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Myth and fairytale: ‘Hour’ 
 
• Read through the poem and highlight any references to wealth, riches or gold. 
 
• Look again at these references. Can you see any allusions to myths or fairytales? Which myths or 

fairytales are being alluded to? 
 
 
 
 
 
• In the space below write down two quotations (one for each story) that support your ideas. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

• Read the information you have been given about the two stories. 
• Some people believe that myths and fairytales are cautionary – they have a message or moral. 

Looking at the information you have been given, what do you think the message of each story is? 

 

 
Story: 
 

Message: 

Story: 
 

Message: 
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Midas 
 
King Midas was brought a drunken satyr that had been found by some peasants. Recognising 
him as a companion of the god Dionysus, Midas entertained him, treating him with kindness 
and politeness. Some time passed and Midas took the satyr back home. Dionysus was 
grateful for the kindness Midas had shown the satyr and as a reward he offered to grant Midas 
one wish. Midas asked that whatever he touched be turned to gold. Dionysus warned Midas of 
the dangers of such a wish, but Midas would not reconsider, and so the wish was granted. 
 
Midas was overjoyed with the thought of his power and put it to the test. He touched an oak 
twig and a stone – they turned to gold! He hurried home and ordered his servants to set out a 
feast, but as soon as he touched it, his food and drink hardened and turned to gold. He then 
accidentally turned his daughter to gold, and it was this that finally made him realise that his 
gift was in fact a curse and hated the gift he had desired. 
 
Midas prayed to Dionysus, begging to be freed from his gift. Dionysus heard and consented. 
He told Midas to wash in the river Pactolus. Midas followed his instructions and as soon as he 
touched the water his power flowed into it, turning the sands on the bank golden. 
 
Now hating wealth and splendour, Midas moved away from his palace and became a 
worshipper of Pan, the god of the fields and satyr. 

 
 
 

Rumpelstiltskin 
 
Once upon a time a poor miller told the King that his beautiful daughter could spin straw into 
gold. Impressed, the king sent for the girl and when she arrived at his palace he led her to a 
room filled with straw and locked her in, telling her to spin it into gold by sunrise or be put to 
death.  
 
The terrified girl began to sob, as she didn’t know how she was going to complete the task. 
Through her sobs she heard a knock at the door and opening it she saw a strange little man 
on the doorstep. The tiny man asked her why she was crying and when she told him of her 
task, he asked her what she would give him to spin the straw into gold. The girl promised him 
her necklace and the little man set to work.  
 
Soon the miller’s daughter grew tired and fell asleep. When she woke it was morning and the 
room was full of gold. The king arrived and was pleased at the sight of all the gold; but his 
greed increased and he led the girl to another, larger room that was filled with straw and gave 
her the same ultimatum. The girl wept bitterly, then, as with the night before, she heard 
knocking at the door and opened it to the same tiny man. This time she offered him her ring 
and he set to work. 
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As before, the girl fell asleep and woke at sunrise to a room full of spun gold. When the king 
saw the gold he was overjoyed but not yet satisfied. He took the miller’s daughter to the 
biggest room in the palace, filled to the ceiling with bundles of straw. This time, the king 
promised that if she could spin all the straw to gold by morning, he would marry her.  
 
Again she heard knocking at the door and opened it to the tiny man, but seeing him did not 
make her happy as she had nothing left to give him. The little man thought for a minute then 
asked her to promise that if she were made queen, she would give him her first born child. At 
first she refused, then she thought to herself ‘Who knows what will happen in the morning’, so 
she agreed. Delighted, the little man set to work.  
 
When the king arrived in the morning he was overjoyed and married the miller’s daughter. A 
year passed and the king and queen celebrated the birth of their first born. As the day drew to 
a close, the queen put her son to bed and turned around to find the tiny man in the corner of 
the room. She trembled and sobbed as she remembered her promise. The little man saw how 
upset she was and told her if she could guess his name in three days’ time, she could keep 
her son. 
 
The next day messengers were sent out all over the kingdom to find out his name. One by one 
they returned but none of them had found his name. Finally, the last horseman returned to the 
palace. As he stood in front of the queen he told her that on his journey back to the palace he 
had become lost in the woods and as he looked for his way home he stumbled across a 
strange little house. Outside the house a fire burned and a tiny man was dancing round the 
flames singing: 
 
‘Tomorrow I brew, today I bake, 
And then the child away I’ll take; 
For little knows my royal dame 
That Rumplestiltskin is my name!’ 
 
Soon the little man appeared and held out his arms for the baby, but the queen looked up and 
said ‘Rumplestiltskin is your name’. Furious, the little man stamped his foot so hard that it went 
through the floorboards. In a rage, he grabbed his other foot and pulled it so hard he tore 
himself in two. 



 

4 

 
• Read the following statements that outline possible explanations for these references. These are 

only suggestions, if you can think of any more, write them in the box at the bottom of the list. 
 

True love is a myth – something that is presented as real but is not actually obtainable. 

Duffy may be suggesting that we need to consider the implications of our choices before we commit 
to them. 

The references are included because the poem describes a ‘fairytale romance’. 

The references to myth/fairytale give the poem an unpleasant tone as they suggest that not 
everything in the relationship is as it seems. 

Referring to a well known myth and fairytale means the poem is more accessible to readers. 

 
 

 
 
• Which of these explanations do you think is most likely? Why? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Put them in order from the statement you agree with most to the statement you agree with least.  


