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approaching, the queen decided that those who felt so inclined
should take their siesta. Some of them accordingly retired, but the
rest were so overwhelmed by the beauty of their surroundings that
they remained where they were and whiled away their time in
reading romances or playing chess or throwing dice whilst the
others slept.

But a little after nones, they all went and refreshed their faces in
cool water before assembling, at the queen’s request, on the lawn
near the fountain, where, having seated themselves in the customary
manner, they began to await their turn to tell a story on the topic
the queen had proposed. The first of their number to whom she
entrusted this office was Filostrato, who began as follows:

FIRST STORY

Masetto of Lamporecchio pretends to be dumb, and becomes a gardener at a
convent, where all the nuns vie with one another to take him off to bed
with them.

Fairest ladies, there are a great many men and women who are so
dense as to be firmly convinced that when a girl takes the white veil
and dons the black cowl, she ceases to be a woman or to experience
feminine longings, as though the very act of making her a nun had
caused her to turn into stone. And if they should happen to hear of
anything to suggest that their conviction is ill-founded, they bécome
quite distressed, as though some enormous and diabolical evil had
been perpetrated against Nature. It never enters their heads for a
moment, possibly because they have no wish to face facts, that they
themselves are continually dissatisfied even though they enjoy full
liberty to do as they please, or that idleness and solitude are such
powerful stimulants. Again, there are hkewise many people who are
firmly convinced that digging and hoeing and coarse food and
hardy living remove all lustful desires from those who work on the
land, and greatly impair their intelligence and powers of perception.
But, since the queen has bidden me to speak, I would like to tell
you a little tale, relevant to the topic she has prescribed, which will
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show you quite clearly that all these people are sadly mistaken in
their convictions.

In this rural region of ours, there was and still is a nunnery, greatly
renowned for its holiness, which I shall refrain from naming for
fear of doing the slightest harm to its reputation. At this convent,
not long ago, at a time when it housed no more than eight nuns
and an abbess, all of them young, there was a worthy little man
whose job it was to look after a very beautiful garden of theirs.
And one day, being dissatisfied with his remuneration, he settled up
with the nuns’ steward and returned to his native village of
Lamporecchio. ,

On his return, he was warmly welcomed by several of the
villagers, among them a young labourer, a big. strong fellow called
Masetto, who, considering that he was of peasant stock, possessed a
remarkably handsome physique and agreeable features. Since the
good man, whose name was Nuto, had been away from the village
for some little time, Masetto wanted to know where he had been,
and when he learned that Nuto had been living at a convent, he
questtoned him about his duties there.

T tended a fine, big garden of theirs,” Nuto replied, ‘in addition
to which, I sometimes used to go and collect firewood, or I would
fetch water and do various other litcle jobs of that sort. But the
nuns gave me such a paltry wage that it was barely sufficient to pay
for my shoe-leather. Besides, they are all young and they seem to
me to have the devil in them, because whatever you do, it is
impossible to please them. Sometimes, in fact, I would be working
in the garden when one of them would order me to do one thing,
another would tell me to do something else, and yet another would
snatch the very hoe from my hands, and tell me I was doing things
the wrong way. They used to pester me to such an extent that
occasionally I would down tools and march straight out of the
garden. So that eventually, what with one thing and another, I
decided I'd had enough of the place and came away altogether. Just
as [ was leaving, their steward asked me whether I knew of anyone
who could take the job on, and I promised to send somebody
along, provided I could find the right man, but you won’t catch me
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sending him anybody, not unless God has provided the fellow with
the strength and patience of an ox.”

As he listened, Masetto experienced such a longing to go and stay
with these nuns that his whole body tingled with excitement, for it
was clear from what he had heard that he should be able to achieve
what he had in mind. Realizing, however, that he would get
nowhere by revealing his intentions to Nuto, he replied:

‘How right you were to come away from the place! What sort of
a life can any man lead when he’s surrounded by a lot of women?
He might as well be living with a pack of devils. Why, six times

‘out of seven they don’t even know their own minds.’

But when they had finished talking, Masetto began to consider
what steps he ought to take so that he could go and stay with them.
Knowing himself to be perfectly capable of catrying out the duties
mentioned by Nuto, he had no worries about losing the job on that
particular score, but he was afraid lest he should be tumed down
because of his youth and his unusually attractive appearance. And
so, having rejected a number of other possible expedients, he
eventually thought to himself: ‘The convent is a long way off, and
there’s nobody there who knows me. If1 can pretend to be dumb,
they’ll take me on for sure.” Clinging firmly to this conjecture, he
therefore dressed himself in pauper’s rags and slung an axe over his
shoulder,' and without telling anyone where he was going, he set
out for the convent. On his arrival, he wandered into the courtyard,
where as luck would have it he came across the steward, and with
the aid of gestures such as dumb people use, he conveyed the
impression that he was begging for something to eat, in return for
which he would attend to any wood-chopping that needed to be
‘done. :

