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My version of Emily Dickinson is 
called Time-Travel with Emily Dick-

inson. Stepping back in time is my job 
– an exciting one that allows audiences 
to travel with me to meet the “Belle of 
Amherst.”

Why Emily? I’ll try: she lived in a fish 
bowl where the eyes of curious, parochial 
neighbors peered at her uniqueness and 
judged it odd. The daughter of morticians, 
I grew up in rooms over our funeral home, 
in a parochial, blue collar ethnic neighbor-
hood and, of all things, had a penchant for 
writing poetry from childhood. I knew too 
well the pressure of dressing, behaving, 
and speaking in a manner that reflected 
my parents. I was considered “different” 
and never quite fit in, nor did I particu-
larly aim to. From a young age I obsessed 
about the whys of death. Why did the little 
infant dressed in her christening gown lie 
motionless, like a porcelain doll, in this 
miniature casket beneath the backlit holo-
gram of Jesus in our viewing room? Why 
did the sweet children in whose home I 
had recently sung happy birthday die in a 
house fire and lie, head to head, in closed 
caskets on funeral biers? Why had the 
handsome blond soccer star overdosed on 
drugs, resulting in the shock and grief of a 
hundred teens lined up around the block to 
gaze at him one last time? 

Death was literally in my face on a daily 
basis. Dickinson writes about it with the 

same unabashed intimacy as she writes 
about love, yet with a deft detachment that 
transcends barriers. This has led to some 
of the greatest surprises 
of the 35 performances 
I've given over the past 
three years. Teachers, col-
lege professors and writ-
ers will comment on fas-
cinating aspects ranging 
from her poetic style to 
her fabled idiosyncrasies. 
In contrast, groups of in-
dividuals with dementia 
or speaking challenges 
will focus on the singular-
ity of an image, and utter 
the word “bird” when I 
ask what image they re-
call or relate to during the 
question and answer ses-
sion after my monologue. 

She reaches everyone dif-
ferently. After bringing 
Dickinson to life for over 
one hundred teenagers at a 
school dedicated to teach-
ing students with autism 
and other learning chal-
lenges, hand after hand is 
raised with astute ques-
tions that reflect the depth 
of the students’ engage-
ment with the poems they 
heard and the portrayal of 

a historical figure: “Are you possessed by 
her ghost?” one asks. “You fooled me,” 
another writes in a letter; “I thought that 
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you were really Emily Dickinson. I didn't 
know that she was dead.” “Precisely,” I 
want to write back. The students pushed 
me out of the way and connected directly 
with the power and transcendent qualities 
of Dickinson’s poetry. They shocked their 
teachers who had told me not to expect 
many questions or comments. Instead, 
our Q & A segment went overtime, and 
I received a hundred letters from the stu-
dents commenting on everything from 
their delight in learning of her connection 
to the Civil War era, to their enjoyment of 
listening to me “bring her poems to life.”

The early days of my research, starting 
in 2008, quickly altered many long-held 
views of an eccentric, nun-like poet se-
questered in an attic, isolated from people 
and reality. (Sadly, this odd caricature 
still persists in many minds.) Through my 
living-history portrayal, I want to sweep 
away the musty (and inaccurate) cobwebs 
and breathe fresh life into perceptions of 
this New England literary figure. 

As my one-person play unfolds, I relate 
many events from Emily’s life during an 
imagined train adventure. Included are 
biographical details of an era before and 
after the Civil War. I am assisted by a 
traveling companion, Thomas Wentworth 
Higginson, the real-life “preceptor” who 
spoke at Emily’s funeral and co-edited 
her first book in 1890. 

Dickinson’s correspondence with Higgin-
son ignited my imagination. Letter by let-
ter, her voice began to inhabit my psyche 
and invited me to assume her personality. 
Their relationship proved to be a fascinat-
ing personal and historical journey, so it 
seemed natural to bring the biographical 
details to life by imagining them as train 
companions on her trip to Washington D.C. 
to visit her father, then serving in Congress.
 
My first order of business was to remove 
the plain white, buttoned-up wrapper – a 
garment that today’s women might call a 

housedress. It’s not that I didn’t like the 
dress: wearing such a prim frock was a 
practical fashion decision made later in 
life when Emily’s days were increasingly 
filled with family responsibilities. It was 
easier and more practical to bleach away 
cooking and gardening stains from white 
cotton than from richer printed fabrics. 
The apron was Emily’s uniform while she 
worked side-by-side in the kitchen with 
the family’s domestic employee, Maggie 
Maher from Ireland. Having grown up 
in a multi-ethnic, working class neigh-
borhood, I appreciate Dickinson’s quiet 
involvement in the lives of the Irish im-
migrants whom she specifically asked to 
bear her casket from home to her grave.

Instead, though, I chose to avoid the dress 
in order to remove the idea of the muse 
or the bride of Christ. Also, the general 
public has the impression that she wore 
white her entire adulthood when in fact 
it was only the last part of her life. Travel 
clothes helped me bring to light the per-
sonality, wit, and humor that she shared 
with her intimates at all stages of her life. 
I want to explore the time leading up to 
those final years, which we know focused 
on writing and re-writing concurrent with 
care-giving: for her aging parents, and 
herself – physically, psychologically, and 
spiritually.

The daughter of a conservative, yet pro-
gressive lawyer, accustomed to receiving 
distinguished guests, Emily is keen-mind-
ed and possessed of all the social graces. 
Letters reveal her brother Austin’s assis-
tance in ordering calico dresses and bon-
nets from Boston to prepare Emily for her 
Washington D.C. journey along with her 
younger sister, Lavinia. They stayed at 
the grand Willard Hotel, attended teas and 
dinners, toured Mount Vernon, and later 
stopped for several weeks in Philadelphia 
to visit friends on their return journey. 

Strand by strand, I weave lines of Dick-
inson’s poetry, correspondence, and 

personal history into the journey until a 
portrait emerges. Her features and ges-
tures are animated. She has the confident 
sensibility of a mid-19th century Ameri-
can woman well versed in Shakespeare, 
popular fiction, botany, laboratory sci-
ence, astronomy, natural history, Latin, 
algebra, philosophy, music, and logic. 
The wit and quick-mindedness evident 
in her letters to nearly one hundred cor-
respondents is given free expression in 
my script.

The fearlessness in her literary genius 
draws me closer. Her ability to go eye-
to-eye with raw emotion and then create 
highly original works of art astounds me. 
Her poetry throbs with a bold honesty, a 
creative pulse that is as relevant today as 
when she committed her words to paper, 
chocolate wrappers, or envelope scraps. 
At once mystical and unsentimental, she 
crystallizes a moment in the life of a 
flower, an insect, or a volcano with time-
less immediacy. 

As a life-long writer of poetry, I relate to 
Emily’s expression of the emotions and 
thoughts surrounding love, loss, grief, 
and spirituality. Dickinson is my “mas-
ter” because of the deftness with which 
she arranges words as if she alone knows 
the sequence that opens a combination-
lock. Ultimately, her genius lies in decod-
ing complex feelings and in employing 
poetic language that makes psycho-emo-
tional experiences universally accessible 
and – according to many – a great source 
of consolation.

If one insists on labels, I offer devoted 
daughter, divine baker, dedicated gar-
dener, and disciplined writer. Although 
merely brushing the surface in describ-
ing an innovative artist who defies simple 
characterization, these are qualities ob-
served by people of her time and agreed 
upon by people of all time. This is the art-
ist I travel back to see, and I revel in each 
opportunity to take audiences with me.


