowing that in his absence he 
can succeed in bringing his desires for the Marchioness to fruition. Fi-
nally, he uses the Crusade itself as a pretext for visiting the Marchio-
ness, the villainy of which Boccaccio highlights with the playfully 

�
23 Russo (n. 6 above) 98. My translation. 
24 Spitzer (n. 2 above) 2. My translation. 
25 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 49. 
26 Ibid. 
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ironic phrase “onesta cagione.” 27  While the primary definition of 
onesta in this phrase is “plausible,” Boccaccio alludes to the secondary 
meaning of the word—“honorable”—in his conclusion, where the 
“onesta cagione” for the King’s visit transforms into “la sua disonesta 
venuta.”28 It is also necessary to consider the role of Rudel’s and Le 
Borgne’s beloveds in the context of the their personal crusades, or love 
pilgrimages. Melisende of Tripoli is the inspiration for Rudel’s jour-
ney—it was “for the sake of seeing her” that he takes the cross and sets 
out to sea. While the King of France reroutes his itinerary to visit the 
Marchioness, he does not embark for her sake. Boccaccio makes clear 
that the King was preparing to leave for the Holy Land before the cour-
tier’s words kindle his lust. Far from being the King’s sole objective, 
Montferrat—and the beautiful Marchioness that lives there—is merely 
a detour. Boccaccio implies that the King’s love for her is momentary, 
one that will be forgotten when he resumes his journey’s original 
course.29 Finally, while Rudel’s ultimate objective is the contemplation 
of his beloved, the King’s intentions are clearly sexual.30 Without a 
doubt, Philippe Le Borgne is a far cry from the quintessential courtly 
lover.  

After the point in the tale when the King meets his far-away love 
face-to-face, the parody of Rudel’s vida becomes much less explicit. 
An attentive reader, however, will find traces of it through to the tale’s 
conclusion. In both Rudel’s vida and Decameron I.5, the vision of the 
beloved plays a central role in the first encounter. Prior to meeting his 
beloved, Rudel loses consciousness on his ill-fated voyage. When the 
Countess gathers the dying pilgrim in her arms, her touch seems to 

�
27 Boccaccio (n. 5 above) 64. McWilliam translates this as “plausible pretext” (n. 8 

above) 49. 
28 Boccaccio (n. 5 above) 66. McWilliam translates this as “dishonourable coming” (n. 

8 above) 51. 
29 Della Terza (n. 13 above) 139–140, also observes the fleeting nature of the King’s 

feelings for the Marchioness: “While he is in Monferrato the lady will be the pleasurable 
object of his attentions, but she will be soon forgotten, since he must leave for Genoa, the 
seaport from which he will sail to the land of third Crusade, the destination to which duty 
leads him.” Picone (n. 22 above) 93, contrasts the King’s short-term desire to Rudel’s 
singular devotion to his Countess: “While in the troubadour vida Jaufré embarked upon a 
peregrinatio to the East with the sole objective of finding the exclusive object of his 
desire, in the tale in the Decameron, Philippe Le Borgne makes a simple diversion from 
his ‘passage’ to the East (where he will take part in the Third Crusade) with the goal of 
meeting the momentary object of his ‘desire,’ the Marchioness of Montferrat” (my 
translation). 

30 Besides the King’s requiring the Marquis’s absence to fulfill his desires, his inten-
tions are revealed in the blatant sexual undertone of his comment upon the Marchioness’s 
dinner: “Madam, is it only hens that flourish in these parts, and not a single cock?” 
Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 50. 
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have a miraculous effect upon his senses, and his sight is restored. Ru-
del’s last words thank God for allowing him to live long enough to see 
her. He dies contentedly, having satisfied his ultimate goal: to behold 
her with his own eyes. Rudel thus embodies the courtly ideal of a love 
that maintains the state of non-possession through the contemplation of 
the beloved. The King of France also derives pleasure from looking 
upon the Marchioness of Montferrat. At their first meeting, Philippe Le 
Borgne gazes at his hostess and, riguardandola  (looking her over) and 
finding her to be even more beautiful, intelligent, and well-mannered 
than her reputation suggested, becomes all the more inflamed with pas-
sion.31 Similarly, he finds great pleasure in watching her during dinner: 
“Con diletto talvolta la marchesana bellissima riguardando, sommo 
piacere avea.” 32  As Millicent Joy Marcus notes, “the theme of 
contemplation is central to courtly love,” and Boccaccio’s repeated use 
of the verb riguardare invites a comparison between the King’s gazing 
and the courtly lover’s mediation upon the image of the beloved.33 It is 
clear that the King’s desire is not satisfied by contemplation. Consider-
ing the nature of “the ill-conceived fires of his passion,” 34  his 
contemplation is practically reduced to voyeurism. 

Boccaccio’s ironization culminates in the tale’s conclusion, which 
may be read as an implicit comic deconstruction of Rudel’s ill-fated 
love story. The comedic rewriting of tragic tales is a narrative device 

�
31 Boccaccio (n. 5 above) 65. I quote the Italian here to emphasize Boccaccio’s nota-

ble choice of the verb riguardare, to be discussed presently. McWilliam’s translation (n. 
8 above) 50, of the passage reads as follows: “On meeting her for the first time, he was 
greatly amazed to find that she was even more beautiful, intelligent and gentle–mannered 
than he had been led to expect from the words of the courtier, and he was lavish with his 
compliments, for he had become all the more inflamed with passion on finding that the 
lady exceeded his expectations.” 

32  Boccaccio (n. 15 above) 65. Again, I quote the Italian here to emphasize 
Boccaccio’s use of the verb riguardare. McWilliam (n. 8 above) 50, translates this as, 
“The King, … gazing contentedly from time to time at the beautiful Marchioness, was 
filled with intense pleasure.”  

33 Marcus situates riguardare specifically in Stilnovist lexicon, but acknowledges the 
importance of contemplation in courtly love, as well: “Indeed, the theme of contempla-
tion is central to courtly love, as well as to the stilnovist poetic, as Andreas insists that 
‘love is a certain inborn suffering, derived from the sight of and excessive mediation upon 
the beauty of the opposite sex’ (emphasis mine). Moderate thought is not enough for 
Andreas—indeed an ‘excessive one is required’ by the dictates of his teaching. The 
stilnovists took the injunction quite seriously, giving verbs of contemplation high fre-
quency in their lexicon. Thus mirare enjoys considerable popularity, along with guardare 
and riguardare, often accompanied by the adjective fiso to describe a visual act so 
penetrating that it goes beyond the manifest appearance of the object to its spiritual or 
intellectual core”; “The Sweet new Style Reconsidered: A Gloss on the Tale of Cimone 
(Decameron, V, I),” Italian Quarterly 81 (1980) 5–16 at 7. 

