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Learner Resource 2 Poetic and stylistic techniques 
(including voice) with a focus on “Going to Heaven!”  
(AO2, AO3, AO4)

Read the following letter written by Dickinson in late summer of 1856 to her friend Mrs Holland:

“And I’m half-tempted to take my seat in Paradise of which the good man writes, and begin forever and ever 
now, so wondrous does it seem. My only sketch, profile, of Heaven is a large, blue sky, bluer and larger than the 
biggest I have seen in June, and in it are my friends – all of them – every one of them – those who are with me 
now, and those who were “parted” as we walked, and “snatched up to Heaven”.

If roses had not faded, and frosts had never come, and one had not fallen here and there whom I could not 
waken, there were no need of other Heaven than the one below – and if God had been here this summer, and 
seen the things that I have seen – I guess that He would think His Paradise superfluous. Don’t tell Him, for the 
world, though, for after all He’s said about it, I should like to see what He was building for us, with no hammer, 
and no stone, and no journeyman either. Dear Mrs Holland, I love, to-night – love you and Dr Holland, and “time 
and sense” – and fading things, and things that do not fade.

I’m so glad you are not a blossom, for those in my garden fade, and then a “reaper whose name is Death” has 
come to get a few to help him make a bouquet for himself, so I’m glad you are not a rose – and I’m glad you are 
not a bee, for where they go when summer’s done, only the thyme knows, and even were you a robin, when 
the west winds came, you would coolly wink at me, and away, some morning!”

From Letters of Emily Dickinson (edited by Mabel Loomis Todd, 1894) from The Internet Archive:  
https://archive.org/details/lettersemilydic00toadgoog

Identify five phrases from this letter that seem ‘poetic’. Be prepared in the class discussion to state what you think is 
poetic about them. (You might consider the use of figurative language, or syntactical repetition, archaic inversions 
etc.)

Write out your lines so that they look like a poem, for example:

My seat in Paradise – so wondrous does it seem 
My only sketch of Heaven is a large, blue sky  
etc

Now read “Going to Heaven!” How does it differ from your version? You may choose to use the following guidance to 
start you off:

“Going to Heaven!” has five exclamation marks in the first stanza. How many exclamatory sentences have you used? 
How does the use of exclamation marks affect the tone of the poem?

“Going to Heaven!” uses discourse markers (“Indeed”, “And yet”, “Perhaps”, “for” (×2)). Have you used them? How does 
the inclusion of these shape the meaning of the poem?

“Going to Heaven!” uses the singular personal pronoun “you” three times, the inclusive plural possessive pronoun “our”, 
the inclusive plural pronoun “we”, the personal pronoun “I” seven times and “me” three times. Does your poem address 
a reader, and if not, what effect does this create? Does your poem include such a strong narrative voice? If not, how 
does this change the tone?

Discuss as a class how the choice of language affects our understanding of who is speaking. The narrator of the letter 
is clear: it is Dickinson writing to the audience of her friend Mrs Holland, but who is the narrator of the poem?

You might choose to decide in your pair with which of the statements on the next page you most agree, before you 
discuss your ideas as a class.
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Learner Resource 2

1. This is a dramatic monologue in which the character, who is the poet, speaks directly to the reader.
2. This is a persona, with a child-like voice, used to innocently question the value of Heaven over Earth.
3. This excited, naïve, genderless voice (that focuses, for example, on the clothes they might wear to go to Heaven), 

actually enables Dickinson to raise controversial questions about the validity of Heaven that might have been less 
tolerated in her own voice.

4. Dickinson writes an ironic, subversive, existential poem, hiding behind the voice of a persona.


