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Exchanging hellos and 
small talk, students in 

my course, Dickinson and 
English Poetry, settled in 
for the last class of the se-
mester. “Because I could 
not stop for Death – ” and 
“This was a Poet – ” were 
on the syllabus, as well as 
the Springfield Republican 
obituary for Emily by Susan 
Huntington Dickinson.

“Who will start us off to-
day?” I asked. “Who can 
speak "Because I could not 
stop for Death – ”? 

They knew I meant, speak 
by heart. Thanks to the 
hands-on, immersive ac-
tivities and assignments 
students were engaged in 
through the course, partic-
ularly the Table-of-Mem-
ory Project I assign after 
midterm, my question 
was not unexpected, nor 
unwelcome. I scanned the 
room expectantly, trying 
to recall which students in 
this group had included the 
poem in their project pro-
posals. 

I caught a look of potential confidence in 
the eyes of two students. “Oh yes,” I said, 
remembering. “Paige, you’ve been working 
with this poem. And Chris, you have been 
as well!” They happened to be sitting next 

to each other. “Which of you will speak it 
for us?”

Happily, we were in the Special Collec-
tions reading room, our alternate classroom 

through the semester. With 
its ceiling-high bookshelves, 
wooden tables and comfort-
able chairs, it was an ideal 
space for thinking about 
literary pasts and presents. 
During our first class in the 
room, students had perused 
our college collection of Po-
ems 1890, 1891, and 1896; 
deciphered a letter in Dick-
inson's own hand; and had 
the “privilege” to “meet” 
many an “Antique Book” 
(Fr569B) approximating a 
shelf or two of the Dickinson 
family library, including The 
Household Book of Poetry, 
ed. Charles Dana, 1865.  

“I’m not sure I have the 
whole thing – ” one of the 
two said. 

“I could try, but…” said the 
other.

"How about you share it?" I 
suggested. "Paige, you start 
with the first stanza, then 
Chris, you speak the second, 
and if either of you can't re-
call a word or line, the other 
will prompt." 

They glanced at each other and agreed.

The impromptu duet absorbed and carried us, 
emphasizing the poem’s narrative structure – 
a journey advancing stanza by stanza. Hearing 
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the poem aloud also intensified that deft final 
move, the speaker’s shift to the present tense: 

“Since then – ’tis Centuries – ” Chris said, half 
statement of fact, half expression of wonder:

                     and yet
Feels shorter than the Day 
I first surmised the Horses’ Heads
Were toward Eternity – 

We knew these powerful lines were ap-
proaching; we’d discussed the poem in a 
prior class as well as read it for this one. Yet 
hearing them now gave us a fresh start of rec-
ognition: we were not mere passive listeners; 
we were witnesses to the speaker’s memory 
and a voice sounding as immediate as if it 
were 150 years ago. 

The moment primed the class for revisiting 
a central theme of the course, that poetry 
has long been – and still is – a technology 
for bringing voices and thought from past 
centuries into the minds of newly present 
readers, speakers and thinkers. This spring, I 
had particularly emphasized poetry as such a 
technology because it aligned with our cam-
pus-wide Arts and Humanities theme, Pres-
ence of the Past. Now I invoked the poems 
that first helped students think through the 
concept: Shakespeare's Sonnet 5, “Those 
hours,” and Dickinson’s “Essential Oils – 
are wrung –.” “I believe a few of you know 
these,” I said. “Might someone speak one or 
the other for us?”

Robin, a sophomore Environmental Studies 
major considering an English minor, volun-
teered the Dickinson poem. “Essential Oils 
– are wrung – ” she began, quietly but pre-
cisely, and with evident pleasure.

When last discussing the poem, we had recol-
lected delightedly that Dickinson herself kept 
poems in a drawer. Now “this – in Lady's 
Drawer” (Fr772B) resonated anew, surround-
ed as we were by books that had long out-
lived their first owners. I also reminded the 
class of "this" turning us into collaborators in 

Shakespeare’s Sonnet 29: “So long as men 
can breathe or eyes can see, / So long lives 
this. . . . ” [italics mine].

Robin was at a different table from Chris and 
Paige, and as she finished the poem, their 
tables – and corners of the room – seemed lit 
up together. 

At a third table, Courtney, a senior History 
and American Studies double major and Edu-
cation minor, raised her hand, offering Sonnet 
5. A student of pedagogy as well as the past, 
she delivered the sonnet as an experienced 
teacher would, addressing all parts of the 
room, using intonation and gesture to remind 
her peers how the poem worked: “Those 
hours,” and “never-ending time” were the 
grammatical subjects, personified abstrac-
tions who “frame” the beloved’s beauty with 
“gentle work” but then “play the tyrants to the 
very same” and “confound” an unsuspecting 
summer in winter. 