34 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 51. 
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that Boccaccio utilizes throughout the collection to parody various liter-
ary norms. For example, Giovanna Fogli writes in her comparison of 
Decameron IV.1 and V.4 that Boccaccio’s “overturning of tragedy into 
comedy results in an ironic representation of Stilnovistic love, and 
contributes to the undermining of the ideology of the Sweet New 
Style.”35 In a similar way, Boccaccio’s “overturning” of Rudel’s trag-
edy results in an ironic representation of chivalric literature and under-
mines the ideology of courtly love. Let us examine the conclusion of 
the two tales: neither Rudel’s vida nor Decameron I.5 closes with the 
coupling of the lover and his beloved. However, while Rudel’s physical 
abstinence (conveniently eternalized by his death) preserves his perfect 
“love that does not desire to possess,”36 Philippe Le Borgne’s failure to 
satisfy his desires simply results in sexual frustration. It is true that in 
the end, the King considers his honor, and wisely decides to fall out of 
love—or lust—with the Marchioness.37 And yet Boccaccio reveals that 
the King’s reaction is prompted less by honor than by his disappoint-
ment that he cannot seduce nor force her.38 Here, too, Boccaccio’s par-
ody of the vida resurfaces: for unlike Rudel and his fellow courtly lov-
ers who find the singing of a lady’s praises to be satisfying in itself, the 
King of France counts all words incapable of seduction to be 
“wasted.”39 The King finishes his meal hurriedly, realizing that his is a 
lost cause. Boccaccio amusingly dramatizes his sexual frustration, writ-
ing, “Fearing her replies, he teased her no further, but applied himself 
to his meal, by now convinced that all hope was lost.”40 His exaggera-
tion of the King’s despair carries farcical undertones; the comic absurd-
ity introduced by the profusion of chickens in the beginning of the 
scene thus returns here for a parodic finale. 

As Michelangelo Picone rightly observes, in the tale of the Marchio-
ness of Montferrat, “Jaufré’s highly noble existential and cognitive 
quest … is transformed into the sexual and capricious quest of Philippe 
le Borgne.”41 But what is the purpose of Boccaccio’s transformation? 
One of the principal functions of parody is, of course, to provoke 
laughter, and Fiammetta does allude to narration’s capacity for amuse-
ment when citing her first objective: “Because of the pleasure I feel at 

�
35  Giovanna Fogli, “Tragedy, Laughter and Cavalcantian Lovers: Boccaccio’s 

Criticism of the Sweet New Style,” NEMLA Italian Studies 18 (194) 13–29 at 21. 
36 Spitzer (n. 2 above) 2. My translation. 
37 The King’s ability to will himself out of love seems to suggest the superficiality of 

his passion in the first place. 
38 See Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 51. The passage is quoted in n. 15 above. 
39 Ibid. See the passage quoted in n. 15 above. 
40 Ibid. 51. 
41 Picone (n. 22 above) 93. My translation. 
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our having, through our stories, begun to demonstrate the power of 
good repartee” (emphasis mine). 42  The ladies of the lieta brigata, 
however, do not laugh at this tale as they had, for example, after 
hearing Decameron I.4. 43  Fiammetta empahsizes the didactic rather 
than the entertaining function of her tale in the preamble, using the 
words dimostrare (to demonstrate) and mostrarvi (to show you) when 
explaining her motives. The question we must ask, then, is what is the 
lesson to be learned from Boccaccio’s “obscene irony”?44 Picone insists 
that by the use of her witty retort, the Marchioness aims to stigmatize 
the “ideological fall” of the King, whose sexual intentions represent the 
antithesis to the “great courtly myth” of amor de lonh. 45  Taking 
Picone’s analysis into account, I suggest that Boccaccio focuses his 
parody—rather than on the King’s gross misunderstanding of courtly 
love—on the myth of love by hearsay. That is, Boccaccio does not 
seem as interested in condemning the King for his inappropriate desire 
as he is in lifting the veil on this idealized notion of love and portraying 
it realistically, within a human reality. Fogli observes a similar pattern 
in Decameron V.1, in which Boccaccio uses parody to free the idea of 
love in general from the literary standards dictated by the Dolce Stil 
Novo:    

 
Boccaccio overcomes the Sweet New Style, and, between comedy and trag-
edy, liberates love from the boundaries of a unilateral interpretation, return-
ing it to the dimension of a complex, and human, passion, which excites the 
imagination, dominates the will and only rarely, works according to rea-
son.46 
 

Boccaccio thus humanizes the topos of amor de lonh for his Human 
Comedy, offering his readers an opportunity to observe its dynamics in 
a realistic setting.  

There are a few clues in this tale that indicate that Boccaccio is 
creating a true-to-life illustration of love by hearsay. The first is the 
great care with which he historically contextualizes its action and 

�
42 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 67. 
43 Boccaccio, ibid. 51, describes the ladies’ reaction to Decameron I.4 as follows: “As 

they listened to Dioneo’s story, the ladies at first felt some embarrassment, which showed 
itself in the modest blushes that appeared on all their faces. Then, glancing at one another 
and barely managing to restrain their laughter, they giggled as they listened” (n. 8 above) 
48. After hearing the fifth tale, they simply commend the Marchioness’s virtue and her 
clever remark: “All the ladies applauded the courage of the Marchioness and the eloquent 
rebuff she had given to the King of France.” 

