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What impact did the poetry of Emily Dickinson have on you as a reader?  

!
!
Reading Emily Dickinson’s poetry is a truly unforgettable experience. Her 

spare elegant style that incorporates unusual meters, punctuation, syntax and 

imagery is instantly recognisable. The poems that I have studied reveal an 

intense and individualistic vision of life. Viewed through Dickinson’s eyes the 

world can appear strange and alien. The dense complexity of her thought 

embraces both the wonders of life and the inevitability of death. 

!
Dickinson’s unusual and intense personality can be seen most clearly 

when she addresses the theme of death. In her mortuary poems, her 

confrontation with the abyss becomes the central metaphor for her vision of a 

dark and meaningless world. “I heard a Fly buzz – when I died” opens in a 

disturbing and shocking manner that causes us to contemplate the reality of 

the speaker’s death. What made the line so effective and at the same time so 

disturbing for me, is the way in which it juxtaposes the seemingly 

inconsequential “fly” with the momentous moment of death. The expected 

arrival of “the King” and its implied promise of salvation is interrupted by a 

mere “fly”. In order to convey the presence of a fly in the room, Dickinson relies 

on complicated language devices. In particular, alliteration and synaesthesia in 

order to render the fly’s presence a visceral one for the reader. The colour blue 

is made to buzz and the repetition of “b” and “s” sounds creates a random and 

disorientating feeling to the fly’s movement that reinforces the sense of 

meaninglessness running throughout the poem. Interestingly, the rhyming 
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scheme also works to undermine any possibility that the poem may offer any 

meaning. All the rhymes leading up to the final quatrain are half rhymes, 

“firm” / “room”, “room” / “storm” and “be” / “fly”. The only full or exact rhyme 

occurs in the last three lines of the poem which suggest the speaker’s death. 

However, this sense of completion is not matched by any revelation. For me, the 

vision of death that Dickinson provides is a horrifyingly empty one. I found 

myself thinking about this poem long after we had studied it in class. 

!
Many of Dickinson’s poems attempt to render abstract concepts concrete. 

For me, Dickinson’s poems are not so much about ideas or themes as about the 

process of attempting to understand profoundly abstract notions. In many of 

her poems, Dickinson struggles with an underlying emptiness that becomes the 

dominant metaphor for her vision of a world from which transcendent meaning 

has been withdrawn. Nowhere is this more apparent than in “There’s a certain 

Slant of light”. The poem begins with an attempt, by Dickinson, to capture the 

essence of a certain kind of winter light. I was genuinely struck by the way in 

which Dickinson transforms our understanding of light. Before reading this 

poem, I felt that light should be associated with clarity and even goodness. 

However, Dickinson transforms the winter’s light into an oppressive and 

alienating presence that darkens the soul. It is difficult to understand exactly 

what Dickinson means by this, but it seems to be associated with a spiritual 

experience. This light causes “Heavenly Hurt” and “internal difference” “Where 

the Meanings, are –”. At first, I felt that Dickinson was simply attempting to 

convey a feeling of despair. However, a close reading of this poem does not 

endorse this view. Dickinson suggests that this state of being caused by the 

light is elusive and ineffable. She tells us that “none may teach it” and that while 

it provokes feelings of “despair” it is not actually in itself despair. Once again, 

Dickinson disrupts the link between cause and effect. I was particularly struck 

by the final stanza of the poem where the poet merges the internal and external 

landscapes. The divisions between the human and natural world seem to 
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dissolve as the speaker echoes, and finally, is endued with the unusual winter’s 

light:    

                          

   “When it comes, the Landscape listens –                       

   Shadows – hold their breath –                       

   When it goes, ‘tis like the Distance                      

   On the look of Death –”                      

!
 This attempt to make the abstract concrete is found in many of the poems        

by Dickinson on the course. While I found it difficult to ignore the darker poems 

she also provides us with explorations of joy and happiness. A joyful poem such 

as “I Taste a Liquor Never Brewed” employs many of the features that we find in 

her darker poetry. In the poem, Dickinson relies on nature and the extended 

metaphor of drunkenness in order to convey her happiness. In the first stanza 

she tells us that this liquor has been brewed and that “all the Vats upon the 

Rhine” fait to “Yield such an Alcohol!” As a result of consuming this substance 

the poet becomes an “Inebriate of Air –” and a “Debauchee of Dew –”. As she 

reels “thro endless summer days” the poet’s enthusiasm and unrestrained joy 

are palpable. In the final stanza, Dickinson continues to offer us a playful and 

humorous expression of her happiness. Asserting that saints will rush to see 

her, she describes the arrival of these heavenly creatures in unusual terms. They 

are described as swinging their “snowy Hats-” and rushing to the windows in 

the sky, so as: 

!
    “To see the little Tippler                             

      Leaning against the – Sun –”                           

!
I think this final image is an extraordinary one. It is highly visual and in my view, 

pre-empts the type of cinematic imagery one would expect from a 20th century 

poet. It also provides us with a glimpse of Dickinson’s unconventional sense of 
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humour. Although “The Soul has Bandaged moments” contains examples of 

Dickinson’s customary dark outlook on life, it also shows the reader that she is 

capable of great joy. As is the case with “I taste a liquor never brewed”, 

Dickinson turns to nature in order to express her feelings of joy. When she 

explains to us that “The soul has moments of Escape –“, she likens it to a: 

                                         

     “Bee – delirious borne – Long                                          

     Dungeoned from his Rose –”                                    

!
I think that this is a marvellous simile because it evokes all the joy and energy 

that the speaker feels. 

         

 Emily Dickinson is simply unlike any other poet in the course. Her eccentric        

style and unusual subject matter are not only instantly recognisable, but 

genuinely unforgettable. The unique challenges that Dickinson’s work presents 

are compensated by the singular enjoyment that her poetry offers the attentive 

reader. In her poetry all the resources of language are compressed in a 

compelling, fresh and at times, astonishing manner. As a result, Emily Dickinson 

appeals to all readers of all ages. 

1. “Emily Dickinson’s or iginal  approach to poetry results  in start l ing and 
thought provoking moments in her work.”  
Give your response to the poetry of  Emily Dickinson in the l ight of  this  
statement. 
!
Support  your points with suitable reference to the poems on your 
course. 
-  condensed ideas with shocking/intr iguing possibi l i t ies 
-  dramatic moments of  stark consciousness 
-  unusual  v isual  and aural  aspects start le/perplex/amaze 
-  unconventional  punctuation, fragmented rhythm and cryptic imagery 
-  moments of  celebrat ion/euphoria and anguish/nothingness 
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