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SESSION 1 

 
 

Readings: Kate Chopin, “The Kiss,” “A Respectable Woman,” “Regret” 

  Oscar Wilde, “The Nightingale and the Rose” 

 
 

Kate Chopin (1850–1904) was an American writer best known for works 

about the inner lives of women, including the novel The Awakening (1899). 

Perhaps her best-known short story is “The Story of an Hour.” 

 

Kate Chopin, “The Kiss” 

 

It was still quite light out of doors, but inside with the curtains drawn and the 

smouldering fire sending out a dim, uncertain glow, the room was full of deep 

shadows. 

     Brantain sat in one of these shadows; it had overtaken him and he did not 

mind. The obscurity lent him courage to keep his eyes fastened as ardently as he 

liked upon the girl who sat in the firelight. 

     She was very handsome, with a certain fine, rich coloring that belongs to the 

healthy brune type. She was quite composed, as she idly stroked the satiny coat of 

the cat that lay curled in her lap, and she occasionally sent a slow glance into the 

shadow where her companion sat. They were talking low, of indifferent things 

which plainly were not the things that occupied their thoughts. She knew that he 

loved her—a frank, blustering fellow without guile enough to conceal his feelings, 

and no desire to do so. For two weeks past he had sought her society eagerly and 

persistently. She was confidently waiting for him to declare himself and she meant 
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to accept him. The rather insignificant and unattractive Brantain was enormously 

rich; and she liked and required the entourage which wealth could give her. 

     During one of the pauses between their talk of the last tea and the next 

reception the door opened and a young man entered whom Brantain knew quite 

well. The girl turned her face toward him. A stride or two brought him to her side, 

and bending over her chair—before she could suspect his intention, for she did not 

realize that he had not seen her visitor—he pressed an ardent, lingering kiss upon 

her lips. 

     Brantain slowly arose; so did the girl arise, but quickly, and the newcomer 

stood between them, a little amusement and some defiance struggling with the 

confusion in his face. 

     "I believe," stammered Brantain, "I see that I have stayed too long. I—I had no 

idea—that is, I must wish you good-by." He was clutching his hat with both 

hands, and probably did not perceive that she was extending her hand to him, her 

presence of mind had not completely deserted her; but she could not have trusted 

herself to speak. 

     "Hang me if I saw him sitting there, Nattie! I know it's deuced awkward for 

you. But I hope you'll forgive me this once—this very first break. Why, what's the 

matter?" 

     "Don't touch me; don't come near me," she returned angrily. "What do you 

mean by entering the house without ringing?" 

     "I came in with your brother, as I often do," he answered coldly, in self-

justification. "We came in the side way. He went upstairs and I came in here 

hoping to find you. The explanation is simple enough and ought to satisfy you that 

the misadventure was unavoidable. But do say that you forgive me, Nathalie," he 

entreated, softening. 

     "Forgive you! You don't know what you are talking about. Let me pass. It 

depends upon—a good deal whether I ever forgive you." 

     At that next reception which she and Brantain had been talking about she 

approached the young man with a delicious frankness of manner when she saw 

him there. 

     "Will you let me speak to you a moment or two, Mr. Brantain?" she asked with 



an engaging but perturbed smile. He seemed extremely unhappy; but when she 

took his arm and walked away with him, seeking a retired corner, a ray of hope 

mingled with the almost comical misery of his expression. She was apparently 

very outspoken. 

     "Perhaps I should not have sought this interview, Mr. Brantain; but—but, oh, I 

have been very uncomfortable, almost miserable since that little encounter the 

other afternoon. When I thought how you might have misinterpreted it, and 

believed things"—hope was plainly gaining the ascendancy over misery in 

Brantain's round, guileless face—"Of course, I know it is nothing to you, but for 

my own sake I do want you to understand that Mr. Harvy is an intimate friend of 

long standing. Why, we have always been like cousins—like brother and sister, I 

may say. He is my brother's most intimate associate and often fancies that he is 

entitled to the same privileges as the family. Oh, I know it is absurd, uncalled for, 

to tell you this; undignified even," she was almost weeping, "but it makes so much 

difference to me what you think of—of me." Her voice had grown very low and 

agitated. The misery had all disappeared from Brantain's face. 