44 Picone (n. 10 above) 62. My translation.  
45 Ibid. 93. My translation. 
46 Fogli (n. 35 above) 25. 
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characters. Using the details provided by Fiammetta in the beginning of 
the tale, scholars have been able to identify the tale’s various charac-
ters. The King, whom Boccaccio names, is Philip II Augustus of 
France, who participated in the Third Crusade along with Richard the 
Lionheart and Holy Roman Emperor Frederick I Barbarossa. Picone 
recognizes the Marquis as Conrad of Montferrat, another notable 
historical figure who participated in the Third Crusade, and suggests 
that the Marchioness is a reference to Beatrice (Conrad’s niece, rather 
than his wife), whose famous beauty is immortalized in the poems of 
the troubadour Raimbaut de Vaquerias. 47 By populating his tale with 
personages who truly lived, Boccaccio invites his audience to read this 
tale as a nonfiction alternative to Rudel’s lofty love story. Additionally, 
Boccaccio writes that the Marchioness suspected the King’s motives 
upon learning of his impending visit: “She then began to wonder why 
such a great king should be calling upon her in her husband’s absence. 
Nor was she wrong in the conclusion that she reached, namely, that he 
was being drawn thither by the fame of her beauty.”48 Underneath the 
Marchioness’s easy discernment of the King’s intentions lies a subtle 
implication: the version of love by hearsay that Boccaccio depicts in 
this tale is an everyday occurrence, and by no means the extraordinary 
instance described by Rudel’s biographer. Boccaccio achieves a 
considerable degree of verisimilitude with this detail. As readers, we 
can imagine the Marchioness’s sigh as she arrives at a conclusion 
regarding her visitor: Oh, I see. He is one of those lovers by hearsay. 
She does not pause to marvel at the King’s pilgrimage of love; instead, 
she immediately (“without a moment’s delay”49) sets about effectuating 
the scheme that will rid her of this nuisance. The Marchioness’s rather 
mechanical response to the King’s love from afar serves to magnify 
Boccaccio’s parody. 

Finally, we must consider the role of courtly etiquette in this tale’s 
lesson, and how it relates to love by hearsay. Boccaccio’s careful atten-
tion to proper behavior dictated by social rank is perceptible throughout 

�
47 Picone (n. 22 above) 94. Scholars do not unanimously agree upon the identities of 

the Marquis and Marchioness in this tale. McWilliam, “Notes” in Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 
807 n. 3—who does not attempt to assign historical personages to each of Boccaccio’s 
characters—points out that the ruler of Montferrat at the time of Philip Augustus II of 
France’s departure for the Third Crusade was Guglielmo il Vecchio, and that his wife, 
Giulia of Austria, over seventy years old at that point, “was unlikely to have stirred 
Philip’s amorous inclinations.” He also mentions Corrado degli Aleramici, noting that his 
second wife, Theodora, “never set foot in Montferrat.” McWilliam, 808 n. 3, concludes 
by stating, “The intermingling of fact and fantasy is a recurrent feature of the 
Decameron’s narratives.” 

48 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 49–50. 
49 Ibid. 50. 
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Decameron I.5. For example, the Marchioness entertains the King be-
cause to do so is proper for a woman of her nobility, and at the banquet, 
the guests are seated according to their rank.50 Even the Marchioness’s 
retort is designed to exemplify her knowledge of courtly protocol, as 
explains Russo: “The Marchioness of Montferrat refuses her love to the 
King of France not only so as not to commit adultery, but, I would say, 
also because of a rule of courtly conduct.”51 In his comparison of this 
tale to its sources, Russo demonstrates how Boccaccio’s revision privi-
leges this etiquette over uxorial virtue: 

 
In all of these popular tales, that which is most important to the storyteller is 
the theme of the woman’s honesty: Boccaccio takes up the story, and leaves 
out precisely this theme … Courtly etiquette and the cleverness of a spirited 
woman—this is what touches Boccaccio’s imagination; he does not bother 
with the rest.52 
 

In the same way, the King loves wrongly not because he attempts to 
seduce a married woman, but because he does not follow Fiammetta’s 
rule of loving a lady of a higher rank than his own. But why does 
Boccaccio choose to parody Jaufré Rudel’s love for the Countess of 
Tripoli in a tale designed to demonstrate this rule? Perhaps this, too, is 
part of his lifting the veil on the myth of amor de lonh. Boccaccio 
seems to suggest that, according to such precepts, lovers by hearsay 
may be motivated by pure erotic desire and still be ideal courtly lovers 
if they and their ladies belong to the appropriate ranks. That is, even 
King Philippe’s extravagant passion (the base nature of which, as we 
have seen, Boccaccio has taken great care to demonstrate) would be 
compatible with courtly etiquette if he and the Marchioness simply 
belonged to different social classes. In this way, Boccaccio uses courtly 
ideology against itself, demonstrating how its precepts for social con-
duct undermine its idealization of eroticism. He invites his readers to a 
new interpretation of courtly love literature by forcing us to reconsider 
one of its dearest and most poetic topoi.53 
 

�
50 The Italian text reads: “Come valorosa donna dispostasi a onorarlo”; Boccaccio (n. 

15 above) 65. James M. Rigg translates this as “she made ready to do him honour in a 
manner befitting her high degree”; Boccaccio, The Decameron of Giovanni Boccaccio 
(London 1905) 46. Later, in his description of the banquet, Boccaccio writes, “The King 
sat with the Marchioness at one table, whilst the remaining guests were entertained at 
other tables according to their rank and quality” (n. 8 above) 50. 

51 Russo (n. 6 above) 97. My translation. 
52 Ibid. 103. My translation. 
53 This Branca’s description of love by hearsay: “Uno dei più cari e poetici canoni 

della letteratura erotica medioevale”; “Note” in Boccaccio (n. 15 above) 1025 n. 4. 
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GERBINO AND THE PRINCESS OF TUNIS (DECAMERON IV.4) 
BOCCACCIO’S CONFRONTATION WITH A LITERARY POLEMIC 

Another case of amor de lonh in the collection appears in the fourth 
story of the fourth day. In a rare example of mutual love by hearsay, 
Prince Gerbino, grandson of the King of Sicily, and an unnamed prin-
cess, daughter of the King of Tunis, fall in love with each other after 
hearing of one another’s valor and beauty. After carrying on their love 
affair through the exchange of gifts, the Princess is eventually promised 
in marriage to the King of Granada. When the news reaches Gerbino, 
he decides to intercept the ship that is transporting his beloved to her 
new husband and rescue her—that is, kidnap her. During an exhilarat-
ing maritime battle, the Saracens hired to escort the princess brutally 
murder her on the ship’s deck, wishing for her to die at their hands ra-
ther than surrender to an intruder. Gerbino, in a rage, slaughters the 
opposing crew, recovers his beloved’s body from the sea and buries it 
on a nearby island, and eventually returns to Sicily, brokenhearted. 
Shortly afterward, the King of Tunis demands that Gerbino be punished 
for his abduction attempt. King William of Sicily, privileging honor 
over family ties, orders Gerbino to be beheaded in his presence. 

