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The World’s Wife

“While Duffy is a feminist in her private life, 

emphasis ought, however, rest upon the

human values which these satires promote, 

for

they make as sane and sensitive a plea for

mutual respect as can be heard anywhere in

modern literature”



What do you know about Midas?

Read the slides and note down 

the key moments / events in the 

myth of King Midas



Mrs. Midas - Context

Who was King Midas? 



King Midas

 In Greek mythology, King Midas was granted a 

wish by the god Dionysus. Midas chose to have 

the ability of having anything he touch turn to 

gold. 

 However, Midas touched his daughter and she 

became a gold statue. He also couldn’t eat 

anything because his food turned to gold. 

 He eventually begged for his powers to be 

reversed. 



Mrs Midas

This is a dramatic monologue told from 

the point of Midas’ wife. 

 It explores how she feels about the 

situation with her husband and her 

perspective on his wish – of all the things 

he could have wished for, he wished for 

this. What does this say about what kind of 

person he is? 



Stuff that will be useful to know

 Blanching – method of cooking – boil something 
for a short period of time and then submerge it in 
cold water to halt the cooking process. 

 Fondante d’Automne – a delicious type of pear 
with sweet flesh. 

 Field of the Cloth of Gold – A place of meeting 
between King Henry VIII and King Francis 1.

Miss Macready – Mrs. M’s history teacher. 



Stuff that will be useful to know

Burnished – Polished metal 

Aurum – Latin word for gold

Luteous – a moderate greenish yellow

Tutankhamun – An Egyptian pharaoh. 

Halcyon – calm, peaceful days

Ore – type of rock that contains important metal 

elements

Pan – Greek God nature. 



Read the poem

… and highlight / note anything you find. 

Look for prominent examples of the 

devices we’ve considered so far.



Carol Ann Duffy’s take on it…

The rhythm of the poem comes very much 

from my own family, my mother and my 

grandmother, which were actually Irish, so 

it is in an Irish voice, “What in the name of 

God is going in?” and “Look, we all have 

wishes; granted; /But who has wishes 

granted?” etc.  I wanted to bring into the 

poem some of the rhythms of the 

exasperation of women.



Plenary: Women and Marriage

Explain to a partner – take turns:

How is Midas presented?

How is Mrs Midas presented?

What does the poem say about men?

What does the poem say about marriage?



Themes

 Greed is certainly a recurring theme as this what motivated 

Midas to make his wish in the first place and the damaging 

effects are portrayed throughout with both husband and wife, in 

the end, being left alone to suffer the effects of wishing to 

possess a substance which ultimately ‘feeds no one.’ 

 Consequences of our actions: This is a prevalent theme as 

both Midas and his wife pay the price of not really taking the 

time  to deliberate and think through what would follow if they 

chose one action over another. 

 Loneliness and Solitude are all that is left for both characters 

by the end of the poem as a result of one selfish act. A life of 

solitude is chosen as soon as Midas is ‘granted’ his foolish and 

selfish wish. 



Form and structure

 Modern resetting of a familiar legend 

 Dramatic monologue

 The poem = 11 stanzas (verses) long; 

 Each stanza 6 lines long; regular length 

unrhymed

 Approx. 12 – 15 syllables = relaxed, narrative 

effect.

 Unpredictable length of lines reflects how 

unpredictable life becomes for Mr and Mrs Midas.



 Internal rhyme (rhyme within the lines) used as well 

as personification and frequent enjambment to 

convey the speaker’s train of thought. 

 Gives the narrative a feeling of prose.

 Rhythm in the ideas too, as concepts build on one 

another and become clear to the reader.



Tone and style

 A conversational feel created with asides and 

interjections (interruptions) of added or qualifying 

information. Effect = intimacy between the speaker 

and listener. 

 Conversational tone – since we notice the story we 

almost forget how horrific and weird the events are. 

 References to touch are subtle at the start but in 

the second half of the poem, the notes of 

tenderness are more evident.



