Emily Dickinson Poems

TELL ALL THE TRUTH BUT TELL IT SLANT

Tell all the Truth but tell it slant—

Success in Circuit lies

Too bright for our infirm Delight

The Truth’s superb surprise

As Lightning to the Children eased

With explanation kind

The Truth must dazzle gradually

Or every man be blind—  

SUCCESS IS COUNTED SWEETEST

Success is counted sweetest

By those who ne’er succeed.

To comprehend a nectar

Requires sorest need. 

Not one of all the purple Host

Who took the Flag today

Can tell the definition

So clear of Victory

As he defeated—dying—

On whose forbidden ear

The distant strains of triumph

Burst agonized and clear!

___________________________________________________________________________________

QUESTIONS – “TELL ALL THE TRUTH BUT TELL IT SLANT”

1. Explain what makes this poem’s title an epigram.

2. Read the poem.  Based on your overall analysis, what does Dickenson mean by telling the truth slant? Is a truth told slant the same as a lie? Explain.

    
3.   Explain the comparison being made in lines 7-8.  How does this comparison help to clarify

       
      Dickinson’s meaning?

QUESTIONS – “SUCCESS IS COUNTED SWEETEST”

4. Explain how are the first two lines of “Success is counted sweetest” create an aphorism.

5. What is the rhyme scheme in “Success is counted sweetest”?

6. Explain the statement in lines 3-4 (a nectar is a drink).

7. Who are the people described in the second stanza?

8. Who is the person described in the third stanza?

9. Explain how the image in the last stanza could refer to other situations in life. 

10. Do you agree with Dickinson’s statement that “success is counted sweetest by those who ne’er succeed?”  Why or why not?  Please support your answer with an example.  (Min. 20 words)

BECAUSE I COULD NOT STOP FOR DEATH

Because I could not stop for Death–

He kindly stopped for me– 

The Carriage held but just Ourselves– 

And Immortality.

We slowly drove–He knew no haste

And I had put away

My labor and my leisure too,

For His Civility–

We passed the School, where Children strove

At Recess–in the Ring– 

We passed the Fields of Gazing Grain– 

We passed the Setting Sun–

Or rather–He passed us–

The Dews drew quivering and chill–

For only Gossamer, my Gown–

My Tippet–only Tulle–

(continued next column)

We paused before a House that seemed

A Swelling of the Ground–

The Roof was scarcely visible–

The Cornice–in the Ground–

Since then–‘tis Centuries–and yet

Feels shorter than the Day

I first surmised the Horses’ Heads 

Were toward Eternity–

MUCH MADNESS IS DIVINEST SENSE 

Much Madness is divinest Sense -

To a discerning Eye -

Much Sense - the starkest Madness -

’Tis the Majority

In this, as all, prevail -

Assent - and you are sane -

Demur - you’re straightway dangerous -

And handled with a Chain -

QUESTIONS – “BECAUSE I COULD NOT STOP FOR DEATH”/ “MUCH MADNESS IS DIVINEST SENSE”

11. What is ironic about the description of Death in the first stanza of “Because I could not stop for Death”? 

12. In the second stanza, ”civility means “politeness; good manners.” How does this kind of behavior on the part of both Death and the speaker extend the irony of the first stanza?

13. Where is the speaker headed in this poem? Were you surprised to discover the destination? Explain.

14. In what ways does Dickinson personify Death?

15. How does “Much Madness is divinest Sense” challenge our assumptions about madness

16. Dickinson likes to use dashes—a mark of punctuation her editors removed. How do dashes help emphasize certain ideas in “Much Madness is divinest Sense”? Support your answer with details from the poem.

17. The paradoxes in “Much Madness is divinest Sense” are intended to reveal an unexpected truth about madness. What do you think that truth is?

18. How do these poems reflect Dickinson’s ideas on immortality and her place in the world? Support your response with details from the poems.

19. Irony and paradox are subtly different literary elements. Irony is based on appearances or expectations differing from reality. Paradox is based on a self-contradictory statement. Think of an aspect of life that everyone encounters that is either ironic or paradoxical. Then, explain the irony or paradox in a few sentences.

