
Preserving The Spell Basiles The Tale Of Tales
And Its Afterlife In The Fairy Tale Tradition

Preserving  the  Spell:  Basilisks  in  *The
Decameron* and Their Afterlife in Fairy Tale
Tradition
The chilling image of the basilisk, a serpent whose gaze is death itself, resonates powerfully throughout
literary history.  Its  potent presence in Giovanni Boccaccio's *Decameron*,  specifically in the tale of  the
ring,  solidifies  its  place  within  the  narrative  fabric  of  storytelling.  This  article  delves  into  the  enduring
legacy of the basilisk, examining its role in Boccaccio's masterpiece and exploring its "afterlife" – its
subsequent transformations and interpretations – within the broader tradition of fairy tales and folklore.
We will  specifically  analyze  the  narrative  techniques  used  to  depict  the  basilisk,  its  symbolic  meaning,
and its enduring influence on later writers and storytellers. Keywords relevant to our discussion include:
basilisk symbolism, Decameron basilisk, fairy tale monsters, monster evolution in literature,
and the power of the gaze.

The Basilisk in Boccaccio's *Decameron*
Boccaccio’s  *Decameron*,  a  collection  of  novellas  written  in  the  14th  century,  offers  a  rich  tapestry  of
human experience set against the backdrop of the Black Death. Within this framework, the basilisk
appears,  not  as  a  central  protagonist,  but  as  a  potent  symbol  within  a  specific  tale.  The  novella  often
focuses on the power of the ring and its protective qualities against the deadly basilisk's gaze. The ring
itself becomes a symbol of magical protection against a force beyond human control. This strategic
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placement  of  the  basilisk  highlights  its  status  as  a  representation  of  something  terrifying  and
unavoidable, a force of nature that can only be countered by supernatural means.

This  portrayal  differs  from  later  depictions  where  the  basilisk  might  be  defeated  through  courage  or
cleverness. In Boccaccio, the basilisk remains a force of pure, untamable power, emphasizing the fragility
of human life in the face of overwhelming adversity – mirroring the plague itself. The basilisk is not just a
creature; it's a symbol of the unseen dangers that lurk even in the most seemingly secure environments.

Basilisk Symbolism: Death and the Gaze
The  basilisk's  power  lies  primarily  in  its  gaze.  This  "killing  gaze"  is  a  recurring  motif  in  folklore,
representing the potentially lethal power of perception, judgment, and even the simple act of being seen.
This symbolism is amplified in Boccaccio's tale, where the basilisk represents the unpredictable and fatal
nature of the plague. The unexpected death brought on by the basilisk’s gaze mirrors the random and
indiscriminate nature of the Black Death, striking down both the rich and the poor.

Furthermore,  the basilisk's  symbolism transcends its  literal  representation as  a  monster.  It  can be
interpreted as a metaphor for fear itself, the paralyzing terror that can be as deadly as any physical
threat. The basilisk's enduring presence in literature points to our enduring fascination with both the
power and the terror of the unseen.

The Basilisk's  Afterlife  in  Fairy  Tales:  Transformations and
Interpretations
The basilisk’s influence extends far beyond Boccaccio's work. It appears, often transformed, in countless
subsequent fairy tales and folklore narratives. While the "death gaze" remains a consistent characteristic,
the basilisk's  role  and ultimate fate often evolve.  Some narratives present  the basilisk  as  a  more
monstrous, less symbolic entity, often defeated by a brave hero using wit, cunning, or a magical artifact.
This shifts the emphasis from the inevitability of death to the triumph of human agency.

Other versions might humanize the basilisk, imbuing it with a backstory or a reason for its malevolence,
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adding layers of complexity to the simple "monster" archetype. This reflects a broader trend in fairy tale
tradition toward exploring the moral ambiguity of characters, even those traditionally deemed purely
villainous. The evolution of the basilisk’s portrayal demonstrates how storytelling adapts and evolves,
reflecting the changing values and perspectives of different cultures and time periods.