Allusion

 In one piece of literature, there is a reference to 

another piece of literature, literary idea or well-

known reference.

 No specific explanation is required in the text and the 

reference is therefore loaded with connotations and 

ideas.

 There are allusions in Mrs Midas:



‘Field of the Cloth of Gold’
The site of a meeting that took place in 

France from 7 June to 24 June 1520, 

between King Henry VIII and King 

Francis I of France. The glamour and 

extravagance of the meeting showed 

two princes out-doing each other with 

their show of riches. 

Relevance to Mrs Midas?



Tutankhamun
 Tutankhamun was an Egyptian pharaoh (ca. 

1332 BC – 1323 BC).

 The 1922 discovery by Howard Carter and 

George Herbert of Tutankhamun's tomb 

received worldwide press coverage. 

 The tomb was largely intact so the 

archaeologists were able to understand the 

manner of the burial and all the riches of the 

King were sealed in the tomb which was a 

tremendous find.

 It sparked a renewed public interest in 

ancient Egypt.



Initial reading activities…

1. What is your favourite description and why?

2. What ideas and connotations are suggested by the setting (time 

and place) of the poem?

3. What descriptions or words are unfamiliar – how might their 

context help you work out their meaning?

4. Mrs Midas adds in pieces of extra information as asides, to help 

her narrative along. Identify a couple of these and suggest why 

she does this.

5. Identify examples or evidence of humour and word play – what 

does it add to the poem and your view of the speaker?

6. There are a number of idioms and well-known phrases which 

are referenced in the poem – find two and comment on the 

effectiveness of their inclusion.

7. What themes might be present in the poem?

8. What is your over-riding feeling about what kind of person Mrs 

Midas is? 





Analysis

 We’ll analyse the first stanza together using a few 

questions as the basis for discussion, then you will work 

in groups to analyse the rest of the poem.

 - Briefly note down what is happening in each stanza.

 - What techniques have been used?



It was late September. I’d just poured a glass of wine, begun

to unwind, while the vegetables cooked. The kitchen

filled with the smell of itself, relaxed, its steamy breath

gently blanching the windows. So I opened one,

then with my fingers wiped the other’s glass like a brow.

He was standing under the pear tree snapping a twig.

A typical domestic scene is 

presented in the first stanza.

The language used to describe 

the scene reflects the mood of 

Mrs Midas as she ‘unwinds’

‘September’ – a time we 

would associate with the 

golden colours of autumn. But 

also, things coming to an end.

Personification of 

kitchen creates a 

warm, appealing,  

atmosphere.

Atmosphere is shattered by the final line: 

‘snapping a twig.’ – connotes something 

violent. Harsh consonant sounds in final phrase 

contrast with softer consonant and vowel sounds 

earlier in the stanza. 

Simile introduces importance 

of sense of touch to Mrs M –

she is later no longer able to 

touch Midas.



Now the garden was long and the visibility poor, the way

the dark of the ground seems to drink the light of the sky,

but that twig in his hand was gold. And then he plucked

a pear from a branch - we grew Fondante d'Automne -

and it sat in his palm like a light bulb. On.

I thought to myself, Is he putting fairy lights in the tree?

Mr M’s disbelief over what is happening 

is emphasised by the length of time she 

takes to comprehend what she is 

seeing: ‘fingers wiped’ the window in 

stanza 1. Now the ‘visibility poor’.

Personification: ‘dark of the ground 

seems to drink the light of the sky’ –

sounds ominous. Reflects the idea of 

life being drained from something.

Contrast between lack of light in first 

two lines and brightness of ‘gold’ twig 

and pear ‘like a lightbulb.’ This simile

seems unnatural – and perhaps 

symbolises Midas realising…

Structure (‘On.’) adds dramatic effect. 

Question in last line again highlights 

Mrs M’s disbelief.



He came into the house. The doorknobs gleamed.

He drew the blinds. You know the mind; I thought of

the Field of the Cloth of Gold and of Miss Macready.

