EMILY DICKINSON 

Background: died 1886, leaving around 900 poems (which had been much revised). First publication 1890. She's not part of any poetic movement. Her editor regarded her as eccentric. Some critics faulted her on poor technique, irregularity, and editors often “corrected” her work, though modern critics see these unusual style features as artistic and distinctive.  Later in life she became reclusive, perhaps after a relationship went wrong. 

Style: Her her half-rhymes (also known as slant rhymes). (Funeral 2,4, "fro"-"through", Bird Walk “Crumb”, “home”; “around”, “head”; Fly Buzz “Room”, “Storm”. 

She used a condensed, concise, elliptical, cryptic, telegrammatic style. Very little  spelt out clearly. The reader must fill in the gaps - between what she gives us and her meaning. Several poems leave questions very much unanswered: e.g. Funeral: what happens in last verse - metaphorical death? imagined death? imagined breakdown? real breakdown?

Last line - does it mean she finished up knowing something special - a typical moment of insight for her? or is it that she is finished with knowing, i.e. that she has lost touch with reality? In Bird Walk  is the bird a symbol? Is there a death at the end of Fly Buzz? Is she afraid of the snake in Narrow Fellow?   This cryptic approach shouldn’t be seen as a fault. She doesn't want to reveal her meanings so easily, perhaps wants to get the reader thinking, perhaps isn't so clear on her own conclusions. Some of her endings are ambiguous as mentioned, but not necessarily vague The style is also sparse, bleak, no soft padding out of the verses., like a room with the bare essential furniture only. Does this make the poems cold or off-putting? The dashes suit the style - separating the snippets of thoughts, pausing for reflection, suggesting more to follow. The Capitals - attaching significance? Making the reader pay more attention to the words?

In relation to the form of her poems, she makes much use of 4-line verse (ballad-type stanzas), which gives the impression of simplicity, yet there’s a complexity of thought/feeling in these simple structures. 
The Poet: Her poems seem to be introspective, examining states of mind and emotion (her own?). In Funeral she is under pressure ("treading-treading"  "beating-beating"), oppressed or depressed, she's describing and perhaps going through some sort of mental breakdown, death-like experience, or contemplating her own death. Do we pity her or sympathise with her? In Fly Buzz she also imagines her own death (“when I died”), this time showing how she looses control of a planned situation – the death events were arranged (“I willed my keepsakes”), but then the fly arrived and caused a distraction and she dies before she can regain composure (“then the Windows failed”). Is she morbid? Upset or glad about losing control? She may regret losing control in that poem and in Bandaged Moments she feels constrained and shackled by some force that she names as “Fright” and “Horror”. In Narrow Fellow she gets on well with nature (“Several  of Nature’s people/ I know, and they know me - ”), though there is an uneasiness about the snake – “a tighter breathing/And Zero at the bone – “.  She is also very upbeat in her poem of praise to hope, Hope is the thing with feathers. 

Much of the time she seems passive – things happen to her, or she observes things happening without taking part, remaining uninvolved: in Bird walk she observes the bird but as soon as she gets involved (offering the crumb) the bird flies away; in Funeral and Fly Buzz the death is happening to her, she is not active, not surprising as she is dead or dying, and what little effort she has made to get things under her control (e.g. making the will) are disrupted by the fly;  the meeting with the “narrow Fellow” is not at her instigation (“His notice sudden is”), and when she imagines or remembers herself reaching down to it, it goes like the bird did in Bird Walk (“When stooping to secure it/ It wrinkled, and was gone”). Likewise in Bandaged Moments she is the victim, but briefly becomes more active and makes an escape – “bursting all the doors - /She dances like a Bomb”. 

Death and the Next Life: A theme that took up much of her attention. In Funeral the trappings of death are unpleasant (“My mind was going numb”, “Boots of Lead”, but perhaps death is only a metaphor here - with mental breakdown being the real subject matter.  In one letter she wrote of the 'obtrusive body', as if perhaps physical existence was a burden weighing on thought. In Fly Buzz she reflects on how our arrangements for death can be disrupted (in this case by the arbitrary appearance of the fly) – she is reflecting perhaps on the folly of trying to control death. 

The Senses: Strong on the sense of hearing in Funeral (she's in the coffin?) - "Being, but an Ear", "toll" "creak" "Drum"; the "Boots of Lead" are felt as well as heard.  Hearing is also important in Fly Buzz:” I heard a fly buzz – when I died”. We can almost feel the texture of nature in Narrow Fellow – “Boggy Acre”, “A Floor too cool”. There’s the texture of the “Velvet Head” in Bird Walk, and “long fingers” caressing the “frozen hair” in Bandaged Moments. Sight is strong in any of the visual images in the poem (e.g. what we can picture in Bird Walk). In Fly Buzz sight disappears altogether – “I could not see to see”. This was implied also in Funeral as the concentration is on hearing. 