The Enduring Power of the Basilisk Motif
The basilisk's continued presence in popular culture, from literature and film to video games, testifies to
its enduring appeal. Its potent symbolism, rooted in the primal fear of death and the power of the gaze,
continues to resonate with audiences. The creature's evolution across different narratives demonstrates
the  adaptability  of  folklore  and  its  capacity  to  reflect  and  interpret  changing  cultural  anxieties.  The
basilisk, despite often being a supporting character, serves as a powerful reminder of the enduring
fascination with the monstrous and the uncanny, and how those anxieties get woven into our stories.

Conclusion
The basilisk's journey from Boccaccio's *Decameron* to its diverse interpretations in fairy tales and
beyond demonstrates the dynamic nature of storytelling. Its symbolism evolves but its core aspects – the
potent gaze, the unpredictable nature of death, and the fear of the unknown – remain remarkably
constant. The basilisk serves as a potent reminder of how narratives shape our understanding of fear,
mortality,  and the power of  storytelling itself.  Its  continued existence in  our  collective imagination
underscores  its  enduring  power  and  its  ability  to  reflect  and  refract  our  cultural  anxieties  across
centuries.

FAQ
Q1: What makes the basilisk in *The Decameron* different from basilisks in other stories?

A1: The basilisk in *The Decameron* serves primarily as a symbol of the unstoppable and indiscriminate
nature of the Black Death. It's less a creature to be battled and more a representation of overwhelming,
unavoidable fate. In other tales, basilisks are often defeated through heroic action or cunning, shifting the
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narrative focus from the inevitability of death to human agency and triumph over adversity.

Q2: What is the significance of the basilisk's gaze?

A2: The basilisk's gaze is a powerful symbol of the potentially lethal power of perception and judgment. It
represents the fear of being seen, judged, and condemned. The gaze is not just physical; it can represent
the weight of societal judgment, the fear of scrutiny, and the power of others' opinions to cause harm.

Q3: How has the basilisk's portrayal changed over time?

A3: Initially, the basilisk was primarily a symbol of inevitable death and overwhelming forces. Over time,
portrayals have become more diverse. Some stories depict it as a monster to be vanquished, while others
attempt to humanize it, giving it a backstory or reasons for its actions. This reflects the shifting cultural
attitudes towards monsters and the increasing complexity of character portrayal in storytelling.

Q4: What are some examples of  the basilisk's  appearance in other media besides *The
Decameron*?

A4:  The  basilisk's  image  has  appeared  in  countless  works  of  literature,  film,  video  games,  and  art.
Examples include its appearance in *Harry Potter*, various fantasy novels, and video games such as
*Diablo*. These appearances showcase the enduring power of the basilisk as a symbol of fear and
danger.

Q5: What is the lasting legacy of the basilisk in storytelling?

A5:  The  basilisk's  lasting  legacy  lies  in  its  potent  symbolism  and  its  adaptability.  It  represents
fundamental  human fears – death, the unknown, and the power of the gaze. Its evolution through
different narratives shows how folklore adapts to reflect changing cultural anxieties and the ways stories
evolve over time.

Q6: Are there any modern interpretations of the basilisk?

A6:  Yes,  modern interpretations  frequently  explore  the  themes of  fear,  power,  and control.  It  can
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represent societal pressures, oppressive systems, or even the toxic effects of social media. The basilisk's
"gaze" might now stand for the overwhelming negativity or scrutiny of the internet age.

Q7: How does the basilisk contribute to the overall themes of *The Decameron*?

A7: The basilisk in *The Decameron*, while appearing in a single story, contributes to the overarching
themes of mortality and the fragility of life in the face of the Black Death. It serves as a potent visual
metaphor  for  the  unpredictable  and  often  fatal  nature  of  the  plague,  reinforcing  the  collection's
exploration of human experience in the face of immense suffering and loss.

