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Learner Resource 3 Editions and manuscripts, focusing  
on lexis, grammar, and “I felt a Funeral, in my brain”  
(AO4, AO2)

Very few of Dickinson’s poems were published in her lifetime, and she wrote for friends and family, including poems in 
letters, or for herself, sewing them together into books (“fascicles”). When she died, her sister Lavinia found almost two 
thousand poems. Because Dickinson rarely published, she did not have to give a final, definitive version of her poems; 
instead she listed alternative words at the bottom of the poem that could be used instead of the ones in the main 
body of the poem. She marked the words in the poem with a cross.

In pairs, look at the manuscript on the website: http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/a_f/dickinson/280.htm. 
Decide which word works best in your opinion.

What qualities does “plunge” have, compared to “crash”?

Are they different? What does the poem lose or gain by each word?

What qualities does “finished” have, compared to “got through”?

What does the poem lose or gain by each word?

Now compare the manuscript with the version you have in The Oxford Student Texts: Emily Dickinson Selected Poems. 
Discuss, as a class, what you notice about the dashes in the manuscript. Is it by accident that some slant upwards, and 
some downwards, that some are shorter than others?

A volunteer could read the poem from the manuscript version, and then from the typed version in your collection, 
and the class could discuss what happens to the rhythm in the two readings. Does it change? If so, why?

Look at the following statements individually or in pairs. Rate them from 1 to 10, with 1 being strongly disagree, to 10 
being strongly agree. You should provide examples, writing the line number or quote from either the manuscript or 
from the The Oxford Student Texts: Emily Dickinson Selected Poems. 

The dash is used to control the pace at which you read the poem.

Strongly disagree 1  -  2  -  3  - 4  -  5  -  6  -  7  -  8  -  9  -  10 Strongly agree

The dash is used to indicate a lack of resolution at the end of a poem.

Strongly disagree 1  -  2  -  3  - 4  -  5  -  6  -  7  -  8  -  9  -  10 Strongly agree

The dash breaks the regularity of the hymn-metre, making it more complicated.

Strongly disagree 1  -  2  -  3  - 4  -  5  -  6  -  7  -  8  -  9  -  10 Strongly agree

The dash draws attention to particular words, often forcing stress to be placed on them.

Strongly disagree 1  -  2  -  3  - 4  -  5  -  6  -  7  -  8  -  9  -  10 Strongly agree

The dash is used as a punctuation mark, that is stronger than a comma but weaker than a full stop.

Strongly disagree 1  -  2  -  3  -  4  -  5  -  6  -  7  -  8  -  9  -  10 Strongly agree

The dash marks an interruption in thought, and is considered typical of female, colloquial writing of the time.

Strongly disagree 1  -  2  -  3  - 4  -  5  -  6  -  7  -  8  -  9  -  10 Strongly agree

The downwards slanting dash suggests an end-stopped line, the upwards slanting dash indicates enjambment; the 
shorter dashes indicate a break in pace.

Strongly disagree 1  -  2  -  3  - 4  -  5  -  6  -  7  -  8  -  9  -  10 Strongly agree
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Divide into three groups. Each group is responsible for one aspect of the poem.

Group 1: Verbs
Look at the following verbs: felt, treading (×2), seemed, breaking, seated, beating (×2), thought, heard, creak, began, 
broke, dropped, hit, finished, knowing.

What patterns or links can you find? 

You might, for example, look for present continuous tense, or past, or imperfect tense.

You might think about those verbs associated with sound.

You might think about those that are stative, and those that are dynamic.

Take the poem and highlight the verbs in it. Make notes on anything that you notice about the repetition of those 
verbs within the poem. How does this repetition shape the meaning?

Group 2: Nouns
Look at the following nouns or noun phrases: Funeral, Brain, Mourners, Sense, Service, Drum, Mind, Box, Soul, Boots of 
Lead, Space, Heavens, Bell, Being, Ear, Silence, Race, Plank in Reason, World.

What patterns or links can you find? 

You might start by sorting them into abstract and concrete nouns.

You might think about semantic fields that are evident.

Now look back at the poem and highlight the nouns in it. What do you notice about the distribution of concrete and 
abstract nouns? How does this shape the meaning of the poem?

Group 3: Pronouns
Look at the following list of pronouns: I (×5), my (×3), they, them.

What does the frequency of first person pronouns suggest about the narrative voice in the poem?

Highlight the pronouns in the poem, using one colour for “they/them” and another for “I/my”: what do you notice 
about the distribution of the pronouns in the poem? Are there verses with no pronouns at all, for example? What does 
this reveal about the poem’s meaning?

Compare your findings as a class and discuss whether the analysis of the lexis has helped you to understand this 
poem.

Putting it all together:
Each group take a copy of the poem, and write an introductory paragraph on the use of the particular word class you 
have had as your focus. You may choose to use the prompts below:

Group 1: Verbs
“There is a clear sense of movement in this poem, from the extended, oppressive metaphor of the funeral and the 
treading mourners, to the beating drum, to the graveyard, to pure sound, to space, to a final state of unconsciousness 
that the poet suggests cannot be captured in words. The way in which this poem is told in a detached tone, is shaped, 
in part, by the poet’s use of verbs….”

Group 2: Nouns
“This poem could be seen to be the account of a descent into nothingness, possibly madness. The metaphor of a 
funeral is used to describe the process, and the nouns reveal…”
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Group 3: Pronouns
“The poem opens with a confidence, with the first-person stating an apparent impossibility. This voice continues 
throughout, as the narrator relays what has happened in a chronological, impartial tone, and when you analyse the 
use of the pronouns, it becomes clear that…”

The Final Verse
When Dickinson’s poems were first published, the editors made a decision to leave out the final verse of many of the 
poems. “I felt a Funeral” was one of those poems.

Divide into two teams.

Team one will take the line that the editors were right: the final verse lacks closure and is too confusing. 

Team two will argue that structurally and thematically, the final verse is essential to the poem.

Team one might:

•	 Look at the way in which the final word is surrounded by dashes

•	 Consider the juxtaposition of “Plank” and “Reason”, for example:

 - Consider the impossibility of hitting a world

 - Consider the sense of including a verse that expresses the inability to express this state of being in words.

Team two might

•	 Think about how this is the logical conclusion to a poem where the persona starts alone, unsupported by God or 
religion, disconnected from her mind, from the world, falling through space

•	 Consider the repeated “and”, “and”, “and” as an echo of the beating drum etc

•	 Consider the sense of having this conclusion in a poem that moves from enclosure, through pure sound, to 
limitless space.
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