Common Questions and Answers on Emily Dickinson

Q: What did Dickinson mean by "circumference"? 

A: Significance for Dickinson
· In a later letter, Dickinson writes, "The Bible dealt with the Center, not with the Circumference." 

·  Earlier, in a letter to Thomas Wentworth Higginson (2 July 1862), she had said, "My Business is Circumference."
Q: Why does Emily Dickinson use the dash? 

A: 

· To indicate interruption or abrupt shift in thought. 

· As a parenthetical device for emphasis. 

· As a substitute for the colon: introducing a list, series, or final appositive. 

· To keep a note of uncertainty or undecidability. Dashes are fluid and indicate incompletion, a way of being in uncertainty, (like Keats's negative capability), and mark without cutting off meaning. 

· The dash both joins sentences so that they have a boundary in common and resists that joining: it connects and separates. 

· It is a falling away, an indefinite rather than a definite end to a line. 

Q: Why did she capitalize so many words? 

A: 

· German, a language Dickinson knew, typically capitalizes nouns. 

· Capitalizing words gives additional emphasis. 

· Some believe that her use is at times idiosyncratic and more random than meaningful, since in some instances a word is capitalized in one of Dickinson's handwritten copies of a poem but not in another of her copies. 

Q: How should we read Dickinson's poetry? 

A: 

1. Speaker. Who is the speaker? What person is ED speaking in? If it is the first person plural, with whom has she aligned herself? To whom is the poem addressed? 

2. Setting or Situation. What is the setting? Real? Abstract? What about the situation? Is there action in the poem? What is it? 

3. What is the form of the poem? Closed? Open? What is the meter? the rhyme scheme? Where does ED depart from these patterns and forms? Why? 

4. What elements are repeated? Inverted? Why? What instances of repetition does she use? What is the effect of the repetition? 

5. What figures of speech does the poem contain? metaphor? metonymy? synecdoche? personification? extended metaphor? What kind of figure does she use as a comparison (vehicle)? Where has she used this before and with what kinds of meaning or resonance? 

6. What kinds of images does she use? Olfactory? Tactile? Visual? Auditory? Thermal? Characteristic Dickinson images include patterns of light/dark, bee/flower, mind/body, and life/death. Do these occur here? In what combination? 

7. Does the poem have an effective, striking, or climactic moment? Does it come to some kind of resolution? What kind? What recognition does the speaker's persona achieve, or does the poem chronicle simple description and observation? 

8. Tone. What is the tone of the whole? Solemn? Playful? Irreverent? Mournful? Objective? What is Dickinson trying to convey? 

Reference: Campbell, D. “Common Questions on Emily Dickinson.” 25 Dec. 2004. 25 Dec. 2004. http://guweb2.gonzaga.edu/faculty/campbell/enl311/common.html