Before analyzing this tale, we must contextualize it within the rest of 
the collection—specifically, within the day of storytelling in which it 
appears. Boccaccio combatively approaches medieval literary tradition 
in the beginning of Day Four, when he interrupts the brigata’s proceed-
ings in order to directly address his potential detractors. Among these 
critics’ several complaints are two that concern Boccaccio’s abandon-
ment of literary protocol: first, that his writings are mere “nonsense” (a 
reference, we may assume, both to the his choice of language (the Ital-
ian vernacular) and genre (the lowly novella)), and that his stories are 
largely fictional.54 Boccaccio unapologetically defends his work against 
both counts, concluding, “I shall leave them to their opinions, stick to 
my own, and say the same things about them as they are saying about 
me.”55 The author’s justification of his creative choices may be inter-
preted as his defense of a new literature in general, and his defiance of 
restrictive codes.56 In fact, Story Four introduces several topics that 

�
54 See Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 285. 
55 Ibid. 290. 
56 Ernesto Virgulti states that the purpose of the introduction to Day Four is “not 

simply to defend his new work, but above all to challenge the claims, precepts, and 
authority of medieval literary tradition. In its place, the architect of the novella genre is 
proposing a radically new work, one that can better reflect the changing sociocultural 
milieu of the second half of the Trecento and one that is capable of ushering in a new age 
in literature”; “In Defence of a New Literature for a New Age: Boccaccio’s Introduction 
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Boccaccio favors throughout the Decameron and that could have easily 
served as part of its pedagogy, including the irresistible force of love57 
and the opposition of love and honor.58 In her introduction, however, 
Elissa defines her tale as a response to those who would say that love 
by hearsay is impossible:  

 
Winsome ladies, there are many who believe that Love looses his arrows 
only when kindled by the eyes, and who regard with contempt anyone who 
maintains that a person may fall in love on the strength of verbal report. In 
this belief they are mistaken, as will be seen very clearly in a story I propose 
to relate, from which you will observe that hearsay not only caused two peo-
ple to fall in love without ever having seen one another, but also swept each 
of the lovers to a tragic death.59  
 

Decameron IV.4 thus marks Boccaccio’s explicit participation in a 
literary polemic, in which he supports a minoritarian notion of eros 
with the purpose of rebelling against conventional literary concepts of 
love—and, it follows, against literary conventions in general.  

Let us first consider the people—or groups of people—whom Elissa 
(that is, Boccaccio) intends to contradict in this tale. Considering this 
story’s contextualization within the extended digression that introduces 
Day Four, it is clear that the polemic to which Elissa alludes in this 
passage is literary in nature. Elissa, then, refers to certain writers or 
poetic schools that maintain the mainstream notion of love as a visual 
stimulus, and reject all extraneous erotic theories. These, in fact, are 
some of the same “detractors who are advocates of traditional literary 
conventions”60 against whom Boccaccio has already defended himself. 
In short, it is possible to see Elissa’s introduction to this tale as an 
extension of the author’s introduction to this day.  

�
to Day IV of the Decameron,” Transitions: prospettive di studio sulle trasformazioni 
linguistiche nella cultura italiana (2004) 105–122 at 120. 

57  McWilliam (n. 18 above) lxxx, notes that this “naturalistic attitude to human 
relationships” is one “that Boccaccio consistently adopts, especially in his handling of 
amatory material.” 

58 McWilliam, ibid. xciii, cites Decameron II.9, III.9, X.4, X.5, X.6, and X.8 as some 
of the many tales that treat of love and honor. He suggests that the discussion of this topic 
in these tales is a continuation of the questioni d’amore debated in the Filocolo. 

59 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 320. It is not surprising that Boccaccio uses Elissa as his 
spokesperson for this controversial notion. He has previously characterized her attitude as 
insolent, as when she is about to introduce her tale on Day Three: “Whereupon, speaking 
rather haughtily, not from affectation but from habit long established, Elissa began to 
address them as follows …”; (n. 8 above) 221. 

60 Virgulti (n. 56 above) 107. 
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In Decameron IV.4, Boccaccio engages with two major medieval 
critics of love by hearsay: Andreas Capellanus61 and Giacomo da Len-
tini. Andreas is one of the most influential medieval supporters of 
sight-based love. The Chaplain defines love as a result of both the 
external sensory perception, which he specifies as sight, and the inter-
nal contemplation of the beloved:  “Love is a certain inborn suffering 
derived from the sight of and excessive meditation upon the beauty of 
the opposite sex.”62 For Andreas, sight is so essential to the process of 
falling in love, that he even excludes the blind from his chapter on 
“What Persons are Fit for Love.”63 Boccaccio contends with Andreas’s 
definition when he carefully describes how the Princess of Tunis falls 
in love with Prince Gerbino after hearing about him and forming a 
mental picture of him: 

 
Being very receptive to tales of gallant men, [the Princess] lovingly treas-
ured the various accounts that filtered through to her on the subject of 
Gerbino’s valorous exploits, and was fascinated by them to such a degree 
that she formed a mental picture of the sort of man he was, falling passion-
ately in love with him; and nothing gave her greater pleasure than to talk 
about Gerbino and to listen whenever his name was mentioned by others.64 
 

It is noteworthy that Boccaccio does not specify the formation of a 
“mental picture” in any of the other cases of love by hearsay in the 
Decameron (I.5, II.7, and VII.7). Here, he is clearly emphasizing the 
psychological-physiological process of falling in love. If we consider 
this tale—as Elissa’s preamble suggests—as the author’s confrontation 
with conventional erotic ideologies, it becomes apparent that Boccaccio 
is replacing hearsay with sight (in Andreas’s text, visio) as the stimulus 
for the excessive meditation upon the beloved. In this way, he uses the 
Chaplain’s own principals to prove how love by hearsay is, in fact, 
“scientifically” possible: an image may be created in the imagination 
through the interpretation of words, rendering love by hearsay, like 
Andreas’s concept of love, the product of cognitive obsession. This 
physiological possibility of love by hearsay is conceded by Giacomo da 
Lentini in his contribution to a tenzone on the nature of love with Ja-
copo Mostacci and Pier della Vigna. The poet nevertheless attempts to 

�
61 The influence of Andreas’s treatise upon Boccaccio has been noted by critics; see, 

for example, Carlo Grabher, “Particolari Influssi di Angrea Cappellano sul Boccaccio,” 
Annali della Facolta di Lettere e Filosofia dell'Universita di Perugia 5 (1967–1968 ) 
309–332. 