He sat in that chair like a king on a burnished throne.

The look on his face was strange, wild, vain. I said,

What in the name of God is going on? He started to laugh.

The name ‘Midas’ is not mentioned –

perhaps reflecting the blame Mrs 

Midas puts on her husband for what 

he does.

Mrs M is reminded of a history lesson 

– Fields of the Cloth… where Kings of 

England and France met to show off 

their great wealth.

Midas is described as king like. His 

look ‘strange, wild, vain,’ reflects his 

greed and selfishness as well as him 

contemplating what has happened. 

Simile and ‘burnished’ reflect 

grandeur/ wealth.

Question again reflects Mrs’ M’s 

disbelief. Contrasted with ‘laugh’ –

Why? He sees what his selfishness 

has brought him? Is it his cruelty?



I served up the meal. For starters, corn on the cob.

Within seconds he was spitting out the teeth of the rich.

He toyed with his spoon, then mine, then with the knives, the forks.

He asked where was the wine. I poured with shaking hand,

a fragrant, bone-dry white from Italy, then watched

as he picked up the glass, goblet, golden chalice, drank.

Comic effect – Mrs M 

continues to go about her 

domestic chores despite 

absurd situation

Appropriate choice of food – visually fitting. Horror of 

what is happening becomes apparent – Midas can’t 

even eat. Represents the fact that his greed and 

desire for wealth has brought him to this.

Use of a list, one 

thing after another, 

reflects growing 

realisation of Mrs M.

‘shaking’ further 

emphasises Mrs 

M’s worry over what 

is happening.

Alliteration/ Harsh consonant

sounds add to the drama/ 

seriousness of the situation. 

‘chalice’ often associated with 

the last supper.



It was then that I started to scream. He sank to his knees.

After we had both calmed down, I finished the wine

on my own, hearing him out. I made him sit

on the other side of the room and keep his hands to himself.

I locked the cat in the cellar. I moved the phone.

The toilet I didn't mind. I couldn't believe my ears:

Dramatic opening to stanza as both 

accept full reality of what has happened. 

‘Scream’ demonstrates Mr’s M’s horror, 

while Midas ‘sinks to his knees’ in 

despair.

Horror/ Shock is combined with 

comedy – it seems absurd that both 

would be ‘calmed’ so quickly and that 

Mrs M would continue with her drink.

Suggestion that Midas still seeks 

a physical relationship with Mrs 

M. The fact that he is made to sit 

on the other side of the room 

represents the distance in their 

relationship brought on by 

circumstances.

Further comedy combined 

with Mrs’ M’s disbelief/ 

shock.



how he'd had a wish. Look, we all have wishes; granted.

But who has wishes granted? Him. Do you know about gold?

It feeds no one; aurum, soft, untarnishable; slakes

no thirst. He tried to light a cigarette; I gazed, entranced,

as the blue flame played on its luteous stem. At least,

I said, you'll be able to give up smoking for good.

Enjambment reflects 

Mrs M’s disbelief as she 

hears the confession 

from Midas.

The pun on ‘granted’, the rhetorical

question and the short one word 

sentence all convey a sense of 

disgust from Mrs M.

Further rhetorical question 

emphasises that Mrs M 

thinks wish was outrageous.
Mrs M answers her own 

rhetorical question explicitly 

stating the foolishness of her 

husband’s wish



Stanza 1 - Lines 1 - 6

It was late September. I’d just poured a glass of wine, begun

to unwind, while the vegetables cooked. The kitchen

filled with the smell of itself, relaxed, its steamy breath

gently blanching the windows. So I opened one,

then with my fingers wiped the other’s glass like a brow.

He was standing under the pear tree snapping a twig.

Duffy presents Mrs Midas in a typical domestic scene.   

