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The Bobolink and the Gentleman
To the ardent admirer of verse and stanza, it is never enough to just blindly read or hear a poem; it must be felt to be appreciated.  Poets achieve an emotional response in the reader by carefully weaving the words of their poetry in such a fashion as to create a strong, central tone.  Emily Dickinson’s poem “Some keep the Sabbath going to Church” presents a jaunty, confident tone; whereas Dickinson’s poem “Because I could not stop for Death” presents a romantic, introspective tone; and both poems possess overtones of rebellious nonconformity.

 In “Some keep the Sabbath going to Church,” Dickinson steadily applies a sprightly, self-assured tone throughout the work.  After confessing her non-traditional recognition of the Sabbath with “I keep it, staying at Home,” she shamelessly details her substitutions for aspects of traditional worship.  A Church building has been replaced by a fruit orchard, and the Chorister has given way to a charming Bobolink bird whose song has also taken the place of the summoning bell.  The line “God preaches, a noted Clergyman” reveals that God himself stands in place of the traditional speaker, and his sermons are “never long.”  The poem ends with the same jaunty tone it began with, as the writer impudently insists that unlike traditionalist worshippers who will eventually get to Heaven “at last,” the poetess, with her home-kept Sabbath, is “going, all along.”  The next poem to be discussed reveals quite a different, yet equally convincing, use of tone.

In “Because I could not stop for Death,” Emily Dickinson has woven into her poem a romantic, deeply introspective tone that enraptures the reader.  In this work, Dickinson vividly projects herself centuries into the future and, as one who has passed over, recounts the events that led her to eternity.  As the title reveals, in life, the writer was distracted with the various preoccupations of the living; she had no time for death.  Death, however, had time for her—“He kindly stopped for me.”  A serene Carriage ride then unfolds with Death and Immortality, and the feeling portrayed is of a pleasant experience that is akin to courtship.  “We slowly drove – He knew no haste / And I had put away / My labor and my leisure too, For His Civility.”  All of that which in life had kept the writer distracted, she now willingly puts aside without incident for the company of Death—the gentleman at the reins.  The School from her youth serenely comes into view, as Dickinson is leisurely driven past the stages of her life; next, the “Fields of Gazing Grain” are passed—those most vibrant years of living that are so eloquently understated; and nearing the end of this peaceful venture, the writer is driven past the “Setting Sun” of her days, and all that she has known or experienced in life has now gently faded.  Arriving at last to her place of rest, Dickinson describes it as merely a pause in the journey: “We paused before a House that seemed / A Swelling of the Ground - / The Roof was scarcely visible - / The Cornice – in the Ground.”  She concludes with a casual afterthought: “Since then – ‘tis Centuries – and yet / Feels shorter than the Day / I first surmised the Horses’ Heads / Were toward Eternity.”  With a tone so romantic—sincere, emotional, and soulfully introspective—Dickinson’s poem portrays dying as the journey of a lifetime.

The similarity of the two poems is that both have overtones of rebellion and nonconformity.  Standards of traditional Church services are delightfully cast aside in “Some keep the Sabbath…”   Clearly, Dickinson pays no mind to any societal pressures, real or implied, regarding custom and tradition.   As well, in “Because I could not stop for Death,” Dickinson splendidly illustrates her outright refusal to portray dying in the usual, predictable fashion—a ghastly taker of souls, fearfully come to collect.

These two works by Emily Dickinson, “Some keep the Sabbath going to Church” and “Because I could not stop for Death,” offer tones that are in stark contrast to one another.  The jaunty, confident tone of “Some keep the Sabbath…” provokes a feeling of soft admiration for the writer; she will have her way.  The romantic and introspective tone of “Because I could not stop for Death” provokes a feeling of appreciation for the writer; she has shared much.  Despite their differences, these two poems each reflect a nonconformist nature in the writer that is as delightful as it is thought provoking.  Be comforted, fair poetess.