     "Then you do really care what I think, Miss Nathalie? May I call you Miss 

Nathalie?" They turned into a long, dim corridor that was lined on either side with 

tall, graceful plants. They walked slowly to the very end of it. When they turned to 

retrace their steps Brantain's face was radiant and hers was triumphant. 

     Harvy was among the guests at the wedding; and he sought her out in a rare 

moment when she stood alone. 

     "Your husband," he said, smiling, "has sent me over to kiss you." 

     A quick blush suffused her face and round polished throat. "I suppose it's 

natural for a man to feel and act generously on an occasion of this kind. He tells 

me he doesn't want his marriage to interrupt wholly that pleasant intimacy which 

has existed between you and me. I don't know what you've been telling him" with 

an insolent smile, "but he has sent me here to kiss you." 

     She felt like a chess player who, by the clever handling of his pieces, sees the 

game taking the course intended. Her eyes were bright and tender with a smile as 

they glanced up into his; and her lips looked hungry for the kiss which they 

invited. 

     "But, you know," he went on quietly, "I didn't tell him so, it would have 



seemed ungrateful, but I can tell you. I've stopped kissing women; it's dangerous." 

     Well, she had Brantain and his million left. A person can't have everything in 

this world; and it was a little unreasonable of her to expect it. 

 

To consider: 

1. How does “The Kiss” deal with characterization? 

2. What elements produce conflictive situations in the story? 

3. How can one describe the treatment of point of view in the story? 

4. How does the allusion to a game of chess function in the story? 

5. How can one interpret the ending of “The Kiss”? 

 

 

 

Kate Chopin published “A Respectable Woman” in the magazine Vogue in 

1894. It was later included in her collected stories. 

 

Kate Chopin, “A Respectable Woman”  

 

Mrs. Baroda was a little provoked to learn that her husband expected his 
friend, Gouvernail, up to spend a week or two on the plantation.  

They had entertained a good deal during the winter; much of the time had also 
been passed in New Orleans in various forms of mild dissipation. She was looking 
forward to a period of unbroken rest, now, and undisturbed tête-a-tête with her 
husband, when he informed her that Gouvernail was coming up to stay a week or 
two.  

This was a man she had heard much of but never seen. He had been her 
husband’s college friend; was now a journalist, and in no sense a society man or “a 
man about town,” which were, perhaps, some of the reasons she had never met 
him. But she had unconsciously formed an image of him in her mind. She pictured 
him tall, slim, cynical; with eye-glasses, and his hands in his pockets; and she did 
not like him. Gouvernail was slim enough, but he wasn’t very tall nor very cynical; 
neither did he wear eye-glasses nor carry his hands in his pockets. And she rather 
liked him when he first presented himself.  

But why she liked him she could not explain satisfactorily to herself when she 
partly attempted to do so. She could discover in him none of those brilliant and 
promising traits which Gaston, her husband, had often assured her that he 



possessed. On the contrary, he sat rather mute and receptive before her chatty 
eagerness to make him feel at home and in face of Gaston’s frank and wordy 
hospitality. His manner was as courteous toward her as the most exacting woman 
could require; but he made no direct appeal to her approval or even esteem.  

Once settled at the plantation he seemed to like to sit upon the wide portico in 
the shade of one of the big Corinthian pillars, smoking his cigar lazily and listening 
attentively to Gaston’s experience as a sugar planter.  

“This is what I call living,” he would utter with deep satisfaction, as the air 
that swept across the sugar field caressed him with its warm and scented velvety 
touch. It pleased him also to get on familiar terms with the big dogs that came 
about him, rubbing themselves sociably against his legs. He did not care to fish, 
and displayed no eagerness to go out and kill grosbecs [type of heron] when 
Gaston proposed doing so.  

Gouvernail’s personality puzzled Mrs. Baroda, but she liked him. Indeed, he 
was a lovable, inoffensive fellow. After a few days, when she could understand 
him no better than at first, she gave over being puzzled and remained piqued. In 
this mood she left her husband and her guest, for the most part, alone together. 
Then finding that Gouvernail took no manner of exception to her action, she 
imposed her society upon him, accompanying him in his idle strolls to the mill and 
walks along the batture [land along a river]. She persistently sought to penetrate the 
reserve in which he had unconsciously enveloped himself.  