The references to touching are noticeable but are presented subtly in this stanza. She has poured a glass of 

wine but noticed the steam on “the other’s glass” which she wipes “like a brow”, thus also conveying the loving 

relationship enjoyed by the couple. Likewise the “steamy breath” from the stove is “gently blanching the 

windows”.

Personified 

kitchen; ‘filled 

with the smell of 

itself’, during the 

peak of the 

golden autumnal 

month of 

September. The 

kitchen’s ‘steamy 

breath’ which is 

‘gently blanching’ 

is in contrast to 

the life sapping 

events which are 

taking place in the 

garden – e.g ‘twig’ 

turned to gold in 

next stanza



Stanza 2 - Lines 7 - 12

Now the garden was long and the visibility poor, the way

the dark of the ground seems to drink the light of the sky,

but that twig in his hand was gold. And then he plucked

a pear from a branch. – we grew Fondante d’Automne –

and it sat in his palm, like a lightbulb. On.

I thought to myself, Is he putting fairy lights in the tree?

Imagery–Is particularly effective and has a bearing on what follows: At this stage the reader does not know what is 

about to happen, but the concept of a life-force being drained and replaced by something evil is well expressed here. 

The second stanza describes what she sees through the window.

This simile effectively 

conveys both the 

shape of the pear and 

also the brightness 

emanating from it. 

The full stops add a 

comedic effect, 

highlighting Mrs 

Midas’ shock, disbelief 

and sudden dawning 

of awareness in her 

own mind as to what 

she has just 

witnessed. 

This whimsical, light and humorous imagery is continued and contrasts with the seriousness of what 

has just happened and her incredulity is evident when she questions whether he is just   ‘putting fairy 

lights in the tree?’ The narrator seeks to find a rational explanation for what she is seeing. 



Stanza 3 - Lines 13 - 18

He came into the house. The doorknobs gleamed. 

He drew the blinds. You know the mind; I thought of 

the Field of the Cloth of Gold and of Miss Macready. 

He sat in that chair like a king on a burnished throne. 

The look on his face was strange, wild, vain. I said, 

What in the name of God is going on? He started to laugh. 

Stanza 3 relays Midas’ return journey through the house as he turns the doorknobs and blinds into gleaming gold

Simile - Midas becomes 

king-like when he sits in 

his chair.  Allusion to 

Shakespeare's ‘Anthony 

and Cleopatra ‘

Wife thinks back to a school history 

lesson and the meeting place 

between the Kings of England and 

France in 1520 in France.  This was 

embellished with gold to disguise 

the surrounding deprivation of the 

nation. 

Theme - Mrs Midas goes on 

to describe the expression of 

her husband  as he realises 

that he has been given a 

tremendous power, 

motivated by greed. 

Short, abrupt sentence and end-stop -As the exasperated wife, Mrs Midas makes a typical expression of 

confusion.  Her  perplexed reaction causes her husband to laugh. Response is inappropriate,.



Stanza 4 - Lines 19 - 24

I served up the meal. For starters, corn on the cob.

Within seconds he was spitting out the teeth of the rich.

He toyed with his spoon, then mine, then with the knives, the forks.

He asked where was the wine. I poured with a shaking hand,

a fragrant, bone-dry white from Italy, then watched

as he picked up the glass, goblet, golden chalice, drank. 

In Stanza 4, Mrs Midas attempts to instil a sense of normality by her matter of fact tone in serving up dinner.

Alliteration - The moment of realisation is captured in the transformation of the glass.The harsh consonance of 

the 'g' sound, reflects the impact of the transformation. A  poisoned Chalice? Midas will soon realise that his 

miraculous gift will carry a hidden price. 

Mrs Midas pours 

the 'bone-dry' wine 

'with a shaking 

hand' reflecting her 

mounting fear.

This comedic effect is 

maintained as negative 

effects of such a “gift” 

shown as Midas can no 

longer enjoy the simple 

pleasures of food. His 

ambition will cause him to 

starve. 



Stanza 5 - Lines 25 - 30

It was then that I started to scream. He sank to his knees.

