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I heard a Fly buzz – when I died –, by Emily Dickinson

In A Nutshell
So, if you’ve heard about Emily Dickinson, you’ve probably heard that she lived kind of a

weird life. She’s famous for not leaving her house much over the 50+ years of her life. She

took a trip or two, went to college briefly, but mostly she stayed inside her home and wrote

letters and poems. A lot of poems. 1775 of them. For the most part, these poems were found

after Dickinson’s death, tied up together in little packages called "fascicles" (sounds like

"icicles," but probably not so pointy). The reclusive Dickinson is a hard image to get out of

your head, but it may limit our idea of who this poet really was.

Not leaving the house didn’t completely prevent her from interacting with the world. For one

thing, she was a serious and sensitive reader. In "I Heard A Fly Buzz When I Died," Dickinson

shows that she knew a lot about poetic style and technique. She used rhyme and meter in

careful and interesting ways, which lets us know that she had studied other poems. We can

also tell that she knew a lot about literary style and genres. In many ways, "I Heard A Fly

Buzz" is a reaction to the kinds of sentimental literature that was popular in the mid-19th

century. Even in a short poem like this, it's apparent that Dickinson was more than capable of

digesting, responding to, and maybe even making fun of other works of literature. That’s part

of the fun of Dickinson.
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• I heard a Fly buzz - when I died - Summary

• Also: literary devices, characters, trivia, audio, photos, links, and more

Big Picture Study Questions

1 What sort of a feeling do you get when that fly shows up? Does it seem creepy, funny,

annoying, or maybe something else entirely?

2 What if it hadn ’t been a fly? How would the poem change if it had started with "I saw a

butterfly flap" or "I heard a pig oink?" or "I heard a weasel …" OK, we don ’t actually

know what weasels do, but you get the idea.

3 Have you had any experience with death? Does this poem capture any of the weight of that

experience? Based on this poem, do you feel like Dickinson had lived through this, or was

just imagining it or working off something she ’d read?
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