“When is he going—your friend?” she one day asked her husband. “For my 
part, he tires me frightfully.”  

“Not for a week yet, dear. I can’t understand; he gives you no trouble.”  

“No. I should like him better if he did; if he were more like others, and I had 
to plan somewhat for his comfort and enjoyment.”  

Gaston took his wife’s pretty face between his hands and looked tenderly and 
laughingly into her troubled eyes. They were making a bit of toilet sociably 
together in Mrs. Baroda's dressing-room.  

“You are full of surprises, ma belle,” he said to her. “Even I can never count 
upon how you are going to act under given conditions.” He kissed her and turned to 
fasten his cravat before the mirror.  

“Here you are,” he went on, “taking poor Gouvernail seriously and making a 
commotion over him, the last thing he would desire or expect.”  
“Commotion!” she hotly resented. “Nonsense! How can you say such a thing?  

Commotion, indeed! But, you know, you said he was clever.”  

So he is. But the poor fellow is run down by overwork now. That’s why I asked 
him here to take a rest.”  

“You used to say he was a man of ideas,” she retorted, unconciliated. “I 
expected him to be interesting, at least. I’m going to the city in the morning to have 
my spring gowns fitted. Let me know when Mr. Gouvernail is gone; I shall be at my 
Aunt Octavie’s.”  



That night she went and sat alone upon a bench that stood beneath a live oak 
tree at the edge of the gravel walk.  

She had never known her thoughts or her intentions to be so confused. She 
could gather nothing from them but the feeling of a distinct necessity to quit her 
home in the morning.  

Mrs. Baroda heard footsteps crunching the gravel; but could discern in the 
darkness only the approaching red point of a lighted cigar. She knew it was 
Gouvernail, for her husband did not smoke. She hoped to remain unnoticed, but her 
white gown revealed her to him. He threw away his cigar and seated himself upon 
the bench beside her; without a suspicion that she might object to his presence.  

“Your husband told me to bring this to you, Mrs. Baroda,” he said, handing her 
a filmy, white scarf with which she sometimes enveloped her head and shoulders. 
She accepted the scarf from him with a murmur of thanks, and let it lie in her lap.  

He made some commonplace observation upon the baneful effect of the night 
air at that season. Then as his gaze reached out into the darkness, he murmured, half 
to himself:  

     “ ‘Night of south winds—night of the large few stars!     
     Still nodding night—’ ”  
She made no reply to this apostrophe to the night, which indeed, was not 

addressed to her.  
Gouvernail was in no sense a diffident man, for he was not a self-conscious 

one. His periods of reserve were not constitutional, but the result of moods. Sitting 
there beside Mrs. Baroda, his silence melted for the time.  

He talked freely and intimately in a low, hesitating drawl that was not 
unpleasant to hear. He talked of the old college days when he and Gaston had been 
a good deal to each other; of the days of keen and blind ambitions and large 
intentions. Now there was left with him, at least, a philosophic acquiescence to the 
existing order—only a desire to be permitted to exist, with now and then a little 
whiff of genuine life, such as he was breathing now.  

Her mind only vaguely grasped what he was saying. Her physical being was 
for the moment predominant. She was not thinking of his words, only drinking in 
the tones of his voice. She wanted to reach out her hand in the darkness and touch 
him with the sensitive tips of her fingers upon the face or the lips. She wanted to 
draw close to him and whisper against his cheek—she did not care what—as she 
might have done if she had not been a respectable woman.  

The stronger the impulse grew to bring herself near him, the further, in fact, 
did she draw away from him. As soon as she could do so without an appearance of 
too great rudeness, she rose and left him there alone.  

Before she reached the house, Gouvernail had lighted a fresh cigar and ended 
his apostrophe to the night.  

Mrs. Baroda was greatly tempted that night to tell her husband—who was also 
her friend—of this folly that had seized her. But she did not yield to the temptation. 



Beside being a respectable woman she was a very sensible one; and she knew there 
are some battles in life which a human being must fight alone.  

When Gaston arose in the morning, his wife had already departed. She had 
taken an early morning train to the city. She did not return till Gouvernail was gone 
from under her roof.  