The steward gladly provided him with something to eat, after
which he preseated him with a pile of logs that Nuto had been
unable to chop. Being very powerful, Masetto made short work of
the whele consignment, and then the steward, who was on his way
to the wood, took Masetto with him and got him to fell some
timber. He then provided Masetto with an ass, and gave him to
understand by the use of sign-language that he was to take the
timber back to the convent.
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The fellow carried out his instructions so efficiently that the
steward retained his services for a few more days, getting him to
tackle various jobs that needed to be done about the place. One
day, the Abbess herself happened to catch sight of him, and she
asked the steward who he was,

“The man is a poor deafomute, ma’am, who came here one day
begging for alms,” said the steward. ‘I saw to it that he was well fed,
and set him to work on various tasks that needed to be done. If he
turns out to be good at gardening, and wants to stay, I reckon we
would do well out of it, because we certainly need a gardener, and
this is a strong fellow who will always do as he’s told. Besides, you
wouldn’t need to worry about his giving any cheek to these young
ladies of yours.’

Tdo believe you're right,’ said the Abbess. ‘Find out whether he

knows what to do, and make every effort to hold on to him.

Provide him with 2 pair of shoes and an old hood, wheedie him,
pay him a few compliments, and give him plenty to eat.’

The steward agreed to carry out her instructions, but Masetto
was not far away, pretending to sweep the courtyard, and ke had
overheard their whole conversation. ‘Once you put ‘me inside that
garden of yours,” he said to himself, gleefully, ‘T'Il tend it better
than it’s ever been tended before.’

Now, when the steward had discovered what an excellent gar-
dener he was, he gestured to Masetto, asking him whether he
would like to stay there, and the latter made. signs to indicate that
he was willing to do whatever the steward wanted. The steward
therefore took him on to the staff, ordered him to look after the
garden, and showed him what he was to do, after which he went
away in order to attend to the other affuirs of the convent, leaving
him there by himself. Gradually, as the days passed and Masetto
worked steadily away, the nuns started teasing and annoying him,
which is the way people frequently behave with deaf-mutes, and
they came out with the foulest language imaginable, thinking that
he was unable to hear them. Moreover, the Abbess, who was
possibly under the impression that he had lost his tail as well as his
tongue, took little or no notice of all this.

Now one day, when Masetto happened to be taking a rest after a
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spell of strenuous work, he was approached by two very young
nuns who were out walking in the garden. Since he gave them the
impression that he was asleep, they began to stare at him, and the
bolder of the two said to her companion:

‘If I could be sure that you would keep it a secret, I would tell
you about an idea that has often crossed my mind, and one that
might well work out to our mutual benefit.’

‘Do tell me,” replied the other. “You can be quite certain that I
shan't talk about it to anyone.’

The bold one began to speak more plainly.

‘I wonder,” she said, ‘whether you have ever considered what a
strict life we have to lead, and how the only men who ever dare set
foot in this place are the steward, who is elderly, and this dumb
gardener of ours. Yet I have often heard it said, by several of the
ladies who have come to visit us, that all other pleasures in the
world are mere trifles by comparison with the one experienced by a
woman when she goes with a man. [ have thus been thinking, since
I have nobody else to hand, that I would like to discover with the
aid of this dumb fellow whether they are telling the truth. As it
happens, there couldn’t be a better man for the purpose, because
even if he wanted to let the cat out of the bag, he wouldn’t be able
to. He wouldn't even know how to explain, for you can see for
yourself what a mentally retarded, dim-witted hulk of a youth the
fellow is. I would be glad to know what you think of the idea.’

‘Dear me!” said the other. ‘Don’t you realize that we have
promised God to preserve our virginity?’

‘Pahl’ she said. “We are constantly making Him promises that
we never keep! What does it matter if we fail to keep this one?
He can always find other girls to preserve their virginity for
Him.’ :

‘But what if we become pregnant?” said her companion. “What's
going to happen then?

“You'te beginning to worry about things before they've even
happened. We can cross that bridge if and when we come to it.
There’ll be scores of different ways to keep it a secret, provided we
control our own tongues.’

“Very well, then,” said the other, who was already more eager
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than the first to discover what sort of stuff a man was made of
‘How do we set about it?’

‘As you see,” she replied, ‘it is getting on for nones, and 1 expect
all our companions are asleep. Let’s make sure there’s nobody else in
the garden. And then, if the coast is clear, all we have to do is to
take him by the hand and steer him across to that hut over there,
where he shelters from the rain. Then one of us can go inside with
him while the other keeps watch. He’s such a born idiot that he’ll
do whatever we suggest.’ .

