I Heard a Fly Buzz by Emily Dickinson
Point of View:

The poem is written from the unusual point of view of a person who died (“when I died”).  This brings home to us the fact that it is a fantasy, an imagining, but at the same time gives it a sense of authenticity - if we suspend disbelief we can believe it’s the story told by an eyewitness.

Physicality and Spirituality:

While the scene is a fantasy there’s a strong sense of the physical in the poem. Primarily there’s the actual fly in the room and it’s buzz is a strong sound in the poem. Apart from this very physical hearing, the eyes that cried are also mentioned, again emphasising the senses: “Eyes around - had wrung them dry”. Her “Keepsakes” seem to be physical items that she has left in her will.

But there’s a sense of the spiritual also: e.g. the implication that there are things of hers that do not lend themselves to being left in a will, that are not “assignable” (perhaps memories, personal qualities?). There’s a suggestion of the expected presence of God: “when/The King be witnessed”. However she doesn’t make any effort to speculate on the next life, except to imply she still has consciousness and self awareness in the next life - enough to address us from beyond the grave.

Imagery:

Within the world of the poem, the fly is a real fly. So if it’s to have other layers of meaning it’s a symbol. What might it symbolise? The arbitrariness of nature - when we think we have everything under control (she has all the arrangements made for her death e.g. the will and those around are mourning as would be expected - “Breaths were gathering firm”) something unexpected happens out of the blue to disrupt our neat plans. The fly might also suggest the physical corruption of death - the idea of flies buzzing around a dead body.

In verse 1 she compares the “stillness” in the room to the calm between bursts of storm. In verse 2 people’s anticipation of death is compared to breaths gathering, The moment of death is described as “that last Onset”. Describing God as “King” is a traditional image. In the last verse “the windows failed” seems to refer to the closing of the eyes at the moment of death. There is also imagery of light – it could just be the light coming through the window, or it could be the afterlife – death is sometimes described as going towards the light. 

Theme:

Obviously the poem is about death - but what aspects of it? What is she saying about death? Perhaps its about the illusion of control - she has prepared for death, written her will, the mourners are gathered, crying as can be expected, she’s dying according to plan, and then the fly arrives and causes a distraction, perhaps wrecking the dignity of the moment (or the pomposity of the moment?).  So we should never assume that we can get all aspects of life or death under control, we can’t always have things our own way. The arrangements she has made are contrasted with the “uncertain stumbling Buzz” of the fly.  Or is it that the fly reflects her inner feelings? On the outside she’s organised, but on the inside she’s “uncertain” and “stumbling” as she faces death.

Links:

Her interest in death seen again (as in Funeral in my Brain), Again she’s unemotional, factual, distanced, at least emotionally from what she imagines is happening to her. In Funeral in my Brain she imagines the funeral, but in this poem it seems to be the deathbed scene. People are gathered, as with the mourners in Funeral in my Brain. They have cried “The Eyes around – had wrung them dry”, the moment of death (“that last Onset”) is awaited, and there is a “stillness in the Room” – by contrast with the loud oppressive noises (bell tolling, boots treading) in Funeral in my Brain. The moment of her loss of consciousness/life (“the Windows failed”) is similar to the key moment in Funeral in my Brain when she “dropped down, and down - … And Finished knowing”. 