There was some talk of having him back during the summer that followed. 
That is, Gaston greatly desired it; but this desire yielded to his wife’s strenuous 
opposition. However, before the year ended, she proposed, wholly from herself, to 
have Gouvernail visit them again. Her husband was surprised and delighted with 
the suggestion coming from her.  

“I am glad, chère amie, to know that you have finally overcome your dislike 
for him; truly he did not deserve it.”  

“Oh,” she told him, laughingly, after pressing a long, tender kiss upon his lips, 
“I have overcome everything! you will see. This time I shall be very nice to him.” 

 
 
 

To consider: 
 
1. How does the narrator present Mrs. Baroda? 
2. What is Mrs. Baroda’s conflict? 
3. How can one interpret the ending of the story? 
4. Could this story be designated as feminist? Why or why not? 

 

 

 

“Regret” was first published in 1897, in Chopin's short story collection A 

Night in Acadia. 

Kate Chopin, “Regret” 

 

MAMZELLE AURLIE possessed a good strong figure, ruddy cheeks, hair that was 

changing from brown to gray, and a determined eye. She wore a man's hat about 

the farm, and an old blue army overcoat when it was cold, and sometimes top-

boots. 

Mamzelle Aurlie had never thought of marrying. She had never been in love. At 

the age of twenty she had received a proposal, which she had promptly declined, 



and at the age of fifty she had not yet lived to regret it. 

So she was quite alone in the world, except for her dog Ponto, and the negroes who 

lived in her cabins and worked her crops, and the fowls, a few cows, a couple of 

mules, her gun (with which she shot chicken-hawks), and her religion. 

One morning Mamzelle Aurlie stood upon her gallery, contemplating, with arms 

akimbo, a small band of very small children who, to all intents and purposes, might 

have fallen from the clouds, so unexpected and bewildering was their coming, and 

so unwelcome. They were the children of her nearest neighbor, Odile, who was not 

such a near neighbor, after all. 

The young woman had appeared but five minutes before, accompanied by these 

four children. In her arms she carried little Lodie; she dragged Ti Nomme by an 

unwilling hand; while Marcline and Marclette followed with irresolute steps. 

Her face was red and disfigured from tears and excitement. She had been 

summoned to a neighboring parish by the dangerous illness of her mother; her 

husband was away in Texas -- it seemed to her a million miles away; and Valsin 

was waiting with the mule-cart to drive her to the station. 

"It's no question, Mamzelle Aurlie; you jus' got to keep those youngsters fo' me tell 

I come back. Dieu sait, I wouldn' botha you with 'em if it was any otha way to do! 

Make 'em mine you, Mamzelle Aurlie; don' spare 'em. Me, there, I'm half crazy 

between the chil'ren, an' Lon not home, an' maybe not even to fine po' maman alive 

encore!" -- a harrowing possibility which drove Odile to take a final hasty and 

convulsive leave of her disconsolate family. 

She left them crowded into the narrow strip of shade on the porch of the long, low 

house; the white sunlight was beating in on the white old boards; some chickens 

were scratching in the grass at the foot of the steps, and one had boldly mounted, 

and was stepping heavily, solemnly, and aimlessly across the gallery. There was a 

pleasant odor of pinks in the air, and the sound of negroes' laughter was coming 

across the flowering cotton-field. 

Mamzelle Aurlie stood contemplating the children. She looked with a critical eye 

upon Marcline, who had been left staggering beneath the weight of the chubby 

Lodie. She surveyed with the same calculating air Marclette mingling her silent 

tears with the audible grief and rebellion of Ti Nomme. During those few 

contemplative moments she was collecting herself, determining upon a line of 

action which should be identical with a line of duty. She began by feeding them. 



If Mamzelle Aurlie's responsibilities might have begun and ended there, they could 

easily have been dismissed; for her larder was amply provided against an 

emergency of this nature. But little children are not little pigs: they require and 

demand attentions which were wholly unexpected by Mamzelle Aurlie, and which 

she was ill prepared to give. 

