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| —Years—had been—from Home—

] POEM TEXT

|—Years—had been—from Home—
And now—before the Door—

| dared not open—lest a face

| never saw before

Stare vacant into mine—

And ask my Business there—
My Business—just a Life | left—
Was such—still dwelling there?

| fumbled at my nerve—

| scanned the Windows o'er—

The Silence—like an Ocean rolled—
And broke against my Ear—

| laughed a Wooden laugh—

That |—could fear a Door—

Who Danger—and the Dead—had faced—
But never shook—before—

| fitted to the Latch—my Hand—

With trembling Care—

Lest back the Awful Door should spring—
And leave me—in the Floor—

I moved my fingers off, as cautiously as Glass—
And held my Ears—and like a Thief
Stole—gasping—from the House.

E SUMMARY

I'd been away from home for years. Then, standing in front of
the door of my former house, | was too frightened to open it, in
case an unfamiliar person should answer.

That person's unknown face might stare uncomprehendingly
into mine and ask what | wanted. What | want? | might reply.
Only the life I left behind—does it still happen to live here?

| tried to steady my nerves, and to peek in the windows. The
silence was so huge and rumbling it felt like ocean waves
crashingin my ears.

I laughed hollowly, amazed that | could be afraid of a door; in
the past, I'd faced danger and death without ever being
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frightened.

With shaky hands, | took hold of the door's latch, being as
careful as if the door might fly open and knock me into the
ground.

Then, | took my fingers away, as carefully as if my hand (or the
door) were made of glass. Covering my ears, | crept away from
the house like a thief, gasping with fear.

) THEMES

THE FEAR OF CHANGE
&

Returning to a former “home” after a long absence,

the poem’s speaker is paralyzed with terror that the
place and people they once knew just won't feel like, well, home
anymore. Unable even to take a step over the threshold, the
speaker ultimately flees, preferring to steal away like a “thief”
with their memories intact rather than confronting a new and
different reality. The poem suggests that change, inevitable
though it is, can be as frightening as any ghost story.

Standing on the threshold of the place they once called “home;’
the poem’s speaker hesitates, overcome with anxiety that the
“Life [they] left” behind there might be either gone or
unrecognizable. The speaker imagines opening the door only to
be greeted by a new inhabitant who doesn’t recognize
them—an image that might suggest the speaker fears
encountering loved ones who've forgotten the speaker ever
existed, or even confronting a long-lost version of themselves.
The idea is so terrifying that the speaker can’'t even try to cross
the threshold: they stand frozen with their hand on the “latch."

These images suggest that what the speaker truly fears is
change itself. Having spent “years from home,” the speaker
worries both that the place that once felt comforting and
familiar might now seem alien and hostile, and that they might
have become a completely different person than they were
when last at “home”” And of course, those two fears might be
one and the same: perhaps it’s because the speaker has changed
that the house might feel different. Even if the speaker’s “years”
away have been good ones, they’ve meant leaving old times
behind; any kind of change, the poem suggests, inevitably
means some degree of loss.

Change might be unavoidable, the poem finally suggests, but
accepting it can still be surprisingly terrifying. Even as the
speaker shakily “laugh[s]” at themselves for being scared to
confront something so normal as the symbolic “door” that
separates the past and the present, the poem acknowledges
the deep sorrow and terror of accepting that the “Life [one has]
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left” can never be recovered.

Where this theme appears in the poem:
e Lines 1-23

LINE-BY-LINE ANALYSIS

LINES 1-5

|—Years—had been—from Home—
And now—before the Door—

| dared not open—lest a face

| never saw before

Stare vacant into mine—

The first few lines of "l—Years—had been—from Home" conjure
up an uneasy atmosphere. The poem's speaker, visiting a
former "Home" after long "Years" away, doesn't seem to feel
this returnis a triumphant one. Rather, they freeze on the
threshold, apparently frightened, not "dar[ing]" to enter the
place they once knew.

The phrasing and pacing of the first lines reveal just how
anxious the speaker feels as they stand in front of the house's
ominous "Door!" Listen to the caesurae here:

I—|| Years—|| had been—|| from Home—
And now—|| before the Door—

Dickinson's poetry is often filled with strong mid-line
dashes—but even for her, this is a lot! All those breaks make the
speaker's voice sound halting and shivery, as if the speaker is
shaking in their boots.

The firm iambic meter, meanwhile (lines built from iambs,
metrical feet with a da-DUM rhythm) sounds like a pounding
heart, or like the knock at the door the speaker just can't
manage. Listen to that first line again:

|—Years || —had been || —from Home—

The caesurae here break right where the metrical feet do,
emphasizing the boom-BOOM, boom-BOOM, boom-BOOM
sound of a racing pulse.

All this scene-setting leaves the reader with any number of
questions. Why was the speaker away from home for so long?
What brought them back? How have they managed to get right
up to their old home's very "Door" before being struck with this
kind of terror? And what's so terrifying about their former
home, after all?

