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Preface

Fabulous Vernacular is as much an expression of my identity as a scholar
as a synthesis of my thinking about Boccaccio. This sense of professional
identity, which has roots reaching back to a family background in Iowa
where both parents were university professors, was something ‹rst culti-
vated in graduate school at Johns Hopkins University. There I found a
rich intellectual environment at an American institution with proudly
maintained connections to the German world of learning, from avatars of
Romance philology to the dreaded public dissertation defense, an event
anyone could attend to query candidates on our universal knowledge.
Charles Singleton presided over our Gilman Hall seminars opposite two
older worthies, spiritually with us in their portraits—a magisterial Wil-
helm Meyer-Lübke towering in an oil painting high on the wall and, below
him, in a large black-and-white photograph propped on the chalk tray,
Leo Spitzer, intensely cerebral with his lighted cigarette. As Singleton
spoke of the men in those pictures, he made us feel the power of academic
continuities, for in this scene there was a succession of generations from
the great nineteenth-century philologist, to his student Spitzer, to Single-
ton, and right on down to us. So, too, when our professor recited and
explained the Divine Comedy in that long room with its battered oak con-
ference table, we could envision ourselves as new links in a historical chain
uninterrupted since the fourteenth century, when it started with Dante’s
own sons and his most passionate medieval reader, Giovanni Boccaccio. 

Memorable for his teaching in the classroom, Singleton was a strong
scholarly model for me as I began to ‹nd my own academic voice. No less
important in my formation was the larger Hopkins community, inspirited
by interdisciplinary ideals of study in the humanities and the history of
ideas. Intellectual itineraries all take unpredictable turnings that push our
research into new directions, and so it was with mine, thanks to several vis-
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its as a fellow at the Harvard Center for Renaissance Studies in Florence,
Villa I Tatti, a haven imbued with the character of its remarkable maker,
Bernard Berenson. As I knew them, both Hopkins and Harvard privileged
the literary classics. Both settings nurtured a kind of scholarship cast in
historical depth yet inclined to move freely across disciplinary boundaries.
Both provided strong examples of scholars who had forged distinctive
styles of writing, English prose bearing a personal imprint that it has also
been my goal to craft. 

Others in the ‹eld of literary studies have gone in directions different
from mine, following successive waves of semiotics, deconstruction, new
historicism, and cultural studies. Their work has touched and taught us all.
Since I am a literary historian, I have not theorized the Filocolo. My lexicon
is belletristic. My approach couples philology and criticism, a pairing for
which the studies of Vittore Branca stand as paradigmatic. Here my
curiosities converge on Boccaccio’s notions of literary decorum, on the cre-
ative continuities that unify his corpus, and on the new “poetry” that
emerges from his engagement with Latin and vernacular tradition.1 To
answer them, I have meditated on the provocative interplay between his
poetic inventions and historical truth; on the autobiographical stamp of his
‹ction, especially as it re›ects the author’s formation in canon law; on “sig-
nature” themes to which he keeps returning, such as the story of his love for
Fiammetta; on the kinds of compositional structures he prefers, typically
symmetrical or “Gothic” arrangements around a center; and on the
medieval esthetics of concealment, the practice of layering hidden meanings
into a text for the delight of discovery that comes as we readers recognize its
allegory and decode its symbolism, iconography, and numerology.2

viii Preface

1. I take the accommodating term engagement from Winthrop Wetherbee, Chaucer and
the Poets: An Essay on Troilus and Criseyde (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984), 9–11;
Wetherbee writes of his subject’s “engagement” with tradition, both Latin and vernacular,
including Boccaccio. By poetry I mean imaginative literature in the widest sense, as Boccac-
cio would have understood the word.

2. Our categories of “‹ction” and “non‹ction” only partially overlap with Boccaccio’s
notions of generic distinctions and the relationship between ‹ction and truth. Long-held crit-
ical convictions about his “realism,” for example, rested on anachronistic assumptions. Their
drift has found correction in such recent work as Millicent Marcus, An Allegory of Form: Lit-
erary Self-Consciousness in the Decameron (Saratoga, Calif.: Anma Libri, 1979); Giuseppe
Mazzotta, The World at Play in Boccaccio’s Decameron (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1986); Pier Massimo Forni, Adventures in Speech: Rhetoric and Narration in Boccac-
cio’s Decameron (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996). Most attention has
gone to the Decameron, much less to the early ‹ction, and virtually none to the late Latin
encyclopedias, which freely intermingle history and poetry. A classic and appealingly lucid
treatment of these problems for medieval narrative ‹ction more broadly is Eugène Vinaver,
The Rise of Romance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971). 
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If the elegance of science lies in its capacity to reduce mysterious com-
plexity to understandable simplicity, the virtue of the humanities is their
tolerance of ambiguities, of con›icting points of view, and of endless pos-
sibilities of interpretation. The university, which in its medieval origins
was quite literally “diversity coming together,” ought to be an environ-
ment where different schools of thought can ›ourish, an intellectual cho-
rus of many voices. Every humanist must speak in his own voice. Every
author must write his own book. I have written mine.

Preface ix
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