Theme of isolation, aloneness. She is also isolated and alone in Funeral, perhaps metaphorically in a coffin. There are "Mourners", but she is not socialising with them! They are not given any identification or personalities. She has her death/breakdown/insight alone. There are mourners in Fly Buzz also (“The eyes around – had wrung them dry”) but there’s no sense of emotional closeness to them, no camaraderie. In Bird Walk and Narrow Fellow her company is the creatures of nature, “Nature’s People”, and it is significant that she personifies them – these are perhaps her replacement people. She gets on with them (“a transport/Of cordiality”), though in Bird Walk her offer of a crumb only chases the bird away, and she is uneasy about the presence of a snake in Narrow Fellow. In Bandaged Moments her only company is some “Goblin”, “Horror” or “Fright”, presumably personifications of some painful experience or feeling. They are not real human company. There is a hint of a previous “Lover”, one who is no longer present. 

Nature:  Nature is sometimes used as a source of metaphor – especially in Hope , where hope itself is compared to a bird (“the thing with feathers”), and “the chillest land” and “the strangest sea” seem to be images for the tough times in life.  In Bird Walk, Fly Buzz, and Narrow Fellow, the nature creatures are there in their own right, but may also act as symbols: the fly might represent anything that upsets our carefully made plans, the snake could be anything in nature that the poet finds threatening, the bird may represent nature going about its business   She seems to admire nature and its rituals, e.g. the activities of the bird in Bird Walk “he drank a Dew/ From a convenient grass”. She admires his grace when he leaves her: “moved him softer home - /Than oars divide the ocean”.  She doesn’t however sentimentalise nature – “He bit an angleworm in halves/ And ate the fellow, raw”.  Her description of the snake in Narrow Fellow suggests that there are things she fears in nature, or at least things that make her uneasy – “never met this fellow … Without a tighter breathing/And Zero at the bone”.  

Imagery: She uses distinctive and usual imagery. For the comparison of hope to a bird in Hope, the idea of a “funeral in my brain”, the idea of the soul being “bandaged”. She makes good use of personification e.g. the use of “fellow” to describe the “Angleworm” in Bird Walk and the snake in Narrow Fellow, the creatures called “Nature’s People”, some painful experiences seen as a “Goblin”, the bee being “Dungeoned from his Rose”, the soul, a “she”, led into captivity like a “Felon led along”(Bandaged Moments).

Mood/Tone:  She varies from the positive feelings of Hope  to the oppression of Funeral. A feeling of hope is strong in Hope – she has obviously felt it in her own life (“I’ve heard it in the chillest land”). The “chillest land” image could describe the unpleasant situations she experiences in Funeral and Fly Buzz. In Bird Walk she is more neutral, she is an observer of Nature. She observes also in Narrow Fellow, but there is more feeling here: the “cordiality” she feels for the creatures, the surprise at the sudden appearance of the snake, the unease she feels about the snake. Bandaged Moments is one of her bleakest poems. She feels restrained, in “shackles”, vulnerable and threatened – “She feels some ghastly Fright come up” and “caress her freezing hair”. Yet there is a moment when she senses freedom – “The soul has moments of Escape”, but it is short lived – “The Soul’s retaken moments”. 

Weather:

There’s often a feeling of cold in the poems – “chillest land” (Hope); “freezing hair” ”(Bandaged Moments); “A Floor too cool for Corn” (Narrow Fellow).  Weather is sometimes used for imagery – eg the troubles of life compared to “Gale” and “storm” (Hope); the silence between “the Heaves of storm” being used to describe the silences in the mourning room in Fly Buzz. 
Religion:
Dickinson had a strict Calvinist upbringing, but the poems are not strongly religious. In Fly Buzz the “King” awaited in the room is probably God, but there is no sense of what the afterlife might be like as she ends the poem at the moment of death. If Funeral is describing death and not just mental breakdown, the worlds she hits “at every plunge” could be a sense of the afterlife. A religious “service” was mentioned earlier. There’s a strong sense of “Soul” in Bandaged Moments. 


Appeal:
Her poems have a universal appeal, dealing with common human experiences and feelings – joy, depression, death, love, isolation, fear, love of Nature, freedom, stress. The poems are not grounded in any particular place or time, they are largely free of cultural context. It would be hard to guess that they were American, or written in the 19th Century, or even written by a woman. This gives them an appeal across time and place. However the meanings/messages/moods of the poems are not always easily figured out, so the reader has to put in an effort, but will be rewarded for it. 

Any appeal for young people? Need for “hope” moving on from school – this poem provides a positive message that may be a support to people; dealing stress/pressure in Funeral; respect for nature/environment in Bird Walk; times when a person feels limited, confined, by others/outside forces/personal inadequacies (Bandaged Moments) fear (Narrow Fellow). 