Preserving the Spell: Basilisks in *The Tale of Tales*, and Their Afterlife in the Fairy Tale Tradition

The mysterious basilisk, a creature of myth possessing a fatal gaze, holds a crucial place in Giambattista
Basile's *Pentamerone* (*The Tale of Tales*), a collection of Neapolitan fairy tales published in 1634. Far
from  a  simple  narrative  element,  the  basilisk’s  presence  demonstrates  the  collection's  complex
engagement with power , danger , and the fragile nature of life itself. This article will investigate the
various  ways  Basile  uses  the  basilisk  motif  and  how  its  influence  reverberates  throughout  subsequent
fairy tale traditions.

Basile's use of the basilisk is rarely straightforward. Unlike many later portrayals that reduce the creature
to a terrifying beast to be simply destroyed, Basile integrates the basilisk into narratives that challenge
established understandings of good and wickedness. For instance, in the tale of "The Basilisk," the
creature isn't merely a villain but a representation of the capricious power of nature and the perilous
consequences of unchecked ambition. The ingenuity of the protagonist, who overpowers the basilisk not
through  brute  force  but  through  cunning,  underscores  the  importance  of  strategy  and  intellect  in
navigating a treacherous world.

This  subtle  approach  to  the  basilisk  differs  substantially  from later  adaptations.  While  some fairy  tales
preserve the basilisk's lethal gaze, many dumb down its symbolism. The creature often becomes a solely
malevolent force, lacking the mental depth found in Basile's portrayal. This alteration in interpretation is
somewhat attributable to the evolving social contexts in which these tales were told . As fairy tales
transitioned from oral traditions to written stories, the emphasis often shifted from subtle allegory to
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clear moral lessons.

The  basilisk's  impact  in  fairy  tales,  however,  is  not  confined  to  its  diminished  representation.  The
creature's persistent appeal derives from its intrinsic allure . The combination of terror and awe it evokes
continues to enthrall audiences, making it a recurring motif in current fantasy literature and film.

The basilisk's survival as a literary device also mirrors a broader trend in fairy tale tradition: the alteration
and reimagining of existing narratives to accommodate changing cultural values and artistic preferences.
The basilisk's story, consequently, is not simply a narrative of a fantastical creature; it's a epitome of the
changing nature of storytelling itself, and the ways in which old symbols can be recontextualized to
explore new themes .

In conclusion, Basile's use of the basilisk in *The Tale of Tales* functions as a powerful illustration of the
intricacies inherent in fairy tale narratives. The creature’s subsequent evolution within the fairy tale
tradition reveals the adaptability of folkloric motifs and their capacity to adjust to new cultural contexts
and  aesthetic  sensibilities.  The  basilisk’s  enduring  presence  underscores  the  enduring  power  of
symbolism and the timeless human fascination with peril and the mysterious .

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: What makes Basile's portrayal of the basilisk unique?

A1:  Basile’s  basilisk  is  not  merely  a  monster  to  be  overcome;  it  functions  as  a  complex  symbol,
representing the  volatile  nature  of  power  and the consequences  of  unchecked ambition.  His  tales
examine the psychological facets of facing such danger, emphasizing wit over brute force.

Q2: How has the basilisk's image changed over time?

A2: Initially a multifaceted symbol in Basile's work, the basilisk has often been diminished in later fairy
tales and adaptations. The creature’s role has shifted from a metaphorical representation of complex
themes to a more straightforward villain .

Q3: Why does the basilisk remain a popular figure in fantasy?
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A3: The basilisk’s enduring popularity stems from its captivating blend of dread and amazement . Its
mythical nature provides rich ground for creative exploration in fantasy literature and film.

Q4: What are some practical implications of studying the basilisk's evolution in fairy tales?

A4: Studying the basilisk’s evolution highlights the ways in which cultural values and narrative techniques
influence  storytelling.  It  offers  valuable  insights  into  the  workings  of  storytelling,  allegory  ,  and  the
cultural  transmission  of  myths  and  legends.
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