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TRICKS FOR ESSAY WRITING: EXAMPLE—DICKINSON “FLY” POEM) 
  
1.  So, of course, you need to have some preliminary, however foggy or manic, ideas.  It’s not paint-by-numbers, so throw some splashes on the paper canvas (I cannot emphasize too much: it’s all 
about controlled spontaneity; or to link it to a theme of the course, as Emerson would say, we are all “Shakespeares within” if we only knew it; yes, you have to be bright as a student, but so much of 
learning and intelligence is about self-confidence and feeling inspired!): 
  
--buzzing interruptus: a distraction 
--heaves of storm: awaiting something momentous 
--lull in storm = thought interrupted or intermittent? 
--it’s an imagined wake/funeral: who is waiting … mourners to be/corpse to be? 
--sentimental Christianity/a “good death” shows signs of eternity present in the room (“King”) before soul is ushered into eternity [could do research on this … dying at home in 19th century] 
--but mourners also materialistic and grasping (“keepsakes”): can we take them seriously? 
--these are important BIG issues: death, the meaning of eternity, our social being before we die being irrelevant to our death when we leave all behind 
--then comes the SMALL fly 
--a meta-moment: if the poem is building to making some declaration about the triviality of the fly in juxtaposition to the (vapid) meaningfulness of what the mourners and poem’s speaker are 
thinking… why start with the fly, and then forget the fly, only to return to the fly? [clever student thinks: how does the transcendental take-off begin…. Going into Nature then bliss-out in which Nature 
is left behind (Emerson)… but Dickinson leaves us with the “blue” buzzing of the fly, which is no longer an irritant… ah… an idea or thesis wants to pop out … could it be… 
--ta da: Dickinson, unlike Emerson, can’t get to that transcendental peak-experience … it is always blocked.  So, what is the alternative, invest the perceptual here and now with “oomph”.  On the one 
hand the fly is a bit of existential rawness, the odd nothingness of living in a material world (Prof. Harvey’s example of the dreariness of putting on socks … the existential vacuity of it all); on the other 
hand, the fly is a bit of existential rawness, the odd nothingness of living in a material world transformed into the beauty of a blue buzzing.  To be human is not to be overly preoccupied with eternity 
(and Michael Landon taking us on a Highway to Heaven: look up the reference in Google!).  It is to experience the ineffable, transient glories of perception per se.   
 
2.  In the above I’ve extrapolated away from points brought forth from you, dear students, but above are indeed your collective observations as of 9/20/2010 in respect to Dickinson’s poem.  I am 
asking you not to worry about what I, the professor, “want.”  I am asking you to be attentive to your own intuitions.  I am asking you to think, in all the full richness of that activity. 
 
3. Easy enough said in the abstract, but how do you translate a bunch of scrambled scribbling, bits of brainstorming, into a ten page paper?!!! 
 
4. Trick A.  Kill the urge to break ideas into three sub-ideas, or to break ideas into separate I, II, III, IV boxes with only transitions connecting them.  Ideas have a flow, a trajectory, a path from here to 
there, and the trick is to duplicate the process of brainstorming fog-to-clarity for the reader.  Make a rhetoric of progressive illumination!  (Tips on how to formulate a thesis or thesis-statement down-
the-road). 
 
5. So…. Imagine your ten-page paper: 
 

I’ve got so 
many 
more 
pages to 
write; oh 
no! 

                  

  
  



        6. But remember, all you need is one really interesting idea or passage, somewhere in 
the middle of your paper, and then everything will emerge, backwards and forwards from 
that. This key idea, for this example paper, could be many different phrases/lines from 
Dickinson’s poem.  My example here is just an example: 
 
Let’s make it the observation that the fly gets introduced twice: first as an irritant, the 
second time as something more significant. 
 
Even if you don’t have a intuition: just paste in the “middle” of paper what seems to be 
an interesting passage. 
 

          

  
 
 

        So, you quote those lines, midway, right here, and say something like. “Curiously, the second 
notation of the fly sends the poem into a different trajectory.” Then you start building 
backwards and forwards (next stage fast forward): 

          

 

    Irritant fly/trivial 
fly; bigger 
events—the 
arrival of the 
“King”, but 
Dickinson 
sarcastic. 

Transition to fly 
being significant 
second time 
around. 

All the metaphysical/existential 
points I made above. 
 
 
But, but… still only a 3 page paper 
at best. See below, for Trick B. 

          

  
7. Trick B is to extrapolate from the “point” or “thesis” of your paper and see what the reader needs to understand it.  Notice how I’ve filled in the canvas/painting. 
  

Introduction: 
 
--take a passage 
and make it a 
problem/symptom 
to be solved: 
 
“It’s odd that 
perhaps the most 
famous short lyric 
poem in the 
English language 
should be about a 
fly.  Witness E. 
Dickinson’s 

Thus your 
introduction 
proper can 
be followed 
by a context 
section: 
 
--Emily 
Dickinson, 
slight of 
build, thinks 
big (why 
Prof. Harvey 
emphasized 
her letter 

You can’t forget 
Emerson: let’s 
compare here 
Emersonian 
transcendentalism, 
via Nature, to how 
Dickinson goes on 
a meaning-quest, 
via Nature, but not 
in some big field 
… for her, a little 
bug suffices! 

