Hope is the thing with feathers by Emily Dickinson
Imagery

Hope is an abstract idea, so to make it more accessible and to help the reader visualise it, the poet uses the image of a “little Bird”. In what way might hope have anything in common with a bird? Hope tends to raise the spirits, which could be compared to a bird taking flight. By using the birs she can write of the bird’s song (“the tune without the words”) which could suggest the soul singing because it has hope. 

She uses weather imagery to describe the troubles of life that hope can relieve – “the Gale”, “the storm”, “the chillest land”. 

The “crumb” image is her way of saying that hope doesn’t require any payback, it’s given generously. 

Theme:

Hope is the obvious theme – hope is something that is in  the soul (“perches in the soul”), once you have it it seems there to stay (“never stops – at all”), it’s most welcome when a person is going through difficult times (“sweetest – in the Gale – is heard”), it would take very severe troubles to lessen its impact (“sore must be the storm -/That could abash the little Bird”). Hope never requires any payback, it never looks for any reward or recompense, it gives generously but never takes – “never – in Extremity,/It asked a crumb – of Me”. 

The Poet: 

The first two verses describe hope, in a detached philosophical way, but the third verse shows that the poet is speaking from personal experience it has helped her in her times of trouble – “I’ve heard it in the chillest land - /And on the strangest sea”. There is no sign of other people in the poem, so it looks like she’s alone, but she doesn’t seem to feel lonely or isolated. Once she has hope she’s happy, though we don’t find out what gives her hope. 

Links/Comparisons
This poem is far more upbeat and hopeful than the two poems about death. She hints that she has seen trouble in her life “chillest land … strangest sea”, but hope has come to her relief. The format of the poem (short verses, use of capitals, the distinctive dashes, the telegram style) is similar to the other two – I Felt a Funeral in my Brain and I Heard a Fly Buzz When I Died. As in the other poems sound is important, but this time instead if the physical sound of the bell, boots (I Felt a Funeral in my Brain), and fly buzz (I Heard a Fly Buzz When I Died), this time it’s the metaphorical song of hope – “sings the tune”, “I’ve heard it …”. Once again the poet uses a creature from nature for imagery – this time the bird, while it was the fly in I Heard a Fly Buzz When I Died. “The strangest sea” refers to those life experiences when hope came to her assistance. Maybe the experiences hinted at the other poems (perhaps mental breakdown, fears surrounding death) could be, at least in part, the strange experiences she is referring to. 

