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The Fisherman and His Wife
By The Brothers Grimm

1812

Jacob (1785-1863) and Wilhelm Grimm (1786-1859), also known as the Brothers Grimm, were German
academics and authors who specialized in the collection and publication of folklore. They are best known
for fairytales like “Cinderella” and “Hansel and Gretel.” In the following story, a 7sherman catches a 7sh who
grants wishes — perhaps too many. As you read, take notes on the repetition in the story and its overall
message.

There was once a Ksherman and his wife who

lived together in a hovel by the sea-shore, and

the Ksherman went out every day with his hook

and line to catch Ksh, and he angled and angled.
1

One day he was sitting with his rod and looking

into the clear water, and he sat and sat.

At last down went the line to the bottom of the

water, and when he drew it up he found a great

Lounder on the hook.

And the Lounder said to him, “Fisherman, listen

to me; let me go, I am not a real Ksh but an

enchanted prince. What good shall I be to you if

you land me? I shall not taste well; so put me back into the water again, and let me swim away.”

“Well,” said the Ksherman, “no need of so many words about the matter, as you can speak I had much

rather let you swim away.”

Then he put him back into the clear water, and the Lounder sank to the bottom, leaving a long streak

of blood behind him. Then the Ksherman got up and went home to his wife in their hovel.

“Well, husband,” said the wife, “have you caught nothing to-day?”

“No,” said the man — “that is, I did catch a Lounder, but as he said he was an enchanted prince, I let

him go again.”

“Then, did you wish for nothing?” said the wife.

“No,” said the man; “what should I wish for?”

[1]

[5]

[10]

1. "Angling" is a typical method for Kshing. The person uses a Kshing rod and an attached line and hook to catch Ksh.
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“Oh dear!” said the wife; “and it is so dreadful always to live in this evil-smelling hovel; you might as well

have wished for a little cottage; go again and call him; tell him we want a little cottage, I daresay he will

give it us; go, and be quick.”

And when he went back, the sea was green and yellow, and not nearly so clear. So he stood and said,

“O man, O man! — if man you be,

Or Lounder, Lounder, in the sea —

Such a tiresome wife I’ve got,

For she wants what I do not.”

Then the Lounder came swimming up, and said, “Now then, what does she want?”

“Oh,” said the man, “you know when I caught you my wife says I ought to have wished for something.

She does not want to live any longer in the hovel, and would rather have a cottage.”

“Go home with you,” said the Lounder, “she has it already.”

So the man went home, and found, instead of the hovel, a little cottage, and his wife was sitting on a

bench before the door. And she took him by the hand, and said to him,

“Come in and see if this is not a great improvement.”

So they went in, and there was a little house-place and a beautiful little bedroom, a kitchen and larder,
2

with all sorts of furniture, and iron and brass ware of the very best. And at the back was a little yard

with fowls
3

and ducks, and a little garden full of green vegetables and fruit.

“Look,” said the wife, “is not that nice?”

“Yes,” said the man, “if this can only last we shall be very well contented.”
4

“We will see about that,” said the wife. And after a meal they went to bed.

So all went well for a week or fortnight, when the wife said,

“Look here, husband, the cottage is really too conKned,
5

and the yard and garden are so small; I think

the Lounder had better get us a larger house; I should like very much to live in a large stone castle; so

go to your Ksh and he will send us a castle.”

“O my dear wife,” said the man, “the cottage is good enough; what do we want a castle for?”

[15]

[20]

2. a place where food is stored; a pantry

3. a bird of any kind

4. Content (adjective): in a state of peace, happiness, or satisfaction

5. Con!ned (adjective): small and cramped
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“We want one,” said the wife; “go along with you; the Lounder can give us one.”

“Now, wife,” said the man, “the Lounder gave us the cottage; I do not like to go to him again, he may be

angry.”

“Go along,” said the wife, “he might just as well give us it as not; do as I say!”

The man felt very reluctant
6

and unwilling; and he said to himself, “It is not the right thing to do;”

nevertheless he went.

So when he came to the seaside, the water was purple and dark blue and grey and thick, and not green

and yellow as before. And he stood and said,

“O man, O man! — if man you be,

Or Lounder, Lounder, in the sea —

Such a tiresome wife I’ve got,

For she wants what I do not.”

“Now then, what does she want?” said the Lounder.

“Oh,” said the man, half frightened, “she wants to live in a large stone castle.”

“Go home with you, she is already standing before the door,” said the Lounder.