She was, indeed, very inapt in her management of Odile's children during the first 

few days. How could she know that Marclette always wept when spoken to in a 

loud and commanding tone of voice? It was a peculiarity of Marclette's. She 

became acquainted with Ti Nomme's passion for flowers only when he had 

plucked all the choicest gardenias and pinks for the apparent purpose of critically 

studying their botanical construction. 

"'T ain't enough to tell 'im, Mamzelle Aurlie," Marcline instructed her; "you got to 

tie 'im in a chair. It's w'at maman all time do w'en he's bad: she tie 'im in a chair." 

The chair in which Mamzelle Aurlie tied Ti Nomme was roomy and comfortable, 

and he seized the opportunity to take a nap in it, the afternoon being warm. 

At night, when she ordered them one and all to bed as she would have shooed the 

chickens into the hen-house, they stayed uncomprehending before her. What about 

the little white nightgowns that had to be taken from the pillow-slip in which they 

were brought over, and shaken by some strong hand till they snapped like ox-

whips? What about the tub of water which had to be brought and set in the middle 

of the floor, in which the little tired, dusty, sun-browned feet had every one to be 

washed sweet and clean? And it made Marcline and Marclette laugh merrily -- the 

idea that Mamzelle Aurlie should for a moment have believed that Ti Nomme 

could fall asleep without being told the story of Croque-mitaine or Loup-garou, or 

both; or that lodie could fall asleep at all without being rocked and sung to. 

"I tell you, Aunt Ruby," Mamzelle Aurlie informed her cook in confidence; "me, 

I'd rather manage a dozen plantation' than fo' chil'ren. It's terrassent! Bont! don't 

talk to me about chil'ren!" 

"T ain' ispected sich as you would know airy thing 'bout 'em, Mamzelle Aurlie. I 

see dat plainly yistiddy w'en I spy dat li'le chile playin' wid yo' baskit o' keys. You 

don' know dat makes chillun grow up hard-headed, to play wid keys? Des like it 

make 'em teeth hard to look in a lookin'-glass. Them's the things you got to know 

in the raisin' an' manigement o' chillun." 

Mamzelle Aurlie certainly did not pretend or aspire to such subtle and far-reaching 

knowledge on the subject as Aunt Ruby possessed, who had "raised five an' buried 



six" in her day. She was glad enough to learn a few little mother-tricks to serve the 

moment's need. 

Ti Nomme's sticky fingers compelled her to unearth white aprons that she had not 

worn for years, and she had to accustom herself to his moist kisses -- the 

expressions of an affectionate and exuberant nature. She got down her sewing-

basket, which she seldom used, from the top shelf of the armoire, and placed it 

within the ready and easy reach which torn slips and buttonless waists demanded. 

It took her some days to become accustomed to the laughing, the crying, the 

chattering that echoed through the house and around it all day long. And it was not 

the first or the second night that she could sleep comfortably with little Lodie's hot, 

plump body pressed close against her, and the little one's warm breath beating her 

cheek like the fanning of a bird's wing. 

But at the end of two weeks Mamzelle Aurlie had grown quite used to these things, 

and she no longer complained. 

It was also at the end of two weeks that Mamzelle Aurlie, one evening, looking 

away toward the crib where the cattle were being fed, saw Valsin's blue cart 

turning the bend of the road. Odile sat beside the mulatto, upright and alert. As 

they drew near, the young woman's beaming face indicated that her home-coming 

was a happy one. 

But this coming, unannounced and unexpected, threw Mamzelle Aurlie into a 

flutter that was almost agitation. The children had to be gathered. Where was Ti 

Nomme? Yonder in the shed, putting an edge on his knife at the grindstone. And 

Marcline and Marclette? Cutting and fashioning doll-rags in the corner of the 

gallery. As for Lodie, she was safe enough in Mamzelle Aurlie's arms; and she had 

screamed with delight at sight of the familiar blue cart which was bringing her 

mother back to her. 

THE excitement was all over, and they were gone. How still it was when they were 

gone! Mamzelle Aurlie stood upon the gallery, looking and listening. She could no 

longer see the cart; the red sunset and the blue-gray twilight had together flung a 

purple mist across the fields and road that hid it from her view. She could no 

longer hear the wheezing and creaking of its wheels. But she could still faintly hear 

the shrill, glad voices of the children. 

