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    GEOFFREY CHAUCER


    ENGLISH WRITER


    
      	Born in London c.1343.


      	Died in London in 1400.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Canterbury Tales (c. 1380s), poetry


          	Parlement of Foules (c. 1380s), poetry


          	Troilus and Criseyde (c. 1380s), poetry

        

      

    


    A medieval courtier, diplomat, lawyer and civil servant, Chaucer travelled around Western Europe on the King’s business. Although he held a fairly high position within the Court, Chaucer did not come from an aristocratic family. His grandfather ran a tavern in the town of Ipswich, before moving to London and becoming a merchant. His parents were wine merchants living in the City of London. Chaucer is believed to have married Philippa de Roet, a lady-in-waiting to Constance of Castile (Spanish duchess, 1354-1394), the second wife of John of Gaunt (English duke, 1340-1399). He started his seminal work, The Canterbury Tales, during the 1380s, and it was incomplete at his death. The Canterbury Tales has never been out of print and has constantly influenced writers, artists and filmmakers ever since. The stories have a perennial appeal. The Canterbury Tales has also been a key influence on the development of the English language. Just like William Shakespeare (English playwright, 1564-1616), Chaucer was receptive to new ideas and the sheer variety and versatility of English. Many of the words he used were relatively new to the English language, often being taken from other languages including Greek, Latin and Arabic.

  


  
    THE NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE


    A BEAST FABLE


    
      	Genre: poem


      	Reference edition: Chaucer, G. (2008) The Nun’s Priest’s Tale. The Canterbury Tales. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp.252-261.


      	1st edition: 1387


      	Themes: pride, flattery, trickery, love, dreams

    


    The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, one of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, is a beast fable which dramatises an interaction between a proud rooster and a wily fox. The essence of the tale would have been familiar to Chaucer’s readers through other fables, like those in the Reynard cycle – a series of tales about an enterprising and deceitful fox. However, Chaucer’s tale was innovative in a number of ways: it includes a parodic, mock-heroic style; extended reflections on predestination and the interpretation of dreams; and regular (often ironic) interjections from a narrator with his own ideas about how the tale should be interpreted. These innovations all elevate the Nun’s Priest’s Tale above the level of simple fable, creating a tale which is both incredibly rich and incredibly ambivalent.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    A CHANGE OF DIRECTION


    The Knight interrupts the Monk, who is telling a series of tragedies based on famous figures, declaring that they have had enough sadness and that it is time for a more uplifting tale: one where the protagonist climbs from poverty to riches, rather than falling from status to suffering. The Host agrees, saying that there is no comfort or purpose in lamenting incidents which have already occurred. Furthermore, he argues that a tale’s worth is determined by how much “desport [pleasure]” and “game [amusement]” it contains (2791). He declares that he would have fallen asleep if it was not for sound of the bells tinkling on the Monk’s bridle, then asks him to tell a more energetic tale. The Monk, however, refuses this request. Next the Host turns to the Nun’s Priest, a man named John, asking for a tale that “may oure hertes glad [gladden]” (2811). John immediately obliges him, promising a merry tale.


    He begins the tale by describing a poor widow who lives in a cottage with her two daughters, leading a humble life and providing for herself through farming. She has a low income and has only a few possessions, which include three sows, three cows and a sheep. In her yard, which is enclosed with sticks and a dry ditch, lives a rooster named Chauntecleer – her prize possession. He is exceptional at crowing, with a beautiful voice and incredibly accurate timing. Chauntecleer has seven wives, or concubines, of which the most beautiful is Pertelote. She is beloved by Chauntecleer and they often duet beautifully together: the two of them, like other beasts and birds in the tale, are able to speak and sing.


    TROUBLING DREAMS


    One dawn, as Chauntecleer sleeps in his perch along with his wives, he is troubled by a disturbing dream and begins to groan. When Pertelote hears this, she awakens him to ask what troubles him. He tells her that he has had a dream so disturbing that it has frightened his heart. He shares the content of his dream and asks for her interpretation: he dreamed that as he wandered through the yard, he saw an unfamiliar dog-like beast who wished to grab his body and kill him. The beast’s colour was between yellow and red and it had a black-tipped tail and ears. Looking at the beast was so terrifying that Chauntecleer felt that the sight would kill him.


    Pertelote is unimpressed with this disclosure, calling him a coward and declaring that he has lost her love. She says that women wish for strong, wise and generous husbands, not husbands who are afraid of everything. She adds that dreams are foolish illusions produced by overeating, which in turn produces noxious vapours which rise to the head and disturb the thoughts. His dream, she judges, must be the product of his “rede colera [red choleric humour]” (2928) – an overabundance of hot, dry substances in the body – which can cause dreams of fire and red beasts. She quotes from Cato, who says “Ne do no fors of dremes [Attach no importance to dreams]” (2939), and advises Chauntecleer to take a laxative to alleviate his physical symptoms.