Courtney paused dramatically at the sonnet’s 
turn, then began again, glad to reveal that in 
this sonnet at least, time does not triumph; 
“summer’s distillation" does – specifically, 
"flow'rs distilled” [italics mine]. They “leese 
but their show, their substance still lives 
sweet” [her emphasis]. She made it clear that 
this still-living “substance,” along with Dick-
inson’s “Essential Oils – ” was more than per-
fume; it was the poetry in our midst. 

“You are probably thinking now of a particu-
lar poem you read for today,” I said. Though 
no one knew this one by heart, everyone nod-
ded, and we opened our books to  “This was 
a Poet – .” 

When I asked how the three poems framed 
the distillation metaphor differently, many 
hands went up. Thanks to the useful footnotes 
in Cristanne Miller’s edition of the poems, 
our course text, students also considered how 
T.W. Higginson’s statement “Literature is at-
tar of roses, one distilled drop from a million 
blossoms” (“Letter to a Young Contributor,” 
Atlantic Monthly April 1862), was likely the 

most immediate source for Dickinson’s “Es-
sential Oils.” “What do the poetic framings of 
the metaphor accomplish that the statement 
does not?” The question prompted animat-
ed responses, as all my students had learned 
not only to understand poems but to embody 
them.

How had they, and I, arrived at this point?

I developed “Dickinson and  English Poetry” 
six years ago, drawing on my work in poet-
ry and poetics (both historic and cognitive 
studies approaches) and my training in ear-
ly modern literature. The course compares 
poems by Dickinson with poems by writers 
she admired and read intensely, from Shake-
speare and Milton to Keats, the Brontës and 
E. B. Browning, and also with a few poems 
she did not read but that are mutually illumi-
nating with hers (by 17th-century poet Kath-
erine Philips, for example, and poets after 
Dickinson, such as Elizabeth Bishop and Au-
dre Lorde). Students also explore contexts for 
Dickinson's reading and writing, including 
her education, correspondence, interest in the 
natural world, and American Civil War. And 
of course, vitally, students gain close reading 
and comparative analytical skill. 

For the course to work, however, for this idea 
of poetry as a kind of technology to capture 
imaginations and provoke personal invest-
ment, for students to learn to read poems 
from 400 years ago as well as 150 years ago, 
and for them to get to know Dickinson as a 
reader herself as well as a poet, I had to find 
particularly immersive, hands-on ways to en-
gage students in poems. I had to crack their 
assumptions and resistances. I had to give 
“close reading” a new meaning.

In each iteration of the course, I experiment-
ed, pruned and honed. A versatile foundation 
for much course work proved to be a poem 
reading strategy students came to know as “A 
Very Smart Way.” I’d first created this strat-
egy for a Renaissance poetry course to help 
students inhabit and analyze strange-seeming 
poems with highly unfamiliar language. The 
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strategy works for any poem that represents 
voice, as most poems did and a majority still 
do. It also works well for speeches and other 
kinds of persuasive discourse.

When confronting a challenging poem, stu-
dents ask themselves, “How do I get a foot-
hold in this poem?” If they reply to them-
selves, “A Very Smart Way, My Little Pal…” 
(or, “My Literary Pal”), then, there it is – a 
plan. The first letter of each word in the reply 
prompts them to look for different rhetorical 
devices and elements of craft, and a couple of 
letters prompt them to consider how all the 
devices and elements work together. In brief, 
A=Address and Apostrophe; V=Verb tenses 
and Verbs; S=Sentences | Syntax | Sound; 
W=Words; M = Metaphor | state of Mind; L 
= Line; P = speaker’s Purpose. 

The mnemonic alone guides students in lots 
of situations, including on essay exams, but 
when they first use the strategy, and later 
when annotating for longer assignments, they 
refer to a handout that elaborates on each cat-
egory with useful questions and prompts for 
short experiments. Under “A=Address and 
Apostrophe,” for example, they read: “Who 
is speaking to whom, or to what? What per-
sonal pronouns does the speaker use? How 
would the poem be different if – for example 
– the speaker used third person instead of first 
and second person, or vice-versa? Rewrite the 
poem in different persons to find out.” When 
students answer the questions and do the 
experiments – for example, rewriting, “I’m 
Nobody! Who are you?” as “She’s Nobody! 
Who is he?” – they discover they have some-
thing important to say about direct address 
in the poem. Likewise, they find they have 
something to say about apostrophe when they 
rewrite  “Burglar! Banker – Father! / I am 
poor once more!” as “He’s Burglar, Banker, 
Father! / And I am poor once more!” (Fr39)  
For the “W=Words” category, students also 
play a substitution game, and they learn 
to gloss words using the Emily Dickinson 
Lexicon (particularly the 1844 Websters), 
the OED, and Stephen Booth’s edition of 
Shakespeare’s Sonnets. They learn too about 
Dickinson’s alternate words, which they love 

having right on the page in Miller’s edition, 
and they learn how to look at manuscripts on 
the Emily Dickinson Archive. Always they are 
struck by Dickinson’s well-known remarks 
on the power of words from a letter to Joseph 
Lyman. I project these on the screen:

We used to think, Joseph, when I was an un-
sifted girl and you so scholarly that words 
were cheap & weak. Now I dont know of 
anything so mighty. There are [those] to 
which I lift my hat when I see them sitting 
princelike among their peers on the page. 
Sometimes I write one, and look at his 
outlines till he glows as no sapphire. (First 
cited in Richard Sewall’s The Life of Emily 
Dickinson, vII.)

 
I reinforce the analytical experiments in “A 
Very Smart Way” with in-class, hands-on ac-
tivities, such as setting up comparisons with 
corrupted versions of poems, either corrupted 
by me to make a point about verb tense, per-
son, meter, diction, or metaphor (for exam-
ple, “I measured every Grief I met” instead 
of “I measure every Grief I meet” [Fr550]) or 
corrupted by early editors (the last stanza of 
the Todd/Higginson version of “If you were 
coming in the Fall” works particularly well 
here). Sometimes I distribute stacks of poem 
lines, one or two line[s] per strip, to unscram-
ble. Other times, pairs or trios of students will 
each compare different elements of craft in 
the same two poems (“I dwell in Possibili-
ty – ” and Emily Bronte’s “To Imagination” 
is a rich pairing here), and then we’ll share 
observations as a class. Sometimes I lead full 
comparative close readings, particularly for 
poems that tend to baffle students at first but 
then with a few leading questions and sugges-
tions, open up rapidly and become favorites; 
at the top on this list, fittingly, are “I think I 
was enchanted” (Fr627A) paired with Keats’s 
“On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer.” 

I also make and distribute fill-in-the-blanks 
versions of poems by which students grapple 
with such lines and metaphoric possibilities 
as: “prompter than a ____” (Fr383) or “The 
Brain is just the weight of ___ – ” (Fr598). 
Doing this with poems on the syllabus for the 

day not only provokes students to notice key 
moves in a poem, but also forces them to see 
how attentively they are reading in the first 
place. 

Fill-in-the-blanks versions of poems they 
have not yet read work in a different way: 
students must try their hand at thinking un-
conventionally as Dickinson did. On a snowy 
morning, for example, they might find “It 
sifts from Leaden Sieves” (Fr291B) on their 
desks, with lines to complete such as: “It Ruf-
fles _____ of Posts – / As ____ of a ____.” 
Or, during our unit on the American Civil 
War, they will find the battlefield photo titled 
A Harvest of Death, Gettysburg, Pennsylva-
nia July 1863 (Timothy H. O'Sullivan) pro-
jected on the screen, and on their desks, an 
incomplete poem, including the lines “’Tis 
populous with ____ and ____ – / And Men 
too straight  to ___ again – / And Piles of 
solid ___ – ” (Fr704). They thus experience 
how readily predictable words and concepts 
spring to mind, while it is a different feat en-
tirely to forge words and ideas that are both 
surprising and insightful. 

When we first read sonnets, I lead the class 
in composing two quatrains of our own 
sonnet, a humorous one that aims to include 
all the students’ first names. They craft the 
last quatrain and couplet as homework, and 
I read successful efforts aloud in class. This 
work helps them experience the differences 
in Dickinson’s shorter but still usually iambic 
lines, and to engage in further revealing 
experiments, such as altering Shakespeare’s 
lines to work in ballad measure and 
Dickinson’s to work as pentameter.  
 
The Table-of-Memory Project, a signature 
assignment in the course, takes all this analy-
sis a step further. (“Table of memory” comes 
from Hamlet. Speaking to his father’s ghost, 
Hamlet says he’ll “wipe away” all else from 
the “table of my memory" so “thy command-
ment all alone shall live / Within the book and 
volume of my brain / Unmixed with baser 
matter” [l. 1.5.99, 1.5.98, 1.5.102-104].) The 
project immerses students in choosing, an-
alyzing, annotating (according to thorough 

guidelines based on “A Very Smart Way”) 
and reflecting on a group of poems, and by 
way of this analysis, learning them by heart. 
At an appointment with me, they hand in their 
annotations and informal comparative/reflec-
tive essays, then speak the poems as if they 
were their own thoughts. 