The poem answers none of these questions but the last. Listen
to the way that enjambments shape the speaker's tone as the
speaker describes exactly what they fear:
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| dared not open—Ilest a face
| never saw before

Stare vacant into mine—

After the poem's first two halting, end-stopped lines, this rush
of enjambments makes it sound as if the speaker is suddenly
overflowing with anxiety—so much so that their stream of
words carries them all the way into the next stanza.

And the thing they fear sounds like something right out of a
ghost story. The speaker is terrified that, if they knock on their
own old door, they'll be answered by a stranger, someone
whose "vacant," uncomprehending expression reveals that they
have no idea who the speaker is.

Even worse than that, though, is the thought that this stranger
might be someone who should know who the speaker is. Being
away from "Home" for "Years," after all, shouldn't be enough to
make everyone who stayed at home forget you.

The speaker, then, seems to be scared of two possibilities at
once:

e Theidea that their loved ones might have vanished
and been replaced by strangers;

e Ortheideathat the speaker and their loved ones
might not recognize each other anymore.

In short, the great terror of returning home after a long
absence is the idea that home might have changed beyond
recognition.

A subtle repetition underscores that idea. The speaker uses the
word "before" twice in the first stanza: once to mean "in front
of" ("before the Door") and once to mean "in the past" ("l never
saw before"). This poem will be all about standing before what
came before: confronting the past after everything has
changed.

LINES 6-8

And ask my Business there—
My Business—just a Life | left—
Was such—still dwelling there?

Envisioning a horror-movie scene in which an unfriendly
stranger confronts the speaker at the door of their former
home, the speaker goes on to imagine the kind of conversation
they might have on the doorstep. The house's new inhabitant,
the speaker imagines, might "ask my Business there"—in other
words, brusquely ask what the speaker wants.

Listen to the speaker's imagined reply:
And ask my Business there—

My Business—just a Life | left—
Was such—still dwelling there?
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The diacope of "my Business" paints a picture of the speaker
nervously repeating the homeowner's words back to them,
trying to overcome the shock of meeting a stranger in the place
they once called home.

And the nature of the speaker's reply is telling. Returning home,
to this speaker, seems to have been a quest for a lost "Life"—the
life they "left" when they took off all those years ago. The
speaker personifies this "Life," imagining that it might still be
"dwelling" in this house, like a whole different person.

That metaphor sheds light on yet another thing the speaker
might be afraid of. Remember, they've already suggested that
they fear meeting either:

e Astranger where their loved ones used to be;
¢ Loved ones who have become unrecognizable
strangers.

Now, it seems they might also be afraid of meeting their former
self—a self that seems so distant and alien that it might as well
be a stranger, too.

The sounds of the speaker's voice here suggest this prospect
might be as sad as it is terrifying. The gentle /I/ alliteration of
"Life I left" makes these lines sound almost like a lament. Maybe
the speaker even feels a little guilty about leaving this life all on
its own for so long.

LINES 9-10

I fumbled at my nerve—
| scanned the Windows o'er—

The first two stanzas have painted an eerie picture of what the
speaker fears as they hesitate on the doorstep: in essence, a
haunted house, full of the ghosts of a former life. In stanza 3,
the reader recalls that all this is speculation. The speaker is still
standing right where they were on the doorstep, unable to
knock, paralyzed with fear.

In these lines, the speaker tries to pull themselves together.
Listen to their anaphora here:

| fumbled at my nerve—
| scanned the Windows o'er—

The similar beginnings of these lines—"I" and a verb—evoke the
speaker's shaky, herky-jerky efforts to get their "nerve" back
and knock on that awful door. This pattern of anaphora will
appear throughout the rest of the poem, creating a mood of
rising tension as the speaker tries, again and again, to calm
down; keep an eye out for the same phrasing later!

As the speaker "fumble[s]" (or clumsily grabs) for inner
strength, they also "scan[]" the windows, desperately seeking
any hint of what they might find inside the house. Here, what
the poem doesn't say is just as evocative as what it does say. By
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not painting any picture of those "Windows" at all, the speaker
leaves readers to imagine—well, nothing: just blank glass.

Even the idea of "scann[ing] the windows o'er"—that is,
"over"—rather than looking into them suggests that the
windows feel more like impenetrable surfaces than things to
peer through. Perhaps all the speaker can see is their own
frightened face, reflected dully back.

LINES 11-12

The Silence—like an Ocean rolled—
And broke against my Ear—

Inthe first two lines of this stanza, the speaker tried to peek
into the windows of their former home, but could see nothing.
In the closing lines, the speaker finds they can't hear anything,
either.

The simile the speaker chooses here suggests just how
absolute and terrifying the quiet around their former home
feels:

The Silence—like an Ocean rolled—
And broke against my Ear—

If the silence is like an ocean, then it feels bottomless, and
perhaps even dangerous. A silence as huge as the ocean might
well suggest that the speaker's former life isn't just changed, but
dead, drowned by time. The image of silence "br[eaking]
against" the speaker's ears also suggests the eerie rushing
noises one's own ears sometimes make in a silent place.

Once again, the shape of these lines invites readers into the
speaker's experience. Take another look at that caesura:

The Silence— || like an Ocean rolled—

Here, the mid-line dash invites the reader to pause and hear
that oceanic silence—and to imagine the speaker pausing, too,
straining for any shred of a sound.