She turned into the house. There was much work awaiting her, for the children had 

left a sad disorder behind them; but she did not at once set about the task of 

righting it. Mamzelle Aurlie seated herself beside the table. She gave one slow 



glance through the room, into which the evening shadows were creeping and 

deepening around her solitary figure. She let her head fall down upon her bended 

arm, and began to cry. Oh, but she cried! Not softly, as women often do. She cried 

like a man, with sobs that seemed to tear her very soul. She did not notice Ponto 

licking her hand. 

 

To consider: 

1. What event sets the story in motion? 

2. How is Mamzelle Aurlie portrayed? 

3. What are the themes of the story? 

4. Is there a clear message? 

 

 

 

Oscar Wilde (1854-1900) was a famed (and infamous) Irish writer of fiction, 

poetry, and drama. His most celebrated work is the brilliantly humorous and 

ironic play The Importance of Being Earnest. 

Oscar Wilde, “The Nightingale and the Rose” 

 
“The Nightingale and the Rose” was first published in 1888 as part of Oscar 

Wilde's collection of children's stories entitled The Happy Prince and Other Tales. 

That collection of children's stories also includes: “The Happy Prince,” “The 

Selfish Giant,” “The Devoted Friend,” and “The Remarkable Rocket.”  

 
 

"She said that she would dance with me if I brought her red roses," cried the young 

Student; "but in all my garden there is no red rose." 

From her nest in the holm-oak tree [an evergreen] the Nightingale heard him, and 

she looked out through the leaves, and wondered. 
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"No red rose in all my garden!" he cried, and his beautiful eyes filled with tears. 

"Ah, fon what little things does happiness depend! I have read all that the wise men 

have written, and all the secrets of philosophy are mine, yet for want of a red rose 

is my life made wretched." 

"Here at last is a true lover," said the Nightingale. "Night after night have I sung of 

him, though I knew him not: night after night have I told his story to the stars, and 

now I see him. His hair is dark as the hyacinth-blossom, and his lips are red as the 

rose of his desire; but passion has made his face like pale ivory, and sorrow has set 

her seal upon his brow." 

"The Prince gives a ball to-morrow night," murmured the young Student, "and my 

love will be of the company. If I bring her a red rose she will dance with me till 

dawn. If I bring her a red rose, I shall hold her in my arms, and she will lean her 

head upon my shoulder, and her hand will be clasped in mine. But there is no red 

rose in my garden, so I shall sit lonely, and she will pass me by. She will have no 

heed of me, and my heart will break." 

"Here indeed is the true lover," said the Nightingale. "What I sing of, he suffers - 

what is joy to me, to him is pain. Surely Love is a wonderful thing. It is more 

precious than emeralds, and dearer than fine opals. Pearls and pomegranates cannot 

buy it, nor is it set forth in the marketplace. It may not be purchased of the 

merchants, nor can it be weighed out in the balance for gold." 

"The musicians will sit in their gallery," said the young Student, "and play upon 

their stringed instruments, and my love will dance to the sound of the harp and the 

violin. She will dance so lightly that her feet will not touch the floor, and the 

courtiers in their gay dresses will throng round her. But with me she will not dance, 

for I have no red rose to give her"; and he flung himself down on the grass, and 

buried his face in his hands, and wept. 

"Why is he weeping?" asked a little Green Lizard, as he ran past him with his tail 

in the air. 

"Why, indeed?" said a Butterfly, who was fluttering about after a sunbeam. 

"Why, indeed?" whispered a Daisy to his neighbour, in a soft, low voice. 

"He is weeping for a red rose," said the Nightingale. 



"For a red rose?" they cried; "how very ridiculous!" and the little Lizard, who was 

something of a cynic, laughed outright. 

But the Nightingale understood the secret of the Student's sorrow, and she sat silent 

in the oak-tree, and thought about the mystery of Love. 

Suddenly she spread her brown wings for flight, and soared into the air. She passed 

through the grove like a shadow, and like a shadow she sailed across the garden. 

In the centre of the grass-plot was standing a beautiful Rose-tree, and when she 

saw it she flew over to it, and lit upon a spray. 

"Give me a red rose," she cried, "and I will sing you my sweetest song." 

