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My Life had stood – a Loaded Gun - by Emily Dickinson 

 

Overview 

In this exercise students learn about metaphor and create a poem based on one metaphor 

which is extended and developed throughout the poem. 

Introduction 

Emily Dickinson’s My Life had stood - a Loaded Gun -  is an extended metaphor in which she 

begins the first stanza by comparing her life to a gun and then intensifies and deepens the 

comparison throughout the poem, exploring the relationship between a gun and its owner. 

Their mutual dependency is twisted in the last stanza – the gun has “the power to kill” when 

held by the owner, but only the owner has “the power to die”. 

Task 

Each student should choose one animal. They should then brainstorm everything they can 

about that animal. If necessary, the teacher can give them triggers to help them: what does 

the animal look like, eat, where is its natural habitat etc… 

The teacher should then have a bag filled with other random words. All these words should 

be nouns, but should cover a wide variety of subjects eg. Car, Dentist, Music, Candle, 

Flowerpot. The students should blindly pick a card, and then have time to brainstorm 

everything the can about their subjects.  

The aim of the exercise will then be to describe their subject using the language of their 

animal. They can begin by making links between the words they brainstormed on both and 

divide them up so that one is used in each stanza. I suggest that this is done in free verse 

with no rhyme or metre, but that you use a uniform length of stanza and number of stanzas 

eg. 3 stanzas of four lines each. The teacher can talk the students through it: encouraging 

them to begin with setting out the metaphor as Dickinson does, then developing it through 

stanza 2 and twisting it in stanza 3. 

Take turns to read the poems aloud in class. Discuss with the students whether it was easy or 

difficult to make links. Ask them how they think might be different from describing their object 

using a variety of different images and comparisons. Do they think they produced good 

poems. Why is saying “my life was a gun” or “music is a tiger” different from using the simile 

“music is like a tiger”?  
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Because I could not stop for Death by Emily Dickinson 

Overview 

In this exercise students will choose vocabulary from Dickinson’s poem as end words for their 

own poem. Having the end words already set challenges them by taking away an element of 

their “intention” as what they can write is limited by this vocabulary. To create meaningful 

sentences, they may have to carry them on past the end words, rather than having end-

stopped lines (this is known as enjambment). This will encourage them to write in a way that 

may be more creative syntactically. 

Introduction 

Emily Dickinson’s Because I could not stop for Death - is a meditation on im/mortality which 

personifies death and subverts the concept of ‘life is a journey’ into ‘death is a journey’. 

Dickinson is famous for her personal style of syntax – using dashes instead of traditional 

punctuation – which adds to the unsettling atmosphere of the poem. 

Task 

Each student should choose their four favourite words from Dickinson’s poem. Encourage 

them to mix “strong” words (eg. gossamer, cornice) with weaker words, such as conjunctions 

or pronouns (eg. and, we) to give themselves more flexibility. 

They should then write these words down the right-hand margin of their page, first in order 

and then in reverse order: 

A 

B 

C 

D 

 

D 

C 

B 

A 
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They then have to write a poem which ends with these words. They don’t need to use any 

kind of metre and their lines can be as long or short as they choose, and it’s fine for them to 

vary the line-length through the poem. However the challenge is to create a poem that makes 

sense, incorporating these line-endings, writing lines which take you into the words and carry 

past them into the following line. 

Take turns to read the poems aloud in class. Discuss with the students whether this was 

difficult to do. Was it easier or harder to be “constrained” in what they could write by an 

arbitrary form, or whether it pushed them to be more creative? How does a poem with end-

stopped lines sounds different to one which is frequently enjambed? It is more interesting to 

write sentences that twist and turn, to short Subject-verb-object sentences? 
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The Soul selects her own Society by Emily Dickinson 

 

Overview 

 

Emily Dickinson’s The soul selects her own Society ruminates on the role and nature of the 

“soul”, turning her abstract ideas into concrete images. She pictures the soul as a Queen or 

Empress, lofty, ruling from above, and making seemingly arbitrary and unemotional choices 

about her subjects. 

Introduction 

This exercise will extend the understanding of metaphor to explore the possibilities of 

depicting abstract ideas and emotions as concrete images.  The students will then write their 

own poem which, like Dickinson’s, considers an emotional or philosophical concept through 

an extended metaphor.  

It is a good follow-up to the metaphor exercise that accompanies My life had stood – a loaded 

gun for older or gifted and talented students. 

Task 

 Blank out the word “soul” in the title and first line of the poem and read the poem aloud in 

class. Ask the students in pairs to discuss what word they would use to fill in the blanks and 

then ask them to feed back to the group, explaining their choice.  

Ask the students to read the poem as if the missing word is ‘Queen’. Discuss with them what 

this Queen like and what the poem is about. Then reveal to them that the real missing word is 

‘Soul’. How does this change the meaning of the poem? Why does Dickinson describe the 

Soul as a Royal? Why does Dickinson describe the Soul as female? What do we learn about 

Dickinson’s understanding of the nature of the Soul / Body relationship from looking at it in 

terms of the Queen / Subject relationship? 

What Dickinson does with her ‘Soul’, Shakespeare does with emotions, for example in Othello 

he describes jealousy as a ‘green-eyed monster’. Ask the students to brainstorm emotions 

and write as many as they come up with on the board. Each student should then choose an 

emotion from the list and write a few lines of prose describing that emotion: in what situations 

they may feel it and what the experience of having that emotion might feel like. The students 

should then read their prose to their partner (warn them beforehand that they will be sharing it 

so that they don’t write something very personal then feel exposed).  

Copyright © The British Library Board  4 



  

Poetry & Performance 
 Teachers’ Notes 

Copyright © The British Library Board  5 

The reader must not tell their partner what the emotion is and the partner, from hearing the 

description, should suggest a concrete object that seems to resemble in some way, the 

description. The reader should then use the object as a metaphor in a short poem about the 

emotion, describing the object as if it were the emotion, without ever naming the emotion.  

The students can take turns to read their poems aloud in class and see if the other students 

can work out what the emotion was that their object poems are metaphorically representing. 
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