
The Other Middle Ages Teacher’s Guide Excerpt (unedited, uncorrected version, pre-
publication) 

 
 
20. The Contrary Wife 

 
 
Before Reading 

 
 

Ask your students to provide modern television shows that feature a quarrelling husband and 
wife. Ask them why such plot premises are so common and so popular. This passage also presents 
an excellent opportunity to teach the art of translating, moving students away from the stilted, 
overly literal translations to which they are prone. Details below. 

 
 
Translation 

 
 

I heard about a certain woman who was so contrary to her husband that she always opposed him 
and used to do things contrary to his orders. Whenever her husband invited some people to a meal 
and asked her to receive the guests with a happy face, she did the contrary and really annoyed her 
husband. Therefore, on a certain day, when that man had invited some guests to a meal, he had a 
table placed in his garden near the water. But she, sitting alongside the river, was/kept staring at the 
guests with a stern face and was a little bit removed from the table. Her husband said to her: “Show 
a happy face to our guests and come closer to the table.” After she heard this, she immediately 
removed herself further from the table, and came closer to the riverbank which was behind her 
back. Noticing this, her husband was really angry and said, “Come to the table.” She, wishing to do 
the contrary, moved herself away from the table with such great force, that she fell into the river, 
and, having drowned, was not visible. 

But he, feigning sadness, entered into a boat, and sailing against the current, he looked for his 
wife in the water with a large pole. And when his neighbors asked why he sought her upstream, 
when he ought to look for her downstream, he responded: “Don’t you know my wife, who was 
always doing the opposite, and was never going in the right way? I believe for certain that she went 
against the current, and did not descend like others usually do.” 

 

 
Notes 

 
 
6 valde affligebat: Surely not “gravely afflicted him.” Ask students to put this into good English. 

 
 
8 fecit poni: Again, not “made that the table be placed.” 

 
 
12  Quo audito: It should be made clear to students that the relative pronoun is often more 
equivalent in English to a pronoun and that the perf. pass. part. truly sounds clumsy in English. It 
can often be translated by a form English possesses and which Latin only has in deponent verbs — 
the perf. act. part., “having heard this.” 



 
17   suffocata: Although the verb suffoco (1) literally means “choke, suffocate,” the translation 
differs in this context. Ask students the difference in overtone between the English “suffocate,” 
“choke,” and “drown.”  Are there other synonyms? 

 

 
19  tristitiam simulans: Again, not “feigning sadness.” Few of us speak that way when telling a 
funny story, nor does it fit the tone of the other Latin in the story. Ask students to consider a better 
translation and to think of a context in which “feigning sadness” might actually be appropriate. 
This is also a good point at which to ask them if they think the husband planned the drowning all 
along. — navim: Pointing out this form to students provides a good opportunity to review i-stem 
nouns with them and to also review all third declension endings. 