This stanza suggests that the speaker isn't just frightened
because they think their former life must have changed or
vanished. The speaker is also terrified because they just don't
know what might be behind that old "Door"—and there's
neither sight nor sound to give them any sort of hint.

LINES 13-16

[ laughed a Wooden laugh—

That |—could fear a Door—

Who Danger—and the Dead—had faced—
But never shook—before—

Lost in an "Ocean" of empty silence, unable even to get a
glimpse of what might be inside their former home, the speaker
is paralyzed with fear, but still doesn't quite understand why.

Trying to snap out of it, the speaker laughs at their fear—or
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tries to. Take a look at their metaphor here:

I laughed a Wooden laugh—
That |—could fear a Door—

That stiff "Wooden laugh" doesn't sound too jolly. In fact, its
very woodenness only reminds readers how frightening the
equally wooden door feels.

And the fact that this stanza repeats exactly the same
"door"/"before" rhyme the poem used back in stanza 1 suggests
that the speaker has really frozen up: in four stanzas, they
haven't made an inch of progress.

The horror novelist Stephen King once remarked that the most
frightening thing you can include in a story is a closed door:
with no sense of what's behind it, the reader is free to imagine
their own worst nightmare. This poem seems to work on the
same principle. To this speaker, "Danger" and the "Dead"
themselves were nothing compared to this "Door." Those more
obvious terrors didn't make them "sh[ake]" like they're shaking
NOW.

In other words, the speaker is used to feeling pretty brave, and
their terror on the doorstep of what was once their home
makes no sense to them: why should a "Door" be so scary? The
answer, of course, is that it isn't the door that's scary. It's what
the door symbolizes: the boundary between the past and the
present.

Opening that door will mean admitting that the past doesn't
just stay where one leaves it. The people, the things, and the
very "Life" that the speaker "left" behind them years ago won't
still be there, or won't be the same. The familiar, friendly life
that the speaker might hope to find behind the door is only a
memaory now.

In a sense, opening the door might mean meeting "Danger—and
the Dead": the danger is that the speaker will find their old life
is dead, replaced with an alien new world.

What's truly frightening here, in other words, is change.

LINES 17-20

| fitted to the Latch—my Hand—

With trembling Care—

Lest back the Awful Door should spring—
And leave me—in the Floor—

At last, the speaker summons up enough courage to grab the
"Latch," the fastener that holds the door shut. But the job
seems about as nervewracking as defusing a bomb.

A changed meter here marks this dramatic shift in the action
and suggests just how carefully the speaker approaches this
new challenge. So far, the poem has used a steady rhythm: two
lines of iambic trimeter (three da-DUMSs), one of iambic
tetrameter (four da-DUMs), and another closing line of iambic
trimeter. But listen to the way Dickinson rearranges those
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metrical feet over the first two lines of stanza 5:

| fit- | ted to | the Latch— | my Hand—
With trem- | bling Care—

Here, instead of two trimeter lines, the poem uses one line of
tetrameter and one line of dimeter (only two iambs)—in
essence, moving the words that would usually be the beginning
of line 18 ("my Hand") up to the end of line 17. That means the
first line seems to lurch forward, as if the speaker is gathering
up all their courage to act; then, the second line feels as slow
and tentative as the "trembling Care" it describes.

(This is a good place to note that a lot of Dickinson's early
publishers didn't like this kind of metrical game-playing, and
rearranged the poem into more regular lines. Some printed
versions of the poem thus break the line after "the Latch.")

As the speaker finally grasps the latch, their relationship with
the "Awful Door" only gets more fraught. Now, rather than
seeing the door as a mere ominous border-marker, the speaker
treats it as an active enemy;, just waiting to "spring" like a
predatory animal.

Perhaps it might even kill the speaker. Imagining the door flying
open and knocking them over, the speaker doesn't imagine
being thrown "to" the floor or "on" the floor, but "in the Floor!"
The shock of confronting profound change, in other words,
feels so "Awful" it might just bury the speaker. An internal
rhyme between "Door" and "Floor" draws particular attention
to this unsettling image.

LINES 21-23

I moved my fingers off, as cautiously as Glass—
And held my Ears—and like a Thief
Stole—gasping—from the House.

The previous stanza brought the speaker to a moment of truth.
Poised with their hand on the latch, the speaker prepared to
open the door and confront whatever time has left of their
former "Life." But it turns out the very thought is just too
terrible: in the end, the speaker turns and runs, unable to face
whatever's behind that "Awful Door"

The closing stanza uses an even stronger version of the
metrical trick in the stanza before. Here, the poem combines
what would normally have been the first two lines into one long
line of iambic hexameter (six da-DUMs in a row):

I moved | my fin- | gers off, | as cau- | tiously | as
Glass—

This line moves fast! Turning the last stanza into a brisk three-
line tercet (rather than a four-line quatrain like the rest) makes
the poem seem to run away as quickly as the speaker is about
to.
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And consider the strange simile there. Moving "as cautiously as
Glass,' the speaker could mean both that they're treating the
latch as if it were glass, and treating their own fingers as if they
were glass. Everything, in other words, seems to be onthe
verge of shattering.