62 Andreas Capellanus, The Art of Courlty Love, ed. and trans. John Jay Parry (New 
York 1960) 28. 

63 Andreas Capellanus (n. 62 above) 32. 
64 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 321. 
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neutralize the problem by declaring love by hearsay to be a possible, 
but weaker form of love:  

 
Truly, at times a man is a lover 
without seeing his beloved, 
but that love which brings torment with great furor  
has its source in what the eyes are seeing:65 
 

Boccaccio’s response to this notion is evident in Elissa’s introduction. 
The narrator insists that in her tale, “hearsay not only caused two peo-
ple to fall in love without ever having seen one another, but also swept 
each of the lovers to a tragic death.”66 Here Boccaccio, through Elissa, 
insists upon love by hearsay’s possibility and potency: fame not only 
caused the protagonists to fall in love, but it was also powerful enough 
to lead them to their deaths. Giacomo’s assertion that sight-based love 
is that which “prevails among the people”67 is thus effectively nullified. 

Boccaccio’s intent, however, is not to idealize love by hearsay and 
the courtly tradition to which it belongs. He does not favor this 
phenomenon because of some lofty ideology; that is, because he be-
lieves it is by nature nobler and more spiritual than love by sight.68 Ra-
ther, he supports it precisely because it represents an alternative to 
highly conventionalized medieval notions of love. Boccaccio’s en-
deavor does not stop here—he is set upon rebelling against all varieties 
of restrictive standards, literary and societal. For the remainder of the 
tale, then, the author focuses on how idealized erotic conventions sup-
press human love as well as how they attempt to conceal the savagery 
that aristocratic behavioral codes truly allow. Boccaccio offers his read-
ers a human, realistic perspective of love by hearsay in Decameron 
IV.4, offering a sober examination of the pleasures and pitfalls of 
young love. It is true that the author only limitedly describes the 
psychology of the characters, who appear as faint reflections from a 
time long past.69 This is part of Boccaccio’s meticulous reconstruction 

�
65 Giacomo da Lentini, “Amor è un desio che ven da core” The Poetry of the Sicilian 

School, ed. and trans. Frede Jensen (New York & London 1986) 134–135 at 135. 
66 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 320–321. 
67 Giacomo da Lentini (n. 65 above) 135. 
68 See n. 2 above. 
69 Mario Baratto makes this observation specifically in regard to Gerbino: “Boccaccio 

does not deepen the psychology of the character, because everything has the distance of a 
chivalric myth” (my translation); Realtà e stile nel Decameron (Vicenza 1970) 325. I 
believe, however, that it resonates with all of the characters in the tale. 
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of the chivalric world and the codes that govern it.70 By deeply immers-
ing his protagonists within the courtly environment, Boccaccio force-
fully exposes the lovers’ struggle against the literary and societal codes 
that attempt to regulate human passion.  

At first, Gerbino and the Princess of Tunis faithfully adhere to the 
precepts of courtly love. After falling in love with the Prince by hear-
say, the Princess takes pleasure in talking and hearing about him.71 This 
delight in conversing about the beloved replaces the visual contempla-
tion described by Andreas and enjoyed by the King of France in 
Decameron I.5, and is a natural deviation, considering the important 
roles that narrating and listening played in her falling in love in the first 
place. In this way, although it assumes a slightly different form, the 
Princess’s love for Gerbino still resembles proper courtly love at this 
point in the tale. Gerbino, too, mimics traditional lovers by hearsay, 
such as the troubadour Jaufré Rudel, in his longing to see his far-away 
beloved. He is, however, unwilling to act upon this desire in a way that 
violates either familiar or feudal loyalties. He will not leave for Tunis 
without his grandfather’s (that is, the King’s) permission, and will not 
invent a pretext in order to procure it. Instead of rashly following his 
desires, Gerbino follows proper courtly conduct and pursues his “love 
affair” with the exchange of gifts and letters through an intermediary.72 
He and the Princess, still unwilling to disobey decorum, approach the 
relationship passively. Boccaccio writes that they wait for fortune to 
present to them a proper occasion to meet. Because of an important 
lexical distinction in this passage, it is most useful to consider the origi-
nal text: “Con lei certi trattati tendendo da doversi, se la fortuna con-
ceduto l’avesse, vedere e toccare.”73 With this last word, Boccaccio 
foreshadows the impending failure of idealized notions of love to de-
scribe human passion, as well as the failure of strict behavioral codes to 
suppress it. These lovers by hearsay are not satisfied with purely 
contemplative love—along with desiring to see (vedere), they also wish 
to touch (toccare). In fact, in the next sentence, the narrator explicitly 
refers to the lovers’ dissatisfaction with their distant affair: “The affair 

�
70 Baratto (n. 69 above 327, notes that Boccaccio’s attention to detail in Decameron 

IV.4 in recreating the environment is virtually unparalleled within the rest of the collec-
tion. 

71 “Nothing gave her greater pleasure than to talk about Gerbino and to listen when-
ever his name was mentioned by others”; Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 321. 

72 Andreas (n. 62 above) 165, encourages the use of an intermediary in love affairs: 
“They may have one faithful intermediary, chosen by common consent, through whom 
the affair may always be managed in secret and in the proper fashion.” 

73 Boccaccio (n. 15 above) 388. McWilliam’s translation (n. 8 above) 322, reads as 
follows: “And it was understood between them that whenever Fortune offered them a 
suitable occasion, they would meet and become properly acquainted.” 
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had been dragging on in this fashion for somewhat longer than either of 
them would have wished.”74 According to medieval literary tradition, 
Gerbino and his Princess have already achieved the ultimate form of 
love—that which, according to Spitzer, “does not want to possess, but 
enjoys this state of non-possession … that wants to have and have 
not.”75 It is apparent, however, that the young lovers do not revel in the 
glory of this perpetual state of non-fulfillment. Boccaccio’s characters 
react to their separation as would real human beings—with frustration, 
disappointment, and impatience.  