Then the man went home, as he supposed, but when he got there, there stood in the place of the

cottage a great castle of stone, and his wife was standing on the steps, about to go in; so she took him

by the hand, and said, “Let us enter.”

With that he went in with her, and in the castle was a great hall with a marble pavement, and there

were a great many servants, who led them through large doors, and the passages were decked with

tapestry, and the rooms with golden chairs and tables, and crystal chandeliers hanging from the

ceiling; and all the rooms had carpets. And the tables were covered with eatables and the best wine for

anyone who wanted them. And at the back of the house was a great stable-yard for horses and cattle,

and carriages of the Knest; besides, there was a splendid large garden, with the most beautiful Lowers

and Kne fruit trees, and a pleasance
7

full half a mile long, with deer and oxen and sheep, and

everything that heart could wish for.

“There!” said the wife, “is not this beautiful?”

“Oh yes,” said the man, “if it will only last we can live in this Kne castle and be very well contented.”

“We will see about that,” said the wife, “in the meanwhile we will sleep upon it.” With that they went to

bed.

[25]

[30]

[35]

6. Reluctant (adjective): unwilling and hesitant to do something

7. a secluded or private garden, especially one attached to a mansion
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The next morning the wife was awake Krst, just at the break of day, and she looked out and saw from

her bed the beautiful country lying all round. The man took no notice of it, so she poked him in the side

with her elbow, and said,

“Husband, get up and just look out of the window. Look, just think if we could be king over all this

country. Just go to your Ksh and tell him we should like to be king.”

“Now, wife,” said the man, “what should we be kings for? I don’t want to be king.”

“Well,” said the wife, “if you don’t want to be king, I will be king.”

“Now, wife,” said the man, “what do you want to be king for? I could not ask him such a thing.”

“Why not?” said the wife, “you must go directly all the same; I must be king.”

So the man went, very much put out that his wife should want to be king.

“It is not the right thing to do — not at all the right thing,” thought the man. He did not at all want to go,

and yet he went all the same.

And when he came to the sea the water was quite dark grey, and rushed far inland, and had an ill

smell. And he stood and said,

“O man, O man! — if man you be,

Or Lounder, Lounder, in the sea —

Such a tiresome wife I’ve got,

For she wants what I do not.”

“Now then, what does she want?” said the Ksh.

“Oh dear!” said the man, “she wants to be king.”

“Go home with you, she is so already,” said the Ksh.

So the man went back, and as he came to the palace he saw it was very much larger, and had great

towers and splendid gateways; the herald
8

stood before the door, and a number of soldiers with kettle-

drums and trumpets. And when he came inside everything was of marble and gold, and there were

many curtains with great golden tassels. Then he went through the doors of the salon
9

to where the

great throne-room was, and there was his wife sitting upon a throne of gold and diamonds, and she

had a great golden crown on, and the sceptre
10

in her hand was of pure gold and jewels, and on each

side stood six pages
11

in a row, each one a head shorter than the other. So the man went up to her and

said,

[40]

[45]

[50]

8. an oMcial messenger

9. a reception room, such as a parlor, used mainly for social gatherings

10. a staN or wand held by a ruler as an symbol of royalty
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“Well, wife, so now you are king!”

“Yes,” said the wife, “now I am king.”

So then he stood and looked at her, and when he had gazed at her for some time he said,

“Well, wife, this is Kne for you to be king! now there is nothing more to wish for.”

“O husband!” said the wife, seeming quite restless, “I am tired of this already. Go to your Ksh and tell

him that now I am king I must be emperor.”
12

“Now, wife,” said the man, “what do you want to be emperor for?”

“Husband,” said she, “go and tell the Ksh I want to be emperor.”

“Oh dear!” said the man, “he could not do it — I cannot ask him such a thing. There is but one emperor

at a time; the Ksh can’t possibly make any one emperor — indeed he can’t.”

“Now, look here,” said the wife, “I am king, and you are only my husband, so will you go at once? Go

along! for if he was able to make me king he is able to make me emperor; and I will and must be

emperor, so go along!”

So he was obliged
13

to go; and as he went he felt very uncomfortable about it, and he thought to

himself, “It is not at all the right thing to do; to want to be emperor is really going too far; the Lounder

will soon be beginning to get tired of this.”

With that he came to the sea, and the water was quite black and thick, and the foam Lew, and the wind

blew, and the man was terriKed. But he stood and said,

“O man, O man! — if man you be,

Or Lounder, Lounder, in the sea —

Such a tiresome wife I’ve got,

For she wants what I do not.”

“What is it now?” said the Ksh.

“Oh dear!” said the man, “my wife wants to be emperor.”