Masetto heard the whole of this conversation, and since he was
quite willing to obey, the only thing he was waiting for now was
for one of them to come and fetch him. The two nuns had a good
look round, and having made certain that they could not be
observed, the one who had done ali the talking went over to
Masetto and woke him up, whereupon he sprang instantly to his
feet. She then took him by the hand, making alluring gestures to
which he responded with big broad, imbecilic grins, and led him
into the hut, where Masetto needed very little coaxing to do her
bidding. Having got what she wanted, she loyally made way for
her companion, and Masetto, continuing to act the simpleton, did
as he was asked. Before the time came for them to leave, they had
cach made repeated trials of the damb fellow’s riding abilicy, and
later on, when they were busily swapping tales about it all, they
agreed that it was every bit as pleasant an experience as they had
been led to believe, indeed more so. And from then on, whenever
the opportunity arose, they whiled away many a pleasant hour in
the dumb fellow’s arms.

One day, however, a companion of theirs happened to lock out
from the window of her cell, saw the goings-on, and drew the
attention of two others to what was afoot. Having talked the matter
over between themselves, they at first decided to report the pair to
the Abbess. But then they changed their minds, and by common
agreement with the other two, they took up shares in Masetto’s
holding. And because of various indiscretions, these five weré
subsequently joined by the remaining three, one after the other.

Finally, the Abbess, who was still unaware of all this, was taking
a stroll one very hot day in the garden, all by herself, when she
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came across Masetto stretched out fast asleep in the shade of an
almond-tree. Too much riding by night had left him with very
little strength for the day’s labours, and so there he lay, with his
clothes ruffled up in front by the wind, leaving him all exposed.
Finding herself alone, the lady stood with her eyes riveted to this
spectacle, and she was seized by the same craving to which her
young charges had already succumbed. So, having roused Masetto,
she led him away to her room, where she kept him for several days,
thus provoking bitter complaints from the nuns over the fact that
the handyman had suspended work in the garden. Before sending
him back to his own quarters, she repeatedly savoured the one
pleasure for which she had always reserved her most fierce disap-
proval, and from then on she demanded regular supplementary
allocations, amounting to considerably more than her fair share.

Eventually, Masetto, being unable to cope with all their demands,
decided that by continuing to be dumb any longer he might do
himself some serious injury. And so one night, when he was with
the Abbess, he untied his tongue and began to talk.

‘I have always been given to understand, ma’am,” he said, ‘that
whereas a single cock is quite sufficient for ten hens, ten men are
hard put to satisfy one woman, and vet here am I with nine of them
on my plate. I can’t endure it any longer, not at any price, and as 2
matter of fact I've been on the go so much that I'm no longer
capable of delivering the goods. So you’ll either have to bid me
farewell or come to some sort of an arrangement.’

When she heard him speak, the lady was utterly amazed, for she
had always believed him to be dumb.

“What is all this?’ she said. ‘I thought you were supposed to be
dumb.’

‘That’s right, ma’am, I-was,” said Masetto, ‘but I wasn't born
dumb. It was owing to an illness that [ lost the power of speech,
and, praise be to God, I've recovered it this very night.’

The lady believed him implicitly, and asked him what he had
meant when he had talked about having nine on his plate. Masetto
explained how things stood, and when the Abbess heard, she
realized that every single one of the nuns possessed sharper wits than
her own. Being of 2 tactful disposition, she decided there and then
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that rather than allow Masetto to go away and spread tales concern-
ing the convent, she would come to some arrangement with her
nuns in regard to the matter.

Their old steward had died a few days previously. And so, with
Masetto’s consent, they unanimously decided, now that they all
knew what the others had been doing, to persuade the people living
in the neighbourhood that after a prolonged period of speechlessness,
his ability to talk had been miraculously restored by the nung’
prayers and the virtues of the saint after whom the convent was
named, and they appointed him their new steward. They divided
up his various functions among themselves in such a way that he
was able to do them all justice. And although he fathered quite a
number of nunlets and monklets, it was all arranged so discreetly
that nothing leaked out until after the death of the Abbess, by
which time Masetto was getting on in years and simply wanted to
retite to his village on a fat pension. Once his wishes became
known, they were readily granted.

‘Thus it was that Masetto, now an elderly and prosperous father
who was spared the bother of feeding his children and the expense
of their upbringing, returned to the place from which he had set
out with an axe on his shoulder, having had the sense to employ
his youth to good advantage. And this, he maintained, was the way
that Christ treated anyone who set a pair of horns on His
CIOWIL.

SECOND STORY

A groom makes love to King Agilulf’s wife. Agilulf finds out, keeps quiet
about it, tracks down the culprit, and shears his hair. The shom man
shears all the others, thus avoiding an unpleasant fate.

There were some parts of Filostrato’s tale that caused the ladies to
blush, others that provoked their laughter, and as soon as it had come
to an end, the queen requested Pampinea to take up the storytelling.
She accordingly began as follows, laughing all over her face:




