I Felt a Funeral in My Brain by Emily Dickinson 

Imagery: 

The “Funeral” the poet writes about could be a metaphor for a mental breakdown – it’s a “Funeral, in my brain”. In this reading of the poem the “Mourners” could be her friends feeling sorry for her,. This is also suggested by the “Plank in Reason” breaking. The “treading – treading” and “beating – beating” along with the “Boots of Lead” could be the pressure she has been under (“My mind was going numb”) that caused this breakdown. In the last verse she describes how she has “hit a World, at every plunge” – perhaps a metaphor for the different states of mind she goes through in this crisis. 

She personifies “Silence” – the only one keeping her company – “I, and Silence, some strange Race/Wrecked, solitary, here”, which of course means she is alone. 

As she imagines herself in a coffin (“Box”), she can’t see anything (and so it’s a poem not strong on visual imagery), but hearing is everything – she describes it in striking terms: “Being, but an Ear”. The funeral bell is tolling, but for her it’s all she can hear or experience. To her it seems all space is tolling – “Then Space – began to toll”. 

In this, or any other reading of the poem the last line is ambiguous – does it mean she was finished with knowing, i.e. no more knowing, thinking, consciousness or even sanity, or is it hat she finished up getting insight, i.e. knowing more about life or herself or even death and the next life? 

Themes:

If the poem is about a mental breakdown then one of the themes is mental illness. Death is the other strong candidate for theme – there is much of the language surrounding death – “Funeral”, “Mourners”, “Service” “toll … bell”. This could be the metaphorical death of her brain (see above) or her imagining her own actual death. If this is the case it’s not presented as a very pleasant experience  (“Treading”, “beating”, “numb”). For this experience she imagines herself in the coffin (“Box”), and all she can is listen. The last verse could suggest the moment of death as she imagines it – dropping into the grave (“dropped down”) and going through various states (“hit a World, at every plunge”). Once again the last line is ambiguous – either death finishes all knowledge or at death we finish up knowing what’s on the other side, in other words it’s a moment of great insight. 

Point of View

There is a very distinctive point of view or perspective in the poem. A funeral is described from the viewpoint of the person in the coffin. This is seen in the way she tells only about what she can hear (e.g. the bell tolling, the creaking as they lift the coffin – “I heard them lift a box”) and feel (“I Felt a Funeral …”, “My mind was going numb”). As the coffin goes down into the grave she feels herself plunging through various states (of mind or of the afterlife).

Mood/Tone

There is a heaviness about the poem (“Boots of lead”), a sense of oppressiveness (“Treading – treading … beating – beating”). She seems to feel lost, abandoned, perhaps lonely – “Wrecked, solitary, here”. There’s a sense of thought and feeling being numbed – “My mind was going numb”. 

