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Geoffrey Chaucer: The Canterbury Tales: The Nun’s Priest’s Tale


A widow, poor and somewhat advanced in years, dwelt once in a little cottage.
 She had a yard enclosed all around with sticks and a dry ditch, and in it she had a rooster, who was called Chanticleer. In all the land there was no match for his crowing; his voice was merrier than the merry organ that goes in church on mass-days. More trusty was his crowing in his yard than a clock. His comb was redder than fine coral. His black bill shone like jet; his legs and toes were like azure; his nails, whiter than the lily flower; and his hue, like burnished gold. To do all his pleasure, this noble cock had in his control seven hens, his loves, and very much like him in their markings; of these the one with the fairest hue on her throat was named lovely Mademoiselle Pertelote. 

 She was so lovely since she was seven nights old that truly she held the heart of Chanticleer completely locked, and she had the key. He loved her so that he was full of happiness. 

 Now it so came to pass, one day at dawn, as Chanticleer sat on his perch among his wives in the hall, and next to this fair Pertelote, that he began to groan in his throat as a man grievously troubled in his dream. When Pertelote heard him roar this way, she was aghast, and said: “Oh dear heart, what ails you to groan so?!” 

 And he answered, “Madame, don’t take it the wrong way, I pray you. I dreamed how I roamed up and down within our yard, and saw there a beast like a hound, who wished to seize my body and kill me. He was between yellow and red in color, his tail and ears tipped with black, unlike the rest of his coat; his snout was slender and his two eyes glowing. For fear of his looks I almost die, even now. This caused my groaning, without a doubt.” 
 “Shame!” she said. “You, heartless coward! In faith, surely, I cannot love a coward. Regardless of what any woman will say, all of us desire to have husbands bold, wise, and noble, and trusty with secrets, not a miser nor a fool, nor afraid of every weapon, nor yet a boaster, by God above! How dare you, for shame, say to your love that anything could make you afraid? How can you be afraid of dreams?

Chanticleer said, “O Madame, dreams are to be feared. Therefore, fair Pertelote, no person should think too lightly of dreams, for I tell you that without doubt many dreams are to be sorely feared.”
And with that, down he flew from the rafter, and with him all his hens, for it was day. He began to call them all with a cluck, for he had found a grain of corn lying in the yard. He was afraid no longer. He looked as if he were a grim lion, and roamed up and down on his toes, he chose not to set his foot to ground. He clucked when he came upon a grain of corn, and his wives ran to him. 

 A fox, sly and unrighteous, who had dwelt three years in the woods, burst through the hedges that same night into the yard where stately Chanticleer was accustomed to stroll with his wives. And there the fox lay quietly in a bed of cabbage until it was past eleven o’clock, awaiting his time to fall upon Chanticleer, as do all these homicides that lie in wait to murder men are glad to do. 

 My tale is all about a rooster, who took his wife’s counsel, to his sorrow, to walk in the yard that morning, after he had dreamed his dream of which I told you. Women’s pieces of advice are often fatal. 

 Pertelote lay fairly in the sunshine with all her sisters nearby, bathing herself merrily in the sand, and the gallant Chanticleer sang more merrily than the mermaid in the sea. And it so happened, as he cast his eye upon a butterfly among the cabbages, that he noticed this fox who lay hidden. He had no mind then to crow, but started up like a man frightened in his heart. For by instinct a beast is glad to flee from his natural enemy if he should see it, even if he had never seen it with his eye before. 
 This Chanticleer would have fled, except that the fox immediately spoke, “Alas, gentle sir, where do you want to go? Are you afraid of me, your own friend? Now surely I would be worse than a devil if I desired harm to you. I have not come to spy upon your privacy, but in truth only to listen how you sing. For truly you have as merry a voice as any angel in heaven.”
 Chanticleer began to flap his wings, like one who could not detect his treachery, so convinced he was by the flattery. He stood high on his toes, stretching his neck and shutting his eyes, and began to crow loudly. Up started Sir Russel the fox at once, seized Chanticleer by the throat and stole him away on his back toward the wood.
 O destiny! Alas that Chanticleer flew down from the rafters and that his wife did not care about dreams! 

The poor widow heard the hens cry out and saw the fox running away with Chanticleer and ran out screaming, “No! Let him be!” And she let her dog chase after the fox. 

This poor rooster in all his fright spoke to the fox and said, “Sir, if I were you, I would yell back at that old lady and that barking dog and say I stole this rooster fair and square and I intend to eat him!”
 “Yes, good advice,” answered the fox. And as he spoke, at once the rooster broke away from his mouth and flew immediately high upon a tree. 
 And when the fox saw the rooster was gone, “Alas! Chanticleer!” he said; “alas! I have done you wrong to frighten you, when I grabbed you and brought you out of the yard. But, sir, I had no ill intent; come down and I shall tell you what I meant. I shall tell the truth to you, so may God help me!” 
 “No then,” said the rooster, “I curse both of us if you should trick me more than once. No more shall your flattery make me sing and shut my two eyes.”
And that is how Chanticleer escaped becoming dinner that night.
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