“Go home with you,” said the Ksh, “she is emperor already.”

[55]

[60]

11. a young boy who ran errands for nobility or royalty

12. someone who rules an empire, which is a collection of nations or states under one supreme rule

13. Obliged (adjective): feeling bound or required to do something
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So the man went home, and found the castle adorned with polished marble and alabaster
14

Kgures,

and golden gates. The troops were being marshalled
15

before the door, and they were blowing

trumpets and beating drums and cymbals; and when he entered he saw barons and earls and dukes

waiting about like servants; and the doors were of bright gold. And he saw his wife sitting upon a

throne made of one entire piece of gold, and it was about two miles high; and she had a great golden

crown on, which was about three yards high, set with brilliants and carbuncles;
16

and in one hand she

held the sceptre, and in the other the globe; and on both sides of her stood pages in two rows, all

arranged according to their size, from the most enormous giant of two miles high to the tiniest dwarf

of the size of my little Knger; and before her stood earls and dukes in crowds.

So the man went up to her and said, “Well, wife, so now you are emperor.”

“Yes,” said she, “now I am emperor.”

Then he went and sat down and had a good look at her, and then he said, “Well now, wife, there is

nothing left to be, now you are emperor.”

“What are you talking about, husband?” said she; “I am emperor, and next I will be pope!
17

so go and

tell the Ksh so.”

“Oh dear!” said the man, “what is it that you don’t want? You can never become pope; there is but one

pope in Christendom, and the Ksh can’t possibly do it.”

“Husband,” said she, “no more words about it; I must and will be pope; so go along to the Ksh.”

“Now, wife,” said the man, “how can I ask him such a thing? it is too bad — it is asking a little too much;

and, besides, he could not do it.”

“What rubbish!” said the wife; “if he could make me emperor he can make me pope. Go along and ask

him; I am emperor, and you are only my husband, so go you must.”

So he went, feeling very frightened, and he shivered and shook, and his knees trembled; and there

arose a great wind, and the clouds Lew by, and it grew very dark, and the sea rose mountains high, and

the ships were tossed about, and the sky was partly blue in the middle, but at the sides very dark and

red, as in a great tempest. And he felt very desponding,
18

and stood trembling and said,

“O man, O man! — if man you be,

Or Lounder, Lounder, in the sea —

Such a tiresome wife I’ve got,

For she wants what I do not.”

[65]

[70]

14. Alabaster is a type of mineral often used in sculpture art.

15. Marshal (verb): to assemble or organize

16. types of precious stones

17. The Pope is the head of the Roman Catholic Church. Historically, the pope held great power, especially in Christian

European countries during the Middle Ages.

18. Despondent (adjective): feeling great discouragement, dejection, or sadness
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“Well, what now?” said the Ksh.

“Oh dear!” said the man, “she wants to be pope.”

“Go home with you, she is pope already,” said the Ksh.

So he went home, and he found himself before a great church, with palaces all round. He had to make

his way through a crowd of people; and when he got inside he found the place lighted up with

thousands and thousands of lights; and his wife was clothed in a golden garment, and sat upon a very

high throne, and had three golden crowns on, all in the greatest priestly pomp;
19

and on both sides of

her there stood two rows of lights of all sizes — from the size of the longest tower to the smallest

rushlight,
20

and all the emperors and kings were kneeling before her and kissing her foot.

“Well, wife,” said the man, and sat and stared at her, “so you are pope.”

“Yes,” said she, “now I am pope!”

And he went on gazing at her till he felt dazzled, as if he were sitting in the sun. And after a little time

he said, “Well, now, wife, what is there left to be, now you are pope?”

And she sat up very stiN and straight, and said nothing.

And he said again, “Well, wife, I hope you are contented at last with being pope; you can be nothing

more.”

“We will see about that,” said the wife. With that they both went to bed; but she was as far as ever from

being contented, and she could not get to sleep for thinking of what she should like to be next.

The husband, however, slept as fast as a top after his busy day; but the wife tossed and turned from

side to side the whole night through, thinking all the while what she could be next, but nothing would

occur to her; and when she saw the red dawn she slipped oN the bed, and sat before the window to

see the sun rise, and as it came up she said, “Ah, I have it! what if I should make the sun and moon to

rise — husband!” she cried, and stuck her elbow in his ribs, “wake up, and go to your Ksh, and tell him I

want power over the sun and moon.”

The man was so fast asleep that when he started up he fell out of bed. Then he shook himself together,

and opened his eyes and said, “Oh, — wife, what did you say?”

