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My Life had stood – a Loaded Gun –, by Emily Dickinson

In A Nutshell
Emily Dickinson is considered to be both a difficult poet and one of the most popular

American poets. "My Life had stood – a Loaded Gun" fits in the Dickinson tradition: it is not

easy, and it’s one of her more famous poems.

Scholars aren't sure exactly when it was written, since Dickinson’s poems weren’t widely

published until after her death. Famous for being reclusive, Dickinson didn’t wander far from

her hometown of Amherst, Massachusetts, and eventually chose to stay at home by herself

during her later years. During her lifetime, she produced 1775 poems, a monstrous body of

work.

"My Life had stood – a Loaded Gun" is counted among Dickinson’s greatest poems, and is

certainly representative of her body of work. The poem’s style, depth of thought, concise

language, and simultaneous definition and ambiguity combine to make this poem a

masterpiece. This is a scholar’s poem, and you’re brave to be taking it on, trust us. After

you’ve chewed on it, let it sit for a while, we can guarantee that it will be well worth the effort.
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Big Picture Study Questions

1 We ’ve been focusing on one possible interpretation of this poem. But only looking at one

possible interpretation is kind of boring. What else do you think this poem could it be

about?

2 Why do you think Dickinson included the part about "Owner" and "Master"? Who or what

owns whom? What ’s the significance of that? If the speaker is somehow mastered by her

"Owner," why does she still "guard" his head? Wouldn ’t she want to get away from him?

Would you? Why or why not?

3 Pick out some of the capitalized words. Why might they be capitalized? Is there something

about that word that makes capitalizing it turn it into something else? Something more?

Something less?
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