Boccaccio’s description of the lovers’ discontent suggests an immi-
nent new development in the situation. It is soon revealed, in fact, that 
the King of Tunis intends to marry his daughter to the King of Granada. 
The marriage promises to negate both of the young lovers’ wishes; that 
is, the possession of and proximity to one another. The Princess 
immediately recognizes her betrothal as an obstacle to these desires: 
“This news distressed her enormously, for it meant that not only would 
a vast distance separate her from her lover but to all intents and pur-
poses she would be kept entirely out of his reach.”76 Having threatened 
the fulfillment of their passion, the Princess’s betrothal stimulates the 
complete breakdown of courtly conduct on the part of the two protago-
nists. The Princess immediately abandons her loyalty to her father (and 
King) in thought if not in deed. Moreover, Boccaccio clarifies that she 
restrains from doing the latter only because she does not know how: 
“And if she had been able to devise a way of doing so, she would will-
ingly have run away from her father to forestall such a calamity, and 
sailed across to Gerbino.” 77  Gerbino, too, is driven to reckless 
considerations, and awaits only the opportunity to realize them: “[Ger-
bino] vowed repeatedly to himself that if she were to travel to her hus-
band by sea and a suitable opportunity arose, he would carry her off by 
main force.”78 

The manifestation the of the lovers’ thoughts into deeds coincide 
with that of the King’s: as soon as her father prepares the boat that will 
escort the Princess to her new husband, she is compelled to actively 
participate in the determination of her own destiny. She commissions a 
servant to send word of her upcoming departure to Gerbino. Upon hear-
ing the news, the Prince, too, undergoes a transformation: while he is at 
first reluctant to abandon old loyalties (his first reaction—“[he] was at a 

�
74 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 322. 
75 Spitzer (n. 2 above) 1–2. My translation. 
76 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 322. 
77 Ibid. 
78 Ibid. 
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loss to know how he should react to the lady’s message”79—is one of 
uncertainty), he soon makes haste to Messina. Boccaccio specifies two 
motives for his decision to act: one, of course, is love; the other is his 
adversity to appearing cowardly: “Under the promptings of his love, 
not wishing to appear a coward, he hurried off to Messina.”80 These, in 
fact, correspond to the Princess’s two purposes for having contacted 
Gerbino in the first place: to verify both his reputation as a gallant man 
and his confession of affection: “Thus it would now be seen whether he 
was as daring a man as people reported, and whether he loved her as 
deeply as he had so often claimed.”81 In many cases of love by hearsay, 
a man makes his pilgrimage not only for love, but also to confirm the 
truth of his beloved’s reputation for beauty and virtue.82 In Decameron 
IV.4, Boccaccio reverses the motif, depicting Gerbino’s pilgrimage as a 
response to his lady’s challenge of his honor. The author thus achieves 
two goals: he not only contradicts conventional gender roles, but also 
presents an alternative to the highly idealized motives behind the 
peregrinatio amoris—the love pilgrimage.83 Gerbino’s journey is, in 
part, a selfish endeavor to prove his own worth, prompted by fear of his 
lady and her threat to his manhood. Boccaccio’s protagonist is by no 
means a perfect pilgrim of love—he appears to us as a true picture of a 
human being, and, more specifically, as a proud young man in love.  

The rousing speech that Gerbino delivers to his comrades before 
they confront the Princess’s ship is Boccaccio’s most poetic presenta-
tion of the opposition between the lofty ideals of courtly love and the 
reality of human intentions. The Prince begins with a passionate dis-
course on the ennobling effects of love, claiming that, “no mortal being 
who is without experience of love can ever lay claim to true excel-

�
79 Ibid. 323. 
80 Ibid. 
81 Ibid. 
82 This motif is similar, though not identical, to the “wager cycle” often associated 

with Shakespeare’s Cymbeline and its source, Decameron II.9. V. Frederic Koenig 
summarizes the basic pattern of the cycle as follows: “A man stakes his possessions or 
his life on the virtue of a woman whom another undertakes to possess. A deception 
makes it appear that the woman has yielded to the would–be seducer, and he claims the 
stake, only to be brought to confusion when the lady’s chastity is finally established”; “A 
New Perspective on the Wager Cycle” Modern Philology 44.2 (1946) 76–83 at 76. The 
wager motif in tales of love by hearsay almost always follows a conversation in which 
various men boast about the virtue and beauty of the women of their country (see, for 
example, Decameron VII.7 and Niccolò Machiavelli’s Mandragola) or of their own 
wives (such as in Matteo Bandello’s Novelle II.15). In these cases, the lover by hearsay 
embarks on his pilgrimage in order to judge the accuracy of these reports. 

83 For more information on this topos, see Jurgen Hahn, “A Metaphor of Problematic 
Love,” The Origins of the Baroque Concept of ‘Peregrinatio’ (Chapel Hill 1973) 63–113. 
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lence.”84  Boccaccio arouses his readers’ suspicions, however, when 
Gerbino claims to have embarked on this venture for the sole purpose 
of love (“It was love that impelled me to engage you for the task that 
lies before us,”85), the inaccuracy of which the author has already made 
clear. Boccaccio reveals the imperfection of Gerbino’s intentions in the 
next sentence, when he describes the ship’s contents. Again, a syntacti-
cal detail merits our consideration of the original text. The Prince an-
nounces, “la [nave], insieme con quella cosa che io più disidero, è piena 
di grandissime ricchezze.” 86  Though Gerbino describes her as that 
which “he desires above all else,” the position of the Princess in the 
subordinate clause suggests that her rescue is not the principal inspira-
tion for this quest. Indeed, Gerbino’s speech characterizes the impend-
ing event as more of a raid than a rescue mission. Not only does he 
promise the lady’s possessions to a crew of mercenaries,87 he even con-
flates his beloved with the riches themselves, pledging that she will be 
his only claim upon “the spoils of their victory.”88 Unlike that of the 
troubadours, Gerbino’s amor de lonh is clearly rooted in a desire to 
possess the beloved. Boccaccio thus updates this chivalric tale for his 
merchant-class audience, who would have understood well the im-
portance of acquisition. 

Until this point in the tale, Gerbino’s disobedience of courtly values 
has been somewhat ambiguous. Although he moves closer to breeching 
protocol with his intention to disrupt the political pact between the 
King of Tunis and the King of Granada (that is, the latter’s marriage to 
the Princess), he does not openly defy it until he begins his attack on 
the Princess’s ship. The threatened Saracens present their assailants 
with King William’s glove, a symbol of his pledge for the Princess’s 
safe passage. Gerbino, however, is not impressed; in fact, in a brazen 
mockery of chivalric formality, he sarcastically comments that the 
glove is superfluous, since there are no falcons present at that moment. 
The timing of the Prince’s rejection of the honor code is essential; it is, 
in fact, a response to his first vision of the Princess. Gerbino spots his 
beloved on the ship’s deck and, as is customary of lovers by hearsay, 

�
84 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 323. Branca identifies this affirmation as a clear reference to 

the Stilnovist philosophy of the ennobling force of love, and specifically that of Guido 
Guinizzelli and Dante (n. 53 above) 1229 n. 10. 

