Mrs Midas

Overview 

Mrs Midas is a poem written from the viewpoint of the wife of the mythological King Midas, from Ovid’s Metamorphoses. King Midas was granted a wish by the god Dionysus whereby everything he touched would turn to gold. With comical undertones, a wide range of emotions is presented through the persona of Mrs Midas as she speaks out against her husband’s foolish actions and gradually separates herself from him, leaving him to waste away in isolation whilst she laments the loss of their physical relationship and the chance to have a baby together to fulfil their dreams.
Form and Structure

This poem is written in the form of a dramatic monologue from a female perspective, similar to all of the poems from The World’s Wife collection in which well-known characters from myths or history are presented from the perspective of their forgotten or disregarded and wives. Duffy focuses on an aspect of this well-known character and presents an imaginary response from the wife’s viewpoint, providing fresh, thought-provoking and comical insight into their lives. 

Mrs Midas is made up of eleven stanzas of irregular line length ranging from six lines to ten in order to reflect how unpredictable and chaotic life has become for this couple in that at any second with a simple touch, Mrs Midas could also soon be turned to gold.  

Stanzas 1 to 6 deal with the discovery of King Midas’ granted wish and the realisation and then sheer panic of how he has been given such a tremendous power, whilst a comic tone is maintained throughout, as Mrs Midas even catalogues everyday items being turned to gold. 

The remainder of the poem reveals the harsh heartfelt implications of Midas’ gift, highlighting the damage it has done to the couple’s relationship and their future together. The final line in the poem sums up Mrs Midas’ regret at the loss of physical contact with her isolated husband. 

Stanzas One – Six Summary and Analysis 

In the first stanza, Duffy presents Mrs Midas in a typical domestic scene, pouring a glass of wine as she cooks and begins to ‘unwind’ in the 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 as Midas snaps a twig from under a pear tree which has miraculously turned to gold. Having wiped the steam from the kitchen window and putting it down to poor visibility,  Mrs Midas has to look again and this time witnesses her husband plucking a pear from a branch and describes the way :’…it sat in his palm like a light-bulb. On.’  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?’  

Stanza 3 relays Midas’ return journey through the house as he turns the doorknobs and blinds into gleaming gold making his wife think back to a school history lesson on ‘the Field of the Cloth of Gold’ which was the meeting place between the Kings of England and France in 1520, near Calais in France.  This was embellished with gold to disguise the surrounding deprivation of the nation. 

Mrs Midas goes on to describe the ‘strange, wild, vain’ face of her husband  as he realises that he has been given a tremendous power, motivated by greed. As the exasperated wife, Mrs Midas makes a typical expression: ‘What in the name of God is going on?’ Her  perplexed reaction causes her husband to laugh. 

In Stanza 4, Mrs Midas attempts to instil a sense of normality by her matter of fact tone in serving up dinner: ‘For starters, corn on the cob.’  This comedic effect is maintained as Midas ends up ‘…spitting out the teeth of the rich’.  This line clearly demonstrates the negative effects of such a “gift”  as Midas can no longer enjoy the simple pleasures of food while emphasising that gold teeth are usually only seen in the mouths of he wealthy. With the catalogue of food utensils also having been turned to gold, Mrs Midas’ anxiety about what is happening is revealed in the way she pours wine with ‘a shaking hand.’ Alliteration is used to highlight the seriousness and reality of the situation when she witnesses the transformation of a glass into a ‘golden chalice’ .She notes how ‘as he picked up the glass, goblet, golden chalice, drank.’ The blend of the vowels with the letter ‘l’ links to the golden luxury of the item, whilst the harsh alliterative ‘g’ sound drives home the seriousness of this so-called gift. 

The sinking in of reality is further echoed in the first line of Stanza 5 when Mrs Midas ‘started to scream’ while her husband ‘sank to his knees’. As both come to terms with his new power, Mrs Midas finishes off the wine and forces her husband to sit ‘on the other side of the room and keep his hands to himself.’ 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.
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 to be changed into gold.  Duffy then inserts a deliberate pause to imitate the speaker’s incredulity upon hearing how her husband has been “granted” a wish. The word ‘granted’ is a 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. 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.  Even so, humour is injected to contrast with this harsh fact  as Mrs Midas considers, on a more positive note, how the situation will mean that at least Midas will ’…be able to give up smoking for good.’ 