From the start, I emphasize that trying to 
memorize poems in a rote way, abstracting 
lines from the unfolding sense of the poem 
would be antithetical to the assignment. And 
indeed, students are surprised and empow-
ered to find that by analyzing and annotating 
poems, they already know  much of a poem 
without even ‘trying.’  Ensuring they know 
the whole requires them to further discover 
for themselves – by reason, empathy, imag-
ination and sound perception – why each 
word, phrase, image, and idea in the poem 
leads to the next. Learning poems by heart in 
this way is the closest kind of reading. 

Additional benefits abound. For many stu-
dents, the very act of deciding which poems 
they want to keep in their minds and lives 
involves extra hours of reading and thinking 
about poems. And the project does more than 
any number of lectures could do in teaching 
students how mightily form, meter and all 
kinds of sound weaving (assonance, conso-
nance, slant rhyme, internal rhyme, etc.) – 
meshed with provocative thought – engage 
attention and facilitate memory. Thus by 
learning a Shakespeare sonnet or two, they 
know for themselves what 18th-c. Shake-
spearean actor Edmund Kean meant when he 
said Shakespeare’s verse was “stickable.” As 
they speak and hear Dickinson poems, they 
understand why Susan Huntington Dick-
inson took such pleasure in reading the po-
ems aloud, and how Mabel Loomis Todd’s 
own reading aloud was pivotal in persuading 
Thomas Wentworth Higginson to help her 
edit and publish a first edition of Dickinson’s 
work. 

Finally, the project yields dynamic, inclusive 
class engagement. Students are eager to offer 
analysis they've gained over hours of working 
intimately with a poem, and they are eager to 

hear each other’s observations, knowing the 
kind of research, experiment, and reflection 
that informs these insights.  

And while I begin most classes speaking a 
poem by heart myself through the first half 
of the semester, in the second half, as we’ve 
seen, anything can happen. 

Paige wrote, “I had goosebumps speaking 
‘Because I could not stop for death’ in class 
that day! It was a really unexpected moment 
for me, but I think that it would not have been 
possible without the creative and kind of out-
side-the-box thinking that this class offered.” 
Chris proclaimed it “a very cool experience . . 
. the mixing of our various takes on the poem, 
while never sacrificing our unique voices.” 
Robin recalled “The space of the room itself 
was very inviting to recite in, being surround-
ed by all of the literary art and the works that 
influenced Dickinson,” and remarked on the 
“fluidity,” “passion” and “inflection” of class-
mates speaking poems. Courtney recalled 
how in the last classes, “we were all able to 
build off of each other's memorized poems by 
offering lines from our own repertoire,” and 
how the project and course “position[ed] all 
of us as teachers and students, experts and 
novices, all at once.” 

Courtney gestures toward a fact I can’t em-
phasize enough – any four of the nineteen 
students in the class I described might have 
been the ones who happened to know the 
poems of that day. In other classes, and in 
individual Table-of-Memory appointments, I 
heard many more thoughtful and sometimes 
powerful renditions of poems by Dickinson 
and Shakespeare, as well as a few by Kather-
ine Philips, Keats, Emily Bronte, and an ex-
cerpt from E. B. Browning. What a pleasure, 
experiencing these poems afresh, framed by 
particular student voices and approaches, 
sometimes infused with surprising observa-
tions!

Learning poems by heart enables well-craft-
ed language and ideas to play a role in ev-
eryday thought, sometimes in unexpected 
and important ways. Environmental Science 

students tell me how their Dickinson poems 
sharpen their focus on particular landscapes, 
details of birds, and their own processes of 
observation. Students from many disciplines 
value internalizing poems that call out the 
dangers of groupthink and uncritical "assent" 
to default assumptions. Psychology and neu-
roscience students not only find Dickinson’s 
“brain” poems thought-provoking in ongo-
ing ways, but also find the Table-of-Memory 
Project gives them actual experience of cog-
nitive processes they have studied in class. 
Livia, a pre-med junior wrote, “Throughout 
this project, I have learned a lot about my 
powers of attention, perception, memory and 
imagination.” Elizabeth, a pre-med senior re-
flected, “As a Biology major with a concen-
tration in Neuroscience, I have learned count-
less times about how learning occurs in the 
brain, and how strengthening neural connec-
tions is the way to create a strong memory. 
By annotating these poems first and noticing 
particular details, learning them by heart was 
a much more fluid process than I imagined it 
would be.”

And students find the poems they learn useful 
in pervasive personal ways. As Hannah, a ju-
nior English/Creative Writing and Studio Art 
major, wrote, “When I am at a loss for words 
or experience emotions I cannot explain, I 
will have the internal tool of these poems to 
reflect back on. I find a sense of home in these 
verses.”

Elizabeth Harris Sagaser is an associate 
professor at Colby College. Her teaching 
and scholarship center on Renaissance poet-
ry and culture, poetry in the history of ideas 
(scientific and political), transatlantic poet-
ry, and cognitive poetics. She has published 
poems and essays as well as scholarship.
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