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Legends, Myths & Folk Tales: The Crane Wife

First, we will read the Japanese tale, “The Crane Wife” online.

Next, compare what you just read to this similar version of the story:

A poor sail maker pulls an arrow from a wounded crane.  Later that day he returns home to find a beautiful young woman tending his house.  She has with her a small bag of rice, that strangely is always full, providing sustenance for the marriage that follows. Life is good with a full belly and a loving wife, but the sail maker’s needs steadily increase. His wife retreats behind a screen and sets to work weaving a marvelous sail with instructions that her husband must never look behind the screen while she is working nor must he ever ask her to make another.  The sail, unequaled in its beauty and strength fetches a great price which sustains the couple for a spell. But the first promise is broken and the man asks for just one more sail. Then another, and another and ‘just one more.’ Each time, his wife emerges from behind the screen looking more and more. Eventually, the husband takes a peep behind the screen. He sees his wife there in her true form – a crane, pulling out her feathers to weave into the fabric of the sail.  Having been revealed, she flies off, leaving a half finished cloth as a reminder of their time together.
Short Answer Questions: Restate the question and write at least one complete sentence.

1. What character trait or quality does the husband represent?

2. What character trait or quality does the crane represent?

3. What are the three central events in the plot?

4. What is the lesson or moral that the folk tale teaches?

5. What do you think the feather symbolizes in the tale?

On the other side of this handout you will find the lyrics to “The Crane Wife” by the band, The Decemberists.  As you listen, please close read the lyrics and annotate the thoughts, questions, and connections that you make. 

      "The Crane Wife"

[1]

It was a cold night
And the snow lay low
I pulled my coat tight
Against the falling down
And the sun was all
And the sun was all down
And the sun was all
And the sun was all down

I am a poor man
I haven't wealth nor fame
I have my two hands
And a house to my name
And the winter's so
And the winter's so long
And the winter's so
And the winter's so long

And all the stars were crashing 'round
As I laid eyes on what I'd found

It was a white crane
It was a helpless thing
Upon a red stain
With an arrow its wing
And it called and cried
And it called and cried so
And it called and cried
And it called and cried so

And all the stars were crashing 'round
As I laid eyes on what I'd found
My crane wife, my crane wife
My crane wife, my crane wife

Now I helped her
And I dressed her wounds
And how I held her
Beneath the rising moon
And she stood to fly
And she stood to fly away
And she stood to fly
She stood to fly away

And all the stars were crashing 'round
As I laid eyes on what I'd found
My crane wife, my crane wife
My crane wife, my crane wife



[2]

My crane wife arrived at my door in the moonlight
All star bright and tongue-tied I took her in
We were married and bells rang sweet for our wedding
And our bedding was ready when we fell in

The sound of the keening bell
To see its pain erect
Soft as fontenelle
The feathers and the thread
And all I ever meant to do was to keep you
My crane wife
My crane wife
My crane wife

We were poorly, our fortunes fading hourly
And how she vowed me, she could bring it back
But I was greedy, I was vain and I forced her to weaving
On cold loom, in a closed room, with down wove

The sound of the keening bell
And to see its pain erect
Soft as fontenelle
The feathers and the thread
And all I ever meant to do was to keep you
My crane wife
My crane wife

There's a bend in the wind and it rakes at my heart
There is blood in the thread and it rakes at my heart
It rakes at my heart

My crane wife

       [3]

And under the boughs unbowed
All clothed in a snowy shroud
She had no heart so hardened
All under the boughs unbowed

Each feather it fell from skin
Till threadbare while she grew thin
How were my eyes so blinded?
Each feather it fell from skin

And I will hang my head, hang my head low
And I will hang my head, hang my head low

A gray sky, a bitter sting
A rain cloud, a crane on wing
All out beyond horizon
A grey sky, a bitter sting

And I will hang my head, hang my head low
And I will hang my head, hang my head low

Short Answer Questions: Restate the question and write at least one complete sentence.
1. What was your initial response to The Decemberists song?

2. How did the musical setting help convey the message of the story?

3. Which version of the tale did you like better and why?

4. Why do you believe the man made his wife weave the fabric and acted greedily?

5. Why do you believe the crane wife stayed with the man, despite his greedy demands?

6. Connect the story, “The Crane Wife” to another story you know – either in your life or that you have read about or seen in a film?

7. Is this a sad story?  Why/why not?

8. Before I asked you to write what you thought the moral of this story is.  After hearing the musical interpretation, is your answer the same?  Why/why not?

9. Write a short, five-sentence folk tale in the style of “The Crane Wife”.  