But the Tree shook its head. 

"My roses are white," it answered; "as white as the foam of the sea, and whiter 

than the snow upon the mountain. But go to my brother who grows round the old 

sun-dial, and perhaps he will give you what you want." 

So the Nightingale flew over to the Rose-tree that was growing round the old sun-

dial. 

"Give me a red rose," she cried, "and I will sing you my sweetest song." 

But the Tree shook its head. 

"My roses are yellow," it answered; "as yellow as the hair of the mermaiden who 

sits upon an amber throne, and yellower than the daffodil that blooms in the 

meadow before the mower comes with his scythe. But go to my brother who grows 

beneath the Student's window, and perhaps he will give you what you want." 

So the Nightingale flew over to the Rose-tree that was growing beneath the 

Student's window. 

"Give me a red rose," she cried, "and I will sing you my sweetest song." 

But the Tree shook its head. 

"My roses are red," it answered, "as red as the feet of the dove, and redder than the 

great fans of coral that wave and wave in the ocean-cavern. But the winter has 



chilled my veins, and the frost has nipped my buds, and the storm has broken my 

branches, and I shall have no roses at all this year." 

"One red rose is all I want," cried the Nightingale, "only one red rose! Is there no 

way by which I can get it?" 

"There is a way," answered the Tree; "but it is so terrible that I dare not tell it to 

you." 

"Tell it to me," said the Nightingale, "I am not afraid." 

"If you want a red rose," said the Tree, "you must build it out of music by 

moonlight, and stain it with your own heart's-blood. You must sing to me with 

your breast against a thorn. All night long you must sing to me, and the thorn must 

pierce your heart, and your life-blood must flow into my veins, and become mine." 

"Death is a great price to pay for a red rose," cried the Nightingale, "and Life is 

very dear to all. It is pleasant to sit in the green wood, and to watch the Sun in his 

chariot of gold, and the Moon in her chariot of pearl. Sweet is the scent of the 

hawthorn, and sweet are the bluebells that hide in the valley, and the heather that 

blows on the hill. Yet Love is better than Life, and what is the heart of a bird 

compared to the heart of a man?" 

So she spread her brown wings for flight, and soared into the air. She swept over 

the garden like a shadow, and like a shadow she sailed through the grove. 

The young Student was still lying on the grass, where she had left him, and the 

tears were not yet dry in his beautiful eyes. 

"Be happy," cried the Nightingale, "be happy; you shall have your red rose. I will 

build it out of music by moonlight, and stain it with my own heart's-blood. All that 

I ask of you in return is that you will be a true lover, for Love is wiser than 

Philosophy, though she is wise, and mightier than Power, though he is mighty. 

Flame- coloured are his wings, and coloured like flame is his body. His lips are 

sweet as honey, and his breath is like frankincense." 

The Student looked up from the grass, and listened, but he could not understand 

what the Nightingale was saying to him, for he only knew the things that are 

written down in books. 



But the Oak-tree understood, and felt sad, for he was very fond of the little 

Nightingale who had built her nest in his branches. 

"Sing me one last song," he whispered; "I shall feel very lonely when you are 

gone." 

So the Nightingale sang to the Oak-tree, and her voice was like water bubbling 

from a silver jar. 

When she had finished her song the Student got up, and pulled a note-book and a 

lead-pencil out of his pocket. 

"She has form," he said to himself, as he walked away through the grove - "that 

cannot be denied to her; but has she got feeling? I am afraid not. In fact, she is like 

most artists; she is all style, without any sincerity. She would not sacrifice herself 

for others. She thinks merely of music, and everybody knows that the arts are 

selfish. Still, it must be admitted that she has some beautiful notes in her voice. 

What a pity it is that they do not mean anything, or do any practical good." And he 

went into his room, and lay down on his little pallet-bed [a bed with linen or cloth 

over straw or hay, used in medieval times], and began to think of his love; and, 

after a time, he fell asleep. 

And when the Moon shone in the heavens the Nightingale flew to the Rose-tree, 

and set her breast against the thorn. All night long she sang with her breast against 

the thorn, and the cold crystal Moon leaned down and listened. All night long she 

sang, and the thorn went deeper and deeper into her breast, and her life-blood 

ebbed away from her. 