After we’d both calmed down, I finished the wine

on my own, hearing him out. I made him sit

on the other side of the room and keep his hands to himself.

I locked the cat in the cellar. I moved the phone.

The toilet I didn’t mind. I couldn’t believe my ears:

The sinking in of reality is further echoed in the first lines of Stanza 5  as both come to terms with his new power, 

Humour - The stanza ends with Mrs Midas relaying the precautions she took to 

protect the cat by locking it in the cellar and then moving the phone, but allowing 

the toilet (Allusion to ‘The Throne’) to be changed into gold. 

Mrs Midas finishes off 

the wine and forces 

her husband to sit  

alone.  Even after 

becoming aware of 

the consequences, 

this humorous line 

reveals that while 

Midas still seeks to 

enjoy a physical 

relationship with his 

wife, his new “gift” 

means that he will be 

deprived this 

pleasure.



Stanza 6 - Lines 31 - 36

how he’d had a wish. Look, we all have wishes; granted.

But who has wishes granted? Him. Do you know about gold?

It feeds no one; aurum, soft, untarnishable; slakes

no thirst. He tried to light a cigarette; I gazed, entranced,

as the blue flame played on its luteous stem. At least,

I said, you’ll be able to give up smoking for good.

Sentence Structure - Duffy then inserts a deliberate pause  to imitate the speaker’s incredulity upon hearing how 

her husband has been “granted” a wish. 

Structure - However, it is 

Midas' wish for gold that is 

outrageous; she asks 

another rhetorical question 

and answers it. . 

Humour - is injected to contrast with this harsh fact  as Mrs Midas considers with sardonic practicality how the 

situation will mean that at least Midas will be able to stop smoking.

Pun - which is repeated to convey her opinion, that in general, people do and can make wishes but if they are 

going to be given, then of course her ‘fool’ of a husband had to be the one to have his wish come true. 

Tone - She is truly aggrieved by this and goes on to justify the futility of such a wish since 

gold ‘feeds no one’.  In doing so she exposes the inherent lack of real value of gold.  

Structure - rhetorical 

question monosyllabic 

minor sentence which 

answers her question 

'Him' conveys his 

disgust with her 

husband



Stanza 7 - Lines 37 - 42

Separate beds. in fact, I put a chair against my door,

near petrified. He was below, turning the spare room

into the tomb of Tutankhamun. You see, we were passionate then,

in those halcyon days; unwrapping each other, rapidly,

like presents, fast food. But now I feared his honeyed embrace,

the kiss that would turn my lips to a work of art.

Contrast Imagery  – Of physical 

suffering they must now endure, 

compared to the fulfilling relationship 

‘Halcyon days’ – (perfect times)they 

enjoyed before he was granted his 

wish. 

Metaphor - However, she 

now rightly fears Midas’ 

‘honeyed embrace’ since it 

would be deadly to her.

Humour/Imagery - Although 

there is still humour in the use 

of internal rhyme: ‘tomb/ 

Tutankhamun', the imagery 

now carries connotations of 

death and symbolises that 

their relationship and dreams 

are effectively dead.  

Structure - Single statement: The remainder of the poem continues to highlight 

the damage Midas’ gift has done to their once loving relationship. Then it 

transpires, on separate floors, indicating the widening gulf between them. 



Stanza 8 - Lines 43 - 48

And who, when it comes to the crunch, can live

with a heart of gold? That night, I dreamt I bore

his child, its perfect ore limbs, its little tongue

like a precious latch, its amber eyes

holding their pupils like flies. My dream milk

burned in my breasts. I woke to the streaming sun. 

Imagery – But this descends into a 

disturbing image as these flame 

coloured eyes are deemed to be 

‘holding their pupils like flies.’ A  

symbol of lifelessness. 

Perhaps the most poignant 

image in this poem is her 

sadness of being deprived 

the opportunity to have a real 

baby 

Imagery - The speaker's longing for a child is 

encapsulated  here and it is perhaps this image of 

thwarted maternal love that reveals the true cost of 

Midas' greed. 