85 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 323. 
86 Boccaccio (n. 15 above) 388. McWilliam’s translation (n. 8 above) 324, reads as 

follows: “The object of my love dwells out there upon that ship, which not only holds 
that which I desire above all else, but is crammed to the gunwales with treasure.” 

87  Elissa narrates that Gerbino assembled these men in Messina shortly before 
intercepting the Princess’s ship in Sardinian waters; Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 323. 

88 Ibid. 324. 
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finds her to be more beautiful than her reputation had suggested and 
falls more deeply in love with her.89 By contrasting this conventional 
reaction of the courtly lover to his first glimpse of the beloved with 
Gerbino’s subsequent abandonment of courtly etiquette, Boccaccio 
effectively ironizes the ennobling power of love.90 Elissa’s statement 
that the Prince “grew more inflamed with passion than ever before”91 
is, on the surface, a reference to his deepening love. It is soon clear, 
however, that Gerbino has also become more “inflamed” with rashness, 
and even madness. His refusal to acknowledge the emblem that ensures 
his lady’s safety leads—not surprisingly—to her endangerment. But 
Gerbino’s compulsion to possess his “spoil of victory” blinds him to 
this fact, and he sets afire a small boat and maneuvers it toward the 
opposing ship. Her panicked escorts, unwilling to surrender either to 
death or to their aggressor, brutally slaughter the Princess and drop her 
body into the sea. They then address Gerbino directly, to inform him 
that he and his treachery are the cause of the Princess’s death: “Take 
her thus, for we are left with no choice but to let you have her in the 
form your treachery deserves.”92 Boccaccio certainly characterizes the 
Princess’s murderers as villainous, but he also invites his readers to 
consider the accuracy of their words: has Gerbino’s fixation with pos-
sessing his far-away love transformed him into her killer?  

Before we may answer, Boccaccio reveals that Gerbino’s 
metamorphosis is not yet complete. His witnessing the lady’s death 
pushes him into the depths of madness, and he beings to resemble more 
of a beast than a man. He embarks upon a frenzied massacre, 

 
cutting down Saracens without mercy on all sides, as though he were a 
starving lion falling upon a herd of young bullocks and tearing and ripping 
them apart one after another, intent on appeasing its anger rather than its 
hunger.93 
 

Here, Boccaccio creates a grotesque distortion of the daring for which 
Gerbino was famed at the onset of the tale.94 No longer an expression 

�
89 The reader will remember that this is also the King of France’s reaction to his first 

sight of the Marchioness of Montferrat in Decameron I.5. 
90 Fogli (n. 35 above) 14, notes Boccaccio’s “explicit ironization of the ennobling 

power of love” throughout the Decameron, and especially in the tale of Cimone (V.1). I 
instead suggest that Gerbino serves as a striking foil to Cimone: while the latter trans-
forms into the quintessential courtly lover by gazing at his beloved, the former loses his 
sense of dignity precisely when he sees his lady for the first time. 

91 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 343. 
92 Ibid. 325. 
93 Ibid. 
94 See ibid. 321. 
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of chivalric bravado, it has transformed into a reckless and violent 
vengeance. What is more, the Prince fails not only as a lover, but also 
as a plunderer; Elissa remarks that he and his crew “salvage all they 
could in return for their services … having gained a victory that was 
anything but rewarding”95—a reference both to the meager merchan-
dise that survived the fire as well as to the Princess herself, whose body 
Gerbino manages to salvage from the sea. Still, however, Gerbino’s 
dizzying vacillation between courtly lover and murderous pirate has not 
yet reached its conclusion. As if to unsettle his readers before they be-
come too comfortable with their discernment of the protagonist, 
Boccaccio once again characterizes the Prince as a paragon of cour-
tesy.96 He mourns his lady with copious tears, and honorably buries the 
Princess on the tiny island of Utica. Notably, the vida of Jaufré Rudel 
also concludes with the honorable burial of a lover by hearsay. 97 
Boccaccio will not let us forget this tale’s association with troubadour 
ideal of amor de lonh. 

In his analysis of Decameron IV.4, Giovanni Getto observes that 
Gerbino exhibits “the typical Boccaccian openness to all voices of life, 
from the most sublime to the most selfish.”98 Boccaccio’s multi-dimen-
sional depiction of his protagonist complicates the task of the reader—
Gerbino is infinitely more difficult to assess than Decameron I.5’s 
Philippe Le Borgne. Given his capacity for highly noble expressions of 
devotion, we cannot upbraid the Prince for his explosive fits of passion. 
Given the tragic end of both him and his lady, we cannot laugh at him. 
In this tale, Boccaccio leaves us no steady ground on which we may 
stand as we cast judgment upon his characters. He instead accurately 
represents the varied nature of the lover, as well as the varied nature of 
love itself. As affirmed in Elissa’s preamble, Boccaccio has set out to 
prove the existence and power of amor de lonh, and he does so with 
great finesse. He depicts neither the perfect love of Rudel, nor the cor-
rupt desire of the King of France. His case for the possibility of love by 
hearsay is so convincing because it is not reliant on tired literary 
conventions, but rather on an illustration of true human passion, one 
that cannot be categorized, idealized, or controlled.  

This tale, however, does not conclude with the Princess’s burial. The 
King of Tunis demands Gerbino’s arrest for having invalidated the 

�
95 Ibid. 325. 
96This is the other quality, along with “daring,” with which Elissa introduces Gerbino; 

Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 321. 
97 The Countess of Tripoli has Rudel honorably buried in the Church of the Templars. 
98 Giovanni Getto, Vita di forme e forme di vita nel Decameron (Torino 1958) 125. 