“Husband,” said she, “if I cannot get the power of making the sun and moon rise when I want them, I

shall never have another quiet hour. Go to the Ksh and tell him so.”

“O wife!” said the man, and fell on his knees to her, “the Ksh can really not do that for you. I grant you

he could make you emperor and pope; do be contented with that, I beg of you.”

And she became wild with impatience, and screamed out, “I can wait no longer, go at once!”

[75]

[80]

[85]

19. Pomp (noun): complicated or magniKcent display; pageantry

20. a type of candle or miniature torch
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"The Fisherman and His Wife" by The Brothers Grimm (1812) is in the public domain.

And so oN he went as well as he could for fright. And a dreadful storm arose, so that he could hardly

keep his feet; and the houses and trees were blown down, and the mountains trembled, and rocks fell

in the sea; the sky was quite black, and it thundered and lightened; and the waves, crowned with foam,

ran mountains high. So he cried out, without being able to hear his own words,

“O man, O man! — if man you be,

Or Lounder, Lounder, in the sea —

Such a tiresome wife I’ve got,

For she wants what I do not.”

“Well, what now?” said the Lounder.

“Oh dear!” said the man, “she wants to order about the sun and moon.”

“Go home with you!” said the Lounder, “you will Knd her in the old hovel.”

And there they are sitting to this very day.

[90]
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Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. PART A: What does the word “hovel” mean, as used in paragraph 1?

A. An old and run-down castle

B. A large, cozy log cabin, often with a warm Kreplace

C. A small but comfortable home, often surrounded by a garden

D. A small dwelling, often dirty or wretched

2. PART B: Which phrase from the passage best supports the answer to Part A?

A. “…lived together in a hovel by the sea-shore” (Paragraph 1)

B. “‘…so dreadful always to live in this evil-smelling hovel’” (Paragraph 11)

C. “‘…you might as well have wished for a little cottage” (Paragraph 11)

D. “‘Come in and see if this is not a great improvement’” (Paragraph 17)

3. Many sections of the story have similar structures. How does the author utilize repetition to
emphasize a theme of the text?

A. The repeated images stress that the wife’s greed may have been stopped if only
the man had been stronger and more willing to stand up to her bullying and
demands.

B. The repeated phrasing emphasizes the inner sadness that comes from material
gain.

C. The repeated scenes throughout the story show how uncontrolled greed and
selKshness can never be satisKed.

D. The repeated words throughout the story highlight the amusing, humorous
nature of the Ksherman’s problem: that an unequal marriage is an unhappy
one.

4. Compare and contrast the imagery of the sea every time the Ksherman speaks to the Ksh.
How do these setting descriptions contribute to the theme of the story?
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5. PART A: What does the word “tempest” mean, as used in paragraph 74?

A. A windy storm

B. A short period of beautiful weather

C. A moment of brief sadness

D. An act of violence

6. PART B: Which phrase from the passage best supports the answer to Part A?

A. “he shivered and shook, and his knees trembled”

B. “there arose a great wind, and the clouds Lew by, and it grew very dark”

C. “the sky was partly blue in the middle”

D. “he felt very desponding”

7. PART A: What point in the story reLects the climax of the wife’s greed?

A. When she asks to become king

B. When she asks to become emperor

C. When she asks to become pope

D. When she asks to have power over the moon and sun

8. PART B: Which paragraph best supports the answer to Part A?

A. Paragraph 55

B. Paragraph 73

C. Paragraph 85

D. Paragraph 88

9. PART A: Which of the following statements best expresses the theme of the text?

A. Greed does not satisfy greed.

B. Never ask anyone for anything; rely on yourself instead.

C. Happiness cannot be bought.

D. Good deeds lead to good fortune.

10. PART B: Which quotation from the story best supports the answer to Part A?

A. “‘Oh yes,’ said the man, ‘if it will only last we can live in this Kne castle and be
very well contented.’” (Paragraph 36)

B. “‘Well, wife, this is Kne for you to be king! now there is nothing more to wish
for.’” (Paragraph 54)

C. “‘It is not at all the right thing to do; to want to be emperor is really going too far;
the Lounder will soon be beginning to get tired of this.’” (Paragraph 60)

D. “‘Oh dear!’ said the man, ‘she wants to order about the sun and moon.’”
(Paragraph 92)
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. Is it easier to control greed when a person has access to anything they could want? Why or
why not? Cite evidence from your own experience, and other literature, art, or history in
your answer.

2. Can money (or luxury, or power) buy happiness? Cite evidence from this text, your own
experience, and other literature, art, or history in your answer.
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