8. Trick C: you could 
write a comparative 
paper tracing the theme 
of big/small or whatever 
in a sequence of 
Dickinson poems, or you 
could use those other 
poems as a context for 
understanding a single 
poem. You’d read a 
number of her poems 
looking for perhaps: 
authentic religious 
experience, big/small 
themes, nature poems 

Then your 
“real” paper 
begins 1/3rd 
thru or ½ the 
way thru 
after being 
set-up. You 
have to be 
careful, 
though, to 
foreground 
your 
emphasis in 
your Intro. to 
keep 

  Irritant 
fly/trivial 
fly; 
bigger 
events—
the 
arrival of 
the 
“King”, 
but 
Dickinson 
sarcastic. 

Transition 
to fly 
being 
significant 
second 
time 
around. 

All the 
metaphysical/existential 
points I made above. 

  



poem… blah blah 
blah.” 
 
“To understand 
how Dickinson 
ends up making 
the trivial major 
we have to 
understand her, 
biographically, 
and understand 
her literary era as 
well blah blah 
blah.” 
 

about 
putting her 
smallness 
on the 
desk!).  With 
a little bit of 
research, 
I’ve already 
written 2 
pages. 

that are low level, etc. 
etc. 

previous 
pages not 
seem like 
meandering. 
 

  

Introduction: 
 
--take a passage 
and make it a 
problem/symptom 
to be solved: 
 
“It’s odd that 
perhaps the most 
famous short lyric 
poem in the 
English language 
should be about a 
fly.  Witness E. 
Dickinson’s 
poem… blah blah 
blah.” 
 
“To understand 
how Dickinson 
ends up making 
the trivial major 
we have to 
understand her, 
biographically, 
and understand 
her literary era as 
well blah blah 
blah.” 

Thus your 
introduction 
proper can 
be followed 
by a context 
section: 
 
--Emily 
Dickinson, 
slight of 
build, thinks 
big (why 
Prof. Harvey 
emphasized 
her letter 
about 
putting her 
smallness 
on the 
desk!).  With 
a little bit of 
research, 
I’ve already 
written 2 
pages. 

You can’t forget 
Emerson: let’s 
compare here 
Emersonian 
transcendentalism, 
via Nature, to how 
Dickinson goes on 
a meaning-quest, 
via Nature, but not 
in some big field 
… for her, a little 
bug suffices! 

8. Trick C: 
you could 
write a 
comparative 
paper tracing 
the theme of 
big/small or 
whatever in a 
sequence of 
Dickinson 
poems, or you 
could use 
those other 
poems as a 
context for 
understanding 
a single 
poem. You’d 
read a 
number of her 
poems 
looking for 
perhaps: 
authentic 
religious 
experience, 
big/small 
themes, 
nature poems 

Then your 
“real” paper 
begins 1/3rd 
thru or ½ 
the way thru 
after being 
set-up. You 
have to be 
careful, 
though, to 
foreground 
your 
emphasis in 
your Intro. 
to keep 
previous 
pages not 
seem like 
meandering. 
 

  Irritant 
fly/trivial 
fly; bigger 
events—
the arrival 
of the 
“King”, but 
Dickinson 
sarcastic. 

Transition 
to fly being 
significant 
second 
time 
around. 

All the 
metaphysical/existential 
points I made above. 

  



 that are low 
level, etc. etc. 

  
9. The paper—one of many possible possibilities—looks like this: 
  
  

Title: 
  
“Being Bugged, 
Transcendentally: 
Dickinson’s Rhetoric 
of Momentous 
Triviality” [but don’t 
get too cute with 
titles!] 
  
--2 paragraphs, per  
above, on the oddity 
of a famous poem 
about a bug.  
 

--3 
paragraphs 
on 
biographical 
context. 

--2 
paragraphs 
on literary-
cultural 
context. 

--3 
paragraphs 
on 
comparisons 
to other 
poems as a 
context for 
your 
interpretation 
of this 
particular 
poem 

--a close reading 
(“New Criticism”) of 
every line 
 
--but make sure 
analysis doesn’t 
replicate just the”plot” 
of the poem.  Make 
analytical points in 
the first sentence of 
each paragraph. 
 

--ditto 
 
--you probably don’t 
have 10 pages all 
told.  But if you get a 
solid draft done, you 
can do research into 
what professional 
scholars have said 
about them poem (i.e. 
other Prof. Harvey’s in 
effect!). Maybe you 
introduce these other 
interpretations here 
and there as positive 
support of your points 
or maybe you say 
“Although there is no 
doubt that Dickinson 
was more or less 
Christian, as Lou Reed 
claims in his study, 
“Dickinson on the 
Edge,” nonetheless 
this poem is about as 
far from orthoxdoxy as 
you could get”.  Maybe 
you put this legacy of 
previous scholarship in 
your Introduction. 

--
ditto 

--
ditto- 

--
ditto 

-- Conclusions are really, really hard to write.  
Please avoid “In summary…”. Instead cast your 
subject into a slightly wider or different context: 
 
“Dickinson’s poem raises some interesting issues 
given our contemporary preoccupation with the 
“green” world and eco-responsibility.  If, as I have 
suggested, the poem is about perceptual purity 
and its existential justification, does not Dickinson, 
although it would be anachronistic to say so 
strictly, promote a vision that encompasses a 
vision, put bluntly, of what it means to be a fly.  
We cannot say the poem is about seeing or being 
like a fly; but, then again, if we were flies, perhaps 
we would want to be enfranchised, embraced for 
our “blue” buzzing.” 
 
What I wrote above is glib.  But that indeed is the 
final Trick D: learn how to be glib, but 
persuasively so! 
 
Caveat: some professors will want you to 
“answer” the “question”.  So the process of 
brainstorming and drafting here, may not work for 
all classes. 

  
  
  
  