She sang first of the birth of love in the heart of a boy and a girl. And on the top-

most spray of the Rose-tree there blossomed a marvellous rose, petal following 

petal, as song followed song. Pale was it, at first, as the mist that hangs over the 

river - pale as the feet of the morning, and silver as the wings of the dawn. As the 

shadow of a rose in a mirror of silver, as the shadow of a rose in a water-pool, so 

was the rose that blossomed on the topmost spray of the Tree. 

But the Tree cried to the Nightingale to press closer against the thorn. "Press 

closer, little Nightingale," cried the Tree, "or the Day will come before the rose is 

finished." 

So the Nightingale pressed closer against the thorn, and louder and louder grew her 

song, for she sang of the birth of passion in the soul of a man and a maid. 



And a delicate flush of pink came into the leaves of the rose, like the flush in the 

face of the bridegroom when he kisses the lips of the bride. But the thorn had not 

yet reached her heart, so the rose's heart remained white, for only a Nightingale's 

heart's-blood can crimson the heart of a rose. 

And the Tree cried to the Nightingale to press closer against the thorn. "Press 

closer, little Nightingale," cried the Tree, "or the Day will come before the rose is 

finished." 

So the Nightingale pressed closer against the thorn, and the thorn touched her 

heart, and a fierce pang of pain shot through her. Bitter, bitter was the pain, and 

wilder and wilder grew her song, for she sang of the Love that is perfected by 

Death, of the Love that dies not in the tomb. 

And the marvellous rose became crimson, like the rose of the eastern sky. Crimson 

was the girdle of petals, and crimson as a ruby was the heart. 

But the Nightingale's voice grew fainter, and her little wings began to beat, and a 

film came over her eyes. Fainter and fainter grew her song, and she felt something 

choking her in her throat. 

Then she gave one last burst of music. The white Moon heard it, and she forgot the 

dawn, and lingered on in the sky. The red rose heard it, and it trembled all over 

with ecstasy, and opened its petals to the cold morning air. Echo bore it to her 

purple cavern in the hills, and woke the sleeping shepherds from their dreams. It 

floated through the reeds of the river, and they carried its message to the sea. 

"Look, look!" cried the Tree, "the rose is finished now"; but the Nightingale made 

no answer, for she was lying dead in the long grass, with the thorn in her heart. 

And at noon the Student opened his window and looked out. 

"Why, what a wonderful piece of luck!" he cried; "here is a red rose! I have never 

seen any rose like it in all my life. It is so beautiful that I am sure it has a long 

Latin name"; and he leaned down and plucked it. 

Then he put on his hat, and ran up to the Professor's house with the rose in his 

hand. 

The daughter of the Professor was sitting in the doorway winding blue silk on a 

reel, and her little dog was lying at her feet. 



"You said that you would dance with me if I brought you a red rose," cried the 

Student. "Here is the reddest rose in all the world. You will wear it to-night next 

your heart, and as we dance together it will tell you how I love you." 

But the girl frowned. 

"I am afraid it will not go with my dress," she answered; "and, besides, the 

Chamberlain's nephew has sent me some real jewels, and everybody knows that 

jewels cost far more than flowers." 

"Well, upon my word, you are very ungrateful," said the Student angrily; and he 

threw the rose into the street, where it fell into the gutter, and a cart-wheel went 

over it. 

"Ungrateful!" said the girl. "I tell you what, you are very rude; and, after all, who 

are you? Only a Student. Why, I don't believe you have even got silver buckles to 

your shoes as the Chamberlain's nephew has"; and she got up from her chair and 

went into the house. 

"What a silly thing Love is," said the Student as he walked away. "It is not half as 

useful as Logic, for it does not prove anything, and it is always telling one of 

things that are not going to happen, and making one believe things that are not true. 

In fact, it is quite unpractical, and, as in this age to be practical is everything, I 

shall go back to Philosophy and study Metaphysics." 

So he returned to his room and pulled out a great dusty book, and began to read.  

 

To consider: 

1. On what is the progression of the plot based? What process is described? 

2. What happens at the end? 

3. What are the principal themes of the story? Is there a moral? 

4. How does Wilde put his signature on the fairy tale? 

 