My translation. Here Getto is referring specifically to Gerbino’s speech to his comrades, 
but I believe it may be applied to Boccaccio’s characterization of the Prince in general. 
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King of Sicily’s pledge for his daughter’s safety. King William thus 
condemns his grandson to death. Boccaccio emphasizes the King’s 
agency in the matter, specifying that it was “with his own lips” that he 
sentenced the Prince to death—even at the opposition of each one of 
his barons—and then watches the execution.99 Elissa leaves no mystery 
as to the motivation behind the King’s actions; she affirms that he kills 
the Prince, “volendo avanti senza nepote rimanere che esser tenuto re 
senza fede.”100  Mario Baratto rightly identifies this episode as “the 
inevitable affirmation of political law over the laws of love,” which, he 
insists, is the perspective from which the entire tale operates. 101 
Boccaccio’s presentation of this phenomenon is markedly biased—
Decameron IV.4 is by no means an exemplum designed to celebrate the 
victory of justice over dishonor. The author clearly portrays Gerbino as 
a victim—of his grandfather, and, more importantly, of the chivalric 
code of honor. Boccaccio encourages his readers not to condemn hu-
man love—despite its inherent imperfections—but to condemn the sys-
tems that aim to control it. Giuseppe Mazzotta writes that Boccaccio 
manipulates literary devices in order to “expose the violence that the 
code of courtly love and its elegant etiquette seek to mask.”102 Indeed, 
in Decameron IV.4, Boccaccio presents his readers with a social code 
that forces young ladies into loveless marriages, compels men to break 
the bonds of familial fidelity and murder their own flesh and blood, 
and, ultimately, leads its victims to “a violent end without ever having 
tasted the fruits of their love.”103 Boccaccio’s criticism extends to liter-
ary codes, as well. We must remember that the polemic that introduces 
this tale is literary in nature, and that Elissa’s story may be seen as an 
extension of Boccaccio’s defense of his literary endeavors in Day 
Four’s introduction. The author takes this opportunity to evidence the 
fallibility of literary conventions that stifle the idea of love, just as 

�
99 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 325. McWilliam (n. 15 above) 391, takes some liberty in his 

translation of this passage; Boccaccio’s original text reads: “egli medesimo, non essendo 
alcun de’ baron suoi che con prieghi da ciò si sforzasse di rimuoverlo, il condannò nella 
testa e in sua presenzia gliele fece tagliare.” Still, the redundancy of “egli medesimo” 
emphasizes the King’s participation in Gerbino’s execution. 

100 Boccaccio (n. 15 above) 391. McWilliam (n. 8 above) 325, translates this line as, 
“Preferring to lose his only grandson rather than gain the reputation of being a monarch 
whose word was not to be trusted.” I have included the Italian above to demonstrate the 
contrast that Boccaccio creates by introducing the opposing forces of familial and feudal 
loyalty with the word senza. 

101 Baratto (n. 69 above) 327. My translation. 
102  Giuseppe Mazzotta, The World at Play in Boccaccio’s Decameron (Princeton 

1986) 176. Here Mazzotta is specifically referring to Boccaccio’s use of the fabliau in 
Decameron VII.7, but I believe this notion is relevant to Decameron IV.4 as well. 

103 Boccaccio (n. 8 above) 326. 
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courtly etiquette stifles the love of Gerbino and his Princess. He refuses 
to adhere to any strict ideology, refuting the exclusively sight-based 
theories of Andreas Capellanus, Giacomo da Lentini, and the 
Stilnovists, and proving that not even the proponents of amor de lonh 
understood it properly. Boccaccio frees love from all boundaries in this 
tale. At the same time, he warns his readers against trusting in strict 
literary codes—in doing so we may yet escape the fate of Gerbino, and 
avoid an intellectual beheading. 

 
*** 

In writing his Decameron, Giovanni Boccaccio strove to present a new 
kind of literature for a changing society. Modern scholars have recog-
nized Boccaccio’s innovation in his reinventing the novella genre, his 
writing in the vernacular, and his daring to present a view of the world 
with an open morality. 104  In this article, I have demonstrated how 
Boccaccio also presents a new perspective on courtly literature by chal-
lenging conventions concerning one of its most sacred topics—love. 
Boccaccio offers a new outlook on a type of love that was not only 
representative of the courtly ideal, but that was also a minoritarian no-
tion of eros, rejected by most of his contemporaries because of its 
contradiction with mainstream erotic theory. In Decameron I.5 and 
IV.4, Boccaccio reverses these preconceptions, demonstrating both 
how amor de lonh is a possible occurrence in the natural world and 
how its manifestation in this world is far from the romanticized images 
depicted in courtly poetry. In Decameron I.5, Boccaccio parodies the 
paradigm of amor de lonh, the vida of Jaufré Rudel. He offers an 
alternative reading to the troubadour’s idealized biography, presenting 
a realistic manifestation of the lover by hearsay in the character of 
Philippe Le Borgne. Boccaccio introduces this tale with a reiteration of 
a rule of courtly etiquette, thus emphasizing how the King’s unabashed 
attempt to seduce a married woman would be—given a few adjust-
ments to his and the lady’s social ranks—acceptable within that code. 
In Decameron IV.4, Boccaccio challenges mainstream erotic theory by 
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104 Vittore Branca was one of the first to introduce the now widely accepted view of 

the Decameron as a work in which Boccaccio focuses on the renewal of literature. Of 
Branca’s works, see, for example, “Ironizzazione letteraria come rinnovamento di 
tradizioni,” Boccaccio medievale e nuovi studi sul Decameron (Firenze 1990) 335–346; 
“Il Boccaccio e le tradizioni letterarie” Il Boccaccio nelle culture e letterature nazionali. 
Atti del congresso internazionale sulla fortuna del Boccaccio nelle culture e nelle lettera-
ture nazionali, Firenze–Certaldo, 1975, ed. Francesco Mazzoni (Firenze 1978) 473–496; 
and “Giovanni Boccaccio, rinnovatore dei generi letterari” Atti del convegno di Nimega 
sul Boccaccio 28–30 Oct. 1975, ed. Carlo Ballerini (Bologna 1976) 13–35; in English, 
“Boccaccio’s Role in the Renewal of Literary Genres,” The J. A. W. Bennett Memorial 
Lectures, Perugia, 1982–1983 (Cambridge and Tübingen 1984) 33–54. 
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proving both the possibility and intensity of love by hearsay. He again 
introduces a more realistic, human illustration of amor de lonh, this 
time in a tragic, rather than a comic, light. The author demonstrates the 
unrealistic expectations that the courtly code of conduct places upon 
young lovers, and—in the actions of the King of Sicily and the King of 
Tunis—simultaneously reveals the brutality that this code allows. In 
both of these tales, Boccaccio invites his readers to reconsider the 
parameters that convention has placed upon concepts of love, as well as 
upon concepts of literature. As is his wont, Boccaccio does not offer 
definitive answers to the questions he has forced us, as readers, to ask. 
Instead, he reminds us of the power of literature, and the greatness of 
the task undertaken by all those who dare to interpret the written word. 