As the speaker ends the poem, then, it seems that what they
want most is not to break anything. If they refuse to confront the
past—or what's left of it—they can keep their memories
unshattered and whole. The "Life [they] left" can stay safe in
their imagination, undisturbed by the truth.

But the speaker feels ashamed of running: refusing to open that
door seems to strike them as cowardly, maybe even morally
wrong. Listen to their final self-portrait as the poem closes:

And held my Ears—and like a Thief
Stole—gasping—from the House.

Besides the galloping enjambment that rushes the poem off
stage, the simile of the speaker as a "Thief" making their escape
suggests that they feel they're not just preserving their
memories of home, but somehow stealing them. The pun on the
word "Stole" makes the point even clearer. Here, the word
means "crept away," but there's an obvious implication that the
speaker is also illegally taking something from the house.

Notice, too, that the speaker "held [their] Ears"—the same ears
that strained for any hint of sound back in line 12. Now, far
from trying to listen for what might be in the house, the speaker
is blocking out any kind of noise, even the terrible oceanic
"Silence" they heard before.

Ultimately, the speaker chooses not to face the change they
fear. But they aren't proud of this choice. Dodging a
confrontation with change, the speaker understands, means
blocking out reality: change is inevitable, and so is the loss it
often brings with it. But that inevitability doesn't make change
any less frightening to face. To this speaker, the lost past has
become a haunted house.

B

present.

THE DOOR

The door to the speaker's former home symbolizes
the uncrossable boundary between the past and the

Standing on the threshold of their former home, the speaker
tries over and over to put their hand on the "Latch," open the
"Door," and go into a house that once felt comforting and
familiar to them. But in the end, this seemingly simple task
proves too terrifying. The speaker knows that, whatever's
inside that house now, it won't be what they left behind: they've
been away for so long that everything must have changed.
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In other words, the speaker just can't "open the door" to the
understanding that, with time, everything changes. Rather than
try to cross a familiar threshold and find everything different,
the speaker ends up fleeing in terror from the very thought.

Where this symbol appears in the poem:

e Lines 2-3: “before the Door— / | dared not open”

e Lines 13-14: “| laughed a Wooden laugh— / That
|—could fear a Door—"

o Lines 17-20: ‘| fitted to the Latch—my Hand— / With
trembling Care— / Lest back the Awful Door should
spring— / And leave me—in the Floor—’

X

SIMILE

The speaker's similes help to evoke the terror of confronting
the past.

POETIC DEVICES

In the poem's first simile, the speaker stands on the doorstep of
aformer home and hears this disturbing sound:

The Silence—like an Ocean rolled—
And broke against my Ear—

That image creates a mood of painful suspense: it suggests that
the speaker is straining to hear any hint of what's going on
inside the house, but gathering absolutely nothing. They're left
adrift on a vast, oceanic silence that might well swallow them
up. Perhaps this image even suggests that all the familiar things
the speaker once knew and loved are "drowned" and lost in the
silence of the past.

No wonder, then, that opening that ominously silent door
proves too frightening for the speaker. They manage to get
right up to the point of putting their hand on the "Latch," but at
the last moment, they chicken out. Listen to the simile here:

I moved my fingers off, as cautiously as Glass—

There's a potential double meaning here. The speaker might be
moving as carefully as if the latch were fragile as glass—or as if
their fingers were as fragile as glass. Either way, this simile
creates a mood of serious peril: at any moment, the speaker
feels, something might shatter.

The poem's final simile reveals a lot about the way the speaker
feels as they flee in terror: "like a Thief," the speaker recalls,
they "Stole—gasping—from the House." In other words, they
leave feeling, not just as if they're running from a threat, but as
if they're doing something wrong and shameful in running.

These lines might also contain a subtle pun. Here, when the
speaker says they "stole" from the house, they could just mean
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that they crept away quietly. But if they're stealing away like a
thief, perhaps they're also stealing something from the house:
making off with an undisturbed memory of how things were
before, without confronting how things are now.

Where Simile appears in the poem:

e Lines 11-12: “The Silence—like an Ocean rolled— / And
broke against my Ear—"

e Line 21: ‘I moved my fingers off, as cautiously as Glass—"

e Lines 22-23: “like a Thief / Stole—gasping—from the
House”

METAPHOR

Metaphors help the reader to understand the speaker's
emotional trials as they sweat on the doorstep of their former
home.

When the speaker imagines being greeted at what was once
their own front door by an unfriendly stranger, for instance,
they think that they might explain themselves like this:

My Business—just a Life | left—
Was such—still dwelling there?

Here, the speaker personifies their own former life, describing
it as a separate person and imagining that it might have gone on
existing without them. This metaphor suggests just how
alienated and strange the speaker feels as they return to the
home they once knew. Even the version of themselves that they
left behind there feels like—well, like a different person. There
could even be a hint here that the "face" the speaker imagines
answering their knock is the speaker's own, transformed into
one the speaker "never saw before," unrecognizably changed by
the passage of time.