Stanzas 7 -11 Summary and Analysis

The remainder of the poem continues to highlight the damage Midas’ gift has done to their relationship with the beginning of Stanza 7 summarising the full effect with the single statement: ‘Separate beds.’ Mrs Midas’ terror of her husband touching her is continued and emphasised as she reveals how she even puts a chair against the door at night as she is ‘near petrified’, scared of being turned into stone, a harsh consequence and the reality, should he come near her. Humour again, offers a bit of light relief  as she relays how the spare room has been transformed into the impressive ‘tomb of Tutankhamen’.This symbolises that their relationship and dreams are effectively dead. The separateness of the couple is further highlighted as she focuses on the physical suffering they must now endure, in contrast to the fulfilling relationship they enjoyed before he was granted his wish: these were‘halcyon days’, days of joy when they were ‘passionate’ and ‘unwrapping each other, rapidly, like presents, fast food.’ However, she now rightly fears Midas’ ‘honeyed embrace’ since it would be deadly to her.
In Stanza 8, Mrs Midas presents her sadness now of being deprived the opportunity to have a real baby. She begs the question: ‘who…can live with a heart of gold?’ Usually, this expression has positive connations and is associated with kindness and empathy.Here, this familiar 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 presented with it’s ‘perfect ore limbs’ and ‘amber eyes’, but this descends into a disturbing image as these flame coloured eyes are deemed to be ‘holding their pupils like flies.’ Sadly, her milk will remain only a ‘dream’ too as her breasts can never bear any milk as long as her husband has this ‘gift’. 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. 

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.’ She then conveys how she had to drive him to live in their isolated caravan ‘under cover of dark’ and how she returns alone as: ‘the woman who married the fool’, clearly blaming her husband for stupidly wishing for gold. She tells of how at first she visited at odd times, always parking the car a safe distance away in case she was affected by his gift. 

Stanza 10 continues to present images of this solitary, distanced, detached separate lifestyle as she describes the rural single golden items she discovers on her walk from the parked car to her husband: ‘Golden trout’ and ‘a hare hung from a larch’. She describes him in a sorrowful state as ‘thin, delirious, hearing, he said, the music of Pan.’ This associates him to another Greek God, this time the isolated figure of Pan who was the God of shepherds and flocks and we note the irony that a gift so equated with wealth and prosperity should result in such emotional poverty.
The final Stanza stresses Mrs Midas’ anger 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. The poet is reminding us in the end that the myth of Midas, normally only viewed in connection with how it affected Midas and his life, also affected his poor wife, whom even after all her anger has been unleashed, is still left alone with nothing but a wistful, regretful sense of loss for the man she married. In a poignant line, she remembers fondly their once full, physical relationship and mourns its passing: ‘even now, his hands, his warm hands on my skin, his touch.’  The repetition of the words “hands” emphasises too that his touch, once a potent symbol of their intimacy is now lost forever and reminds us that  unlike human skin to skin contact, gold is cold and hard.
Themes 

Greed is certainly a recurring theme as this what motivated Midas to make his wife 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. 
Textual Analysis

How does the poet use imagery to make Midas’ gift appear convincing to Mrs Midas and the reader?

Suggested answer

The poet initially presents us with a typical domestic scene whereby Mrs Midas is pouring a glass of wine whilst preparing dinner, only to then have to look again as she witnesses her husband transforming an ordinary pear into what appears to be a modern day lit up ‘light-bulb’ which we are all more familiar with. By using this simile and relaying, through the single worded, minor sentence, that when the pear was turned to gold it switched ‘On’, just as a light lights up, so too does the pear appear to convincingly change before the very eyes of Mrs Midas through Duffy’s effective use of imagery.

Despite the seriousness of events in the poem, how does the poet effectively instil and maintain a comic tone throughout the poem?

Suggested answer

The poet effectively injects humour throughout the poem initially from the point where Mrs Midas whimsically wonders whether her husband,‘‘Is putting fairy lights on the tree?’ Despite the seriousness of what she has just witnessed and even though it is only September, this creates a comic effect providing an image of her husband out in the garden innocently decorating a pear tree with artificial fairy lights.

Having both realised the damaging effect of Midas’ gift and the harsh reality of the situation, Mrs Midas still manages to come away with the comical remark: ‘…you’ll be able to give up smoking for good.’ This is the least of Midas’ worries when all things are considered which is the reason why it is perhaps humorous. Mrs Midas then goes on to state that Midas not only metaphorically but literally turns the ‘spare room into the tomb of Tutankhamen’, injecting further humour into an otherwise serious situation whilst at the same time highlighting the extensive excessive powers of her husband’s ‘granted’ greedy wish, comparing their homely surrounds to the golden crypt of an Egyptian pharaoh. 
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