Metaphor - Expression usually has positive connations and is associated with 

kindness.This metaphor is ironically inverted as the literal meaning is implied, 

inferring that it would be impossible to survive as a living being with such a heart. 

A superficial, initially attractive description of the baby she dreamt about  is given

Waking to the ‘streaming sun’, again, poignantly 

reminds us that each day she will awake to a world 

in which gold dominates every waking moment. 



Stanza 9 - Lines 49 - 54

So he had to move out. We’d a caravan

in the wilds, in a glade of its own. I drove him up

under the cover of dark. He sat in the back.

And then I came home, the woman who married the fool

who wished for gold. At first, I visited, odd times,

parking the car a good way off, then walking.

In Stanza 9, the consequences of the myth and the effect on their lives continues to destroy their relationship as 

Mrs Midas bluntly informs us: ‘So he had to move out.’

The fact she parks the car 

'a good way off‘ 

emphasises  her continued 

fear of her husband’s gift 

Mrs Midas' embarrassment at her 

husband's behaviour is conveyed in 

the way drives him to live in their 

isolated caravan. She drives him 

away 'under cover of dark' which 

reveals her sense of shame

Third person narrative -

She returns alone as: ‘the 

woman who married the 

fool’, clearly blaming her 

husband for stupidly 

wishing for gold while 

reflecting on the derision 

and mockery of 

gossipmongers. 



Stanza 10 - Lines 55 - 60

You knew you were getting close. Golden trout

on the grass. One day, a hare hung from a larch,

a beautiful lemon mistake.  And then his footprints,

glistening next to the river’s path. He was thin,

delirious; hearing, he said, the music of Pan

from the woods. Listen. That was the last straw.

Solitary image – Stanza 10 describes his distanced, detached separate lifestyle as she describes the rural single 

golden items and other evidence of his folly she discovers on her walk from the parked car to her husband. These 

images are the legacy he leaves behind him rather than the perfect child she longed for. 

Unable to slake his appetite or his thirst, Midas is driven 'delirious' She describes him in a sorrowful state as ‘thin.’

His delirium leads him to believe he 

can hear the ‘music of Pan.’ This 

associates him with another Greek 

God, this time the isolated figure of 

Pan who was the God of shepherds 

and flocks  (also sung  for Midas in 

Greek myths). We note the irony that a 

gift so equated with wealth and 

prosperity should result in such 

emotional poverty.

This proves to be the breaking point for Mrs Midas.



Stanza 11 - Lines 61 - 65

What gets me now is not the idiocy or greed

but lack of thought for me. Pure selfishness. I sold

the contents of the house and came down here.

I think of him in certain lights, dawn, late afternoon,

and once a bowl of apples stopped me dead. I miss most,

even now, his hands, his warm hands on my skin, his touch.

In a poignant line, she remembers fondly their once full, physical relationship and mourns its passing:. The 

repetition - of the words “hands” emphasises too that his touch, once a potent symbol of their intimacy is now lost 

forever. The final line is one that could be spoken by millions of women who have lost their life partner (the last 

word of the poem being the most significant). Of course, the situation described in the poem is “fantastic” in the 

true sense of that word, but the sentiment is real enough. Relationships are often ruined through idiocy or greed.

The final Stanza stresses Mrs Midas’ anger and reflection at her husband’s ‘pure selfishness’ in making his wish 

which has not only affected him but also deprived both of any physical relationship but also of his wife’s chance to 

have her dream baby. 

She still loves her husband 

although they can never be 

together. She thinks about 

him frequently and, as is 

typical with people who are 

forced apart for whatever 

reason, things she sees can 

suddenly remind her of him 

and what she has lost 

However, even after all her 

anger has been unleashed, the 

stanza resonates with a sense 

of loss and grief. She is still left 

alone with nothing but a wistful, 

regretful sense of loss for the 

man she married. 