This is all the stuff of ghost stories. It makes sense, then, that
the speaker has a hard time summoning the courage to knock
onthat door and see what's inside the house. Listen to the way
they evoke their own unease:

| laughed a Wooden laugh—
That |—could fear a Door—

If the speaker's self-deprecating "laugh" is "Wooden," it might
be at once stiff, hollow—and just another reminder of the door
itself. This halfhearted laughter can't make the speaker feel one
bit more comfortable confronting their past.

Where Metaphor appears in the poem:

e Lines 7-8: “My Business—just a Life | left—/ Was
such—still dwelling there?”
e Line 13:“l laughed a Wooden laugh—"
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CAESURA

"|—Years—had been—from Home—" uses caesura to shape its
pace and mood. Using dashes to create caesurae was a
characteristic Dickinson move; in this poem, such dashes help
to evoke the speaker's terror.

For instance, take alook at the caesurae in the first stanza:

|—|| Years— || had been— || from Home—
And now— || before the Door—

| dared not open— || lest a face

| never saw before

All those strong pauses make the speaker's voice sound halting
and timid. The movement of these lines feels like someone
raising their fist to knock on the door, then hesitating, over and
over.

And listen to the related effect in line 11:
The Silence—| like an Ocean rolled—

Here, a caesura invites the reader to pause and listen to the
"Ocean" of "Silence" right along with the speaker.

Readers might also notice that all the caesurae in this poem are
dashes—except for one. Take a look at what happens in line 21:

| moved my fingers off, || as cautiously as Glass—

As the speaker prepares to flee from the house, the line pauses
not at a strong dash, but at a quick, breathy comma—a choice
that suggests cresting tension, as if the speaker is getting ready
torun for their very life.

Where Caesura appears in the poem:

e Line 1: “|—Years—had been—from”
e Line 2: “now—before”

e Line 3: “‘open—lest”

e Line 7: “Business—just”

e Line 8: “such—still”

e Line 11: “Silence—like”

e Line 14:“|—could”

e Line 15: “Danger—and, “Dead—had”
e Line 16: “shook—before”

e Line17:“Latch—my”

e Line20: “me—in”

e Line 21: “off, as”

e Line22: “Ears—and”

e Line 23: “Stole—gasping—from”

REPETITION

Repetitions help to conjure the speaker's anxiety. One of the
most pointed repetitions in the poem appears in its rhymes. In
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both stanza 1 and stanza 4, the speaker rhymes the words
"Door" and "before"—a repetition that shows just how little
progress they've made between these two stanzas! The
echoing words here suggest that the speaker is frozen in place,
grappling with the same problem: their terror of confronting
whatever changes lurk in their former home.

To underline that effect, the speaker also uses the word
"before" in two different ways in the first stanza: once to mean
"in front of," and once in the more familiar sense of "in the past."
This complex diacope neatly reveals that the speaker's problem
is to stand paralyzed "before" a confrontation with what came
"before"—their own past life!

In the second stanza, when the speaker imagines confronting a
stranger behind the terrible "Door," another moment of
diacope suggests just how anxious that prospect makes the
speaker feel:

And ask my Business there—
My Business—just a Life | left—

This repetition makes it sound as if the speaker is nervously
repeating the new inhabitant's question, stumbling over the
words as they try to account for their visit.

Last but not least, the simple repetition of the word "Door" all
across the poem reminds readers that the speaker's problem is
the fear of crossing the symbolic threshold between present
and past, and finding that everything has changed.

Where Repetition appears in the poem:

e Line 2: “before;” “Door”
e Line 4: “before”

¢ Line 6: “Business”

e Line7:“Business”

e Line 14: “Door”

e Line 16: “before”

e Line19: “Door”

ANAPHORA

Anaphora helps to create the poem's rising tension. All across
the poem, lines beginning with "I" and a verb—"l dared not," "|
laughed," "I moved"—trace the speaker's pained efforts to do
something they really don't want to do: knock on the door of
their former home and go inside.

Take a look at the beginning of stanza 3 for a particularly good
example:

| fumbled at my nerve—
| scanned the Windows o'er—

These two lines both start with descriptions of action—and

placed right next to each other, they suggest a jittery, tense
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energy. Even as the speaker internally "fumble[s]" for the
"nerve" to act, they're nervously "scann[ing]" the windows for
any hint of what they might be about to encounter inside the
house.

In fact, lines like these begin every one of the last four stanzas:
the speaker starts by "fumbl[ing]" for courage to act, and ends
by giving up and "mov[ing]" their hand away from the door's
latch as if it (or the speaker) might shatter like "Glass." And
when at last the speaker runs for their life, anaphora on
"and"—"And held my Ears—and like a Thief"—helps to evoke
their desperate scramble.

By framing so many lines with anaphora, the speaker suggests
just how agonizing their confrontation with the past felt. These
ranks of similarly-phrased lines suggest a repeated effort to do
something that, in the end, the speaker simply can't handle.

Where Anaphora appears in the poem:

e Linel17:°1"
e Line21:°"
e Line 22: "And, “and”

END-STOPPED LINE

Frequent end-stops give the poem a herky-jerky rhythm that
evokes the speaker's hesitation and fear.

For instance, listen to the stop-and-start movement of stanza 3:

| fumbled at my nerve—

| scanned the Windows o'er—

The Silence—like an Ocean rolled—
And broke against my Ear—

Every line here ends in a characteristic Dickinson dash—a
choice that makes these lines feel both halting and suspenseful.
At the end of each line, the speaker seems to pause for just a
second before nervously making some new little movement or
observation. These end-stops might even help to create room
for the reader to hear the fearful "Ocean" of "Silence" the
speaker describes.

An end-stopped line at the end of the poem similarly creates
painful suspense:

| moved my fingers off, as cautiously as Glass—

The image here is of the speaker lifting their "fingers" from the
latch one by one, as if either the latch or their hand were about
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to explode into shards. The end-stop, in this case, leaves the
reader hanging, wondering for a moment what on earth might
happen next. That means there's plenty of time for tension to
build before the speaker bolts like a scared rabbit, ending the
poem in an enjambed rush.

Where End-Stopped Line appears in the poem:

e Line1:“Home—"

e Line2: “Door—"

e Line5: “mine—’

e Line6: “‘there—"

e Line7:“left—

e Line8: “there?””

e Line9: “‘nerve—’

e Line10: “oer—’

e Line11: “rolled—’
e Line12:“Ear—

e Line 13: “laugh—’
e Line 14: “Door—’
e Line 15: “faced—’
e Line 16: “before—’
e Line18:“Care—’
e Line 19: “spring—’
e Line 20: “Floor—"
e Line21:“Glass—’
e Line 23: “House’

ENJAMBMENT

The poem's sparing enjambments support its end-stopped
lines, creating a nervous, stop-and-start pace.

Many of the poem's enjambments appear early on, in (and
between) stanzas 1 and 2. Listen to the way the lines move
here:

|—Years—had been—from Home—
And now—before the Door—

| dared not open—Ilest a face

| never saw before

Stare vacant into mine—

The first two lines are end-stopped—which means the
subsequent flood of enjambments really stands out. The
enjambments here even carry over from one stanza to the next.
It's as if the speaker starts the poem hesitant and timid, only to
be overwhelmed by a rush of anxiety as they describe exactly
what it is they're so afraid of: confronting their own
unrecognizable past.

A later enjambment draws attention to a startling change in the
poem's meter:

| fitted to the Latch—my Hand—
With trembling Care—
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Here, the speaker has moved what would normally be the first
metrical foot of line 18—the words "my Hand"—to the end of
line 17. The enjambment here makes these lines seem even
more muddled and mashed together, evoking the speaker's
shaky hands as they get ready to open the "Latch" (or not!).
(Note that, despite the dash here, it's still possible to read this
line as enjambed since the line ends right in the middle of a
phrase).

The poem's final enjambment shows what happens next:

| moved my fingers off, as cautiously as Glass—
And held my Ears—and like a Thief
Stole—gasping—from the House.

By running lines 22 and 23 together, this closing enjambment
suggests the speaker is high-tailing it out of there, fleeing from
that terrible "House" as fast as they can.

Where Enjambment appears in the poem:

e Lines 3-4: “face/I”

e Lines 4-5: “before / Stare”

e Lines 17-18: “Hand— / With”
e Lines 22-23: “Thief/ Stole”

ALLITERATION

Alliteration gives the poem emphasis and music, translating the
speaker's emotions into sound. For instance, listen to the
strong alliterative sounds in these lines:

That |—could fear a Door—
Who Danger—and the Dead—had faced—

All those hard /d/ sounds make these lines sound like a
pounding heartbeat—or even like an imagined fist knocking on
that terrible "Door," though the speaker can't summon the
courage to knock in real life.

There's a similar effect in lines 2-3:

And now—before the Door—
| dared not open— [...]

Again, the /d/ sounds land with a solid thump. Perhaps these
heavy sounds even suggest how paralyzed with terror the
speaker feels as they stand on the doorstep.

Meanwhile, a softer kind of alliteration gives lines 7-8 their
music:

My Business—just a Life | left—
Was such—still dwelling there?

Gentle /I/ alliteration and hushed /s/ sibilance here suggest
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that, hesitating on the threshold of their former home, the
speaker isn't just terrified: they also feel timid, shy, and sad.
These quiet sounds make the speaker seem almost to be
whispering.

Alliteration thus invites readers into the speaker's imagination,
helping readers to picture, if not the things the speaker is
actually doing, the things the speaker struggles to do.

Where Alliteration appears in the poem:

e Line 2: “Door”

e Line 3: “dared”

e Line7: “Life] “left”

e Line8: “such; “still”

e Line 14: “Door”

e Line 15: “Danger; “Dead”

ASSONANCE

Assonance gives the poem moments of music and creates some
attention-grabbing internal rhyme.

Sometimes, the poem's assonance is just plain evocative, as in
lines 11-12:

The Silence—like an Ocean rolled—
And broke against my Ear—

That long, hollow /o/ sound sounds rather like what the
speaker's describing here: a huge and oceanic silence, so deep
it makes their ears ring.

Elsewhere, though, assonance also creates internal
rhymes—moments that can't help but jump out. Listen to lines
19-20, for instance:

Lest back the Awful Door should spring—
And leave me—in the Floor—

The /or/ assonance here draws special attention to the word
"Floor"—and to the unsettling idea that the door might not just
throw the speaker onto the floor, but embed them "in" it,
burying them alive.

Where Assonance appears in the poem:

e Line 2: “before;” “Door”

e Line 11: “Ocean; “rolled”
e Line 12: “broke”

e Line19: “Door”

e Line 20: “Floor”

SIBILANCE

Moments of sibilance evoke eerie hushes and ragged gasps of
fear.

©2021 LitCharts LLC
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For instance, listen to the mixture of quiet /s/ and buzzing /z/
sounds in the final stanza:

| moved my fingers off, as cautiously as Glass—
And held my Ears—and like a Thief
Stole—gasping—from the House.

The interplay of harder and softer sibilant sounds here
suggests both the speaker's cautious silence as they lift their
"fingers" from the latch one by one, and their terrified "gasping"
as they run from the dreadful "House."

Where Sibilance appears in the poem:

e Line3:
e Line4: “saw”

e Line5: “Stare”

¢ Line 6: “Business”

e Line7:“Business”

e Line 8: “such,” “still”

e Line 10: “scanned”

e Line 11: “Silence”

e Line 12: “against”

o Line 21: “fingers,” “Glass”

e Line22: “Ears”

e Line 23: “Stole; “gasping,” “House”

= VOCABULARY

Before (Line 2, Line 4) - In line 2, this word means "in front of"
Inline 4, it means "in the past.”

“lest,” “face”

Lest (Line 3) - In case.
Vacant (Line 5) - Empty, uncomprehending.

Dwelling (Line 8) - Living, in the sense of "living in a particular
place." People "dwell" in their homes, for instance.

Fumbled (Line 9) - Clumsily grabbed.
O'er (Line 10) - A contraction of "over."

Stole (Line 23) - Crept away.

FORM, METER, & RHYME

FORM

"|—Years—had been—from Home—"is broken into six stanzas:
five quatrains (or four-line stanzas), and a closing tercet (a
three-line stanza). But readers who listen closely to the poem's
meter will notice this tercet could have been a quatrain: in line
21, the speaker has condensed what could have been two
shorter lines into a single long one.

This choice to move from regular quatrains into a rushed tercet
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perfectly fits the poem's story:

e The first five quatrains create a mood of steadily
building tension.

e Then, inthe final stanza, when the speaker finally
loses their nerve, the short tercet makes the poem
seem to scurry away as fast as the speaker does.

METER

"|—Years—had been—from Home—" uses a mixed pattern of
iambic trimeter and iambic tetrameter. That means that each
stanza uses lines of three iambs (metrical feet with a da-DUM
rhythm) and lines of four iambs.

Here's how that sounds in lines 9-12:

| fum- | bled at | my nerve—

| scanned | the Win- | dows o'er—

The Si- | lence—like | an O- | cean rolled—
And broke | against | my Ear—

Each of the first five stanzas follows that same pattern: two
lines of trimeter, a line of tetrameter, and a final line of trimeter.
That means every stanza falls into a steady one-two-three
rhythm, only to be interrupted by a sudden one-two-three-four
line that feels like a little jump scare. These sounds might evoke
the nervous, irregular beating of the frightened speaker's
heart.

The speaker also alters this pattern a couple of times, notably in
lines 17-18 and in the final tercet—the odd stanza out, with
only three lines. In both of these cases, the number of stresses
(or strong beats) across the whole stanza is the same; the
speaker just moves some of those stresses from one line to
another.

For example, listen to what happens in line 21, at the end of the
poem:

I moved | my fin- | gers off, | as cau- | tiously | as
Glass—

Thisis aline of iambic hexameter—that is, six iambs in a row.
But readers might notice that this one line really just combines
the two lines of iambic trimeter they've come to expect each
stanza to begin with. By jamming two lines together here, the
poem evokes the speaker's sudden overwhelming fear, helping
the poem to rush away from the terrible "Door" just as quickly
as the speaker does.

RHYME SCHEME

Like a lot of Dickinson's poetry, "l—Years—had been—from
Home—" uses an alternating rhyme scheme that runs like this:

ABCB
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But within that steady pattern, there's some uneasy variation. A
number of the poem's rhymes are slant: in the final stanza, for
instance, "Glass" and "House" almost rhyme, but not quite.

While Dickinson used slant rhymes in many of her poems, here
they feel particularly appropriate: that sense of mismatch fits
right in with the speaker's fears that they can't just fit back into
their former life and their former "Home"

2° SPEAKER

Readers don't learn a lot about this poem's unnamed first-
person speaker. All the poem reveals is that the speaker has
spent a long time away from their "Home" and is now terrified
that the life and people they left behind might have changed
beyond recognition.

This speaker doesn't quite know what to do with their own
terror. Usually brave enough to face "Danger—and the Dead;’
they're shocked that the simple, everyday act of knocking on a
"Door" can unnerve them so. But that, the poem suggests, is
just how it feels to confront change: there's nothing scarier
than the thought that even the security of "home" isn't
permanent.

SETTING

The poem is set on the doorstep of the speaker's former
"Home"—a building that seems to be as much a symbol of the
past as a literal place. This house, a place the speaker used to
find familiar and cozy, now strikes them as strange, alien, and
even menacing; because they've been away for so long, there's
no way that they can just cheerfully open the door and walk on
in. The inevitability of change, this symbolic house suggests,
means that there's no such thing as going home to exactly the
same place one left.

Q) CONTEXT

LITERARY CONTEXT

Emily Dickinson (1830-1886), one of the world's most
influential and beloved poets, might never have been known at
all. During her lifetime, she published only a handful of the
nearly 1,800 poems she composed, preferring to keep much of
her writing private. If Dickinson's sister Lavinia hadn't
discovered a trunkful of poetry hidden in Dickinson's bedroom
after her death, that poetry could have been lost.
"|—Years—had been—from Home" is one of those squirreled-
away works; it didn't appear in print until the posthumous
publication of Dickinson's Poems (1891).

Perhaps it's partly because of her separation from the literary
mainstream that Dickinson's poetry is so idiosyncratic and
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distinctive. While her interest in the power of nature and the
workings of the soul mark her as a voice of the American
Romantic movement, her work didn't sound like anyone else's.
Combining the common meter rhythms of hymns with strange,
spiky, dash-riddled diction, Dickinson's poems often plumbed
eerie psychological depths over the course of only a few lines.

Dickinson was inspired both by contemporary American
Transcendentalists—like Emerson, whose essays on self-
reliance she deeply admired—and by the work of earlier English
writers like Charlotte Bronté and William Wordsworth. All
these writers shared an interest in the lives of ordinary people,
and struggled for inner freedom in a 19th-century world that
often demanded conformity.

Dickinson's own defiantly independent work remains an
inspiration to countless readers.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Dickinson probably composed this poem in 1862, at the peak of
her most fertile creative period. She wrote most of her poetry
in the decade between 1855 and 1865—a decade that also
contained the chaos and misery of the American Civil War. In
this long and bloody conflict, the southern states, which wanted
to continue using enslaved laborers, seceded from the
abolitionist northern states of the Union. The war that followed
would nearly destroy the United States.

Dickinson lived in Amherst, a small Massachusetts town
untouched by battles, and her poetry rarely deals directly with
the war. But that didn't mean she wasn't affected by the turmoil
of the period. Her good friend Thomas Wentworth Higginson
served as a Union colonel, and her brother (who himself evaded
military service) lost a close friend in combat. She even
contributed three anonymous poems—some of only a handful
she published during her lifetime—to a fundraising magazine in
support of the Union army. Though her poetry wasn't explicitly
political, she was involved and invested in the world around her.

This poem's images of the terror of change might have been
subtly inflected by what she saw around her: a nation becoming
unrecognizable to itself. Perhaps, too, the poem draws on her
own experiences; she indeed returned to her childhood home, a
house known as the Homestead, when her family moved back
therein 1855. In the lively years that followed, Dickinson's
brother married her close friend Susan Huntington Gilbert,
moved in next door, and raised a flock of children. But perhaps
all that change struck Dickinson as melancholy: in gaining a
sister-in-law, she also lost some intimacy with a woman she
thought of as a soulmate.

=g

i MORE RESOURCES
EXTERNAL RESOURCES

¢ The Poem Aloud — Listen to a reading of the poem, in a

©2021 LitCharts LLC .00
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slightly different version. Remember, many of Dickinson's
poems exist in several different drafts, and some were
altered without her knowledge when they were
posthumously published. (https://youtu.be/

PZOAmzj/b4E)

e The Poemin Dickinson's Hand — Take a look at one of
Dickinson's original drafts of this poem.
(https://www.edickinson.org/editions/1/image_sets/

235704)

¢ The Emily Dickinson Museum — Visit the website of the
Emily Dickinson Museum to learn more about the poet's
life and work. (https://www.emilydickinsonmuseum.org/)

» Editing Dickinson — Learn more about the complex history
of Dickinson's poetry in print, including the editorial
changes her first publishers made to much of her work.
(https://lithub.com/how-much-editing-was-done-to-emily-
dickinsons-poems-after-she-died/)

e Dickinson's Legacy — Read contemporary author Helen
Oyeyemi's reflection on what Dickinson means to her.
(https://www.theguardian.com/books/2011/jun/04/emily-
dickinson-hero-helen-oyeyemi)

LITCHARTS ON OTHER EMILY DICKINSON POEMS

e A Bird, came down the Walk

o After great pain, a formal feeling comes —
e Anarrow Fellow in the Grass

¢ Anawful Tempest mashed the air—

e Asimperceptibly as grief

o Because | could not stop for Death —
o Before | got my eye put out