    Chauntecleer thanks Pertelote for her assessment, but points out that Cato is only one among many authorities who have written on dreams. There are many examples of authorities who believe that dreams are important indicators of events to come, whether positive or negative. He gives a number of lengthy examples of prophetic dreams from biblical and classical sources. These include a dream where the circumstances of a murder and the location of the body were revealed, one in which a man was saved from shipwreck by a figure who advised him to stay on shore, and one where a young king foresaw his own murder. Chauntecleer concludes by refusing to take a laxative. Pertelote’s beauty, he declares, has driven away all of his fear. Chauntecleer also incorrectly translates the proverb “mulier est hominis confusio” (3164), which means “woman is man’s ruin”, as “woman is man’s joy and all his bliss” (3166). He and the hens then begin their day.


    A NEW ADMIRER


    Chauntecleer walks through the yard with his wives observing the beauty of the natural world. Unbeknown to him, a fox has snuck into the yard overnight and is now hiding in the cabbage patch waiting for his victim. The Nun’s Priest interjects to lament the coming tragedy and the fact that Chauntecleer did not heed the warning of his dream. He adds that women’s advice is “ful ofte colde [fatal]” (3256) and the cause of mankind’s exile from the Garden of Eden, but then swiftly declares that he is joking.


    Back in the yard, Chauntecleer sings merrily with his wives. As he watches a butterfly in the wind, his eye falls on the fox in the cabbages and he leaps up in fear. Before he has a chance to flee, however, the fox calls out politely asking where he is going and describing himself as a friend. The fox explains that he has come to hear Chauntecleer’s singing. He alleges that he knew the rooster’s parents and wishes to see if their son is as talented as they were. The fox describes the singing technique of Chauntecleer’s father – both eyes closed, standing on tiptoes with his neck stretched – before asking whether Chauntecleer can imitate it. Won over by the fox’s flattery, Chauntecleer beats his wings and prepares to sing. He stands on his tiptoes, stretches his neck and closes his eyes and bursts into song. At this moment, the fox – who is named Russell – snatches him by the neck and carries him off towards the woods.


    THE BARNYARD CHASE


    When the hens notice Chauntecleer being carried off, they make a noise greater than the women of Troy when their city was captured and their king killed. Pertelote is so distraught that she purposefully throws herself into a fire. When the widow and her two daughters hear this noise, they immediately rush out of the house and catch a glimpse of Russell heading towards the grove with Chauntecleer on his back. A number of other people take up the chase, as well as a host of farmyard creatures. Even a swarm of bees is caught up in the tumult.


    As the chase continues, Chauntecleer musters up his courage to speak to Russell. He suggests that the fox turn to face his pursuers and shout curses at them. Russell immediately opens his mouth to follow Chauntecleer’s suggestion, at which point the rooster flies out of his jaws and into a nearby treetop. In an attempt to lure him back down, Russell tells Chauntecleer that he never planned to hurt him and that he will explain his full intentions if the rooster comes down to speak to him. Chauntecleer, however, has learned his lesson and refuses to come down. Russell ends by bitterly warning against those who “jangleth whan he sholde holde his pees” (3435), or talk when they should be quiet. The Nun’s Priest himself then speaks against those who dismiss the tale as foolish, suggesting that they should make use of the tale’s instructional value and ignore its presentation.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    CHAUNTECLEER


    A fine rooster with an exceptional voice, Chauntecleer’s name means “clear singing” in both French and Middle English. His crowing is the best in the land and he is a skilled timekeeper who is more accurate than a clock or church bell. Chauntecleer is also beautiful to look at: he has a comb redder than coral, a beak as black as jet, legs like azure, nails whiter than lilies and feathers like burnished gold. Chauntecleer has seven wives, of which his favourite is Pertelote – he is deeply in love with her.


    In his conversations with Pertelote, Chauntecleer reveals an interest in and knowledge of many intellectual authorities. He draws on both biblical and classical sources to defend his beliefs. However, Chauntecleer’s major shortcoming is his susceptibility to flattery. As a beautiful and talented rooster, he is unsurprised when a stranger arrives to admire his talents. Russell – the first fox he encounters – is easily able to manipulate him by singing his praises. In the end, though, Chauntecleer is saved by his practical ingenuity, as he is able to beat Russell at his own game.


    PERTELOTE


    The beautiful and gracious Pertelote is a hen who is the favourite of Chauntecleer’s seven wives. She is, according to the narrator, courteous, discreet, gracious and companionable. When Chauntecleer is troubled by an ominous dream, she is unimpressed and calls him a coward. She interprets dreams as substanceless illusions and believes they are produced by bodily processes: her solution to his nightmare is to prescribe a laxative. She quotes from Cato to argue that dreams are to be ignored. Pertelote herself seems fearless and resolute. When she notices Chauntecleer being carried away, she throws herself into a fire in the style of Greek and Roman heroines who beat their breasts, tear their hair and perform other acts of self-mutilation in response to tragedy.


    RUSSELL


    Russell the fox is manipulative, patient and charming. He hides in a cabbage patch biding his time for many hours before approaching Chauntecleer. His approach is measured and well-planned: he seems to have a good knowledge of his victim’s shortcomings, as well as a basic grasp of his family history. He is undone, however, by his own pride; the temptation to insult his pursuers causes him to lose his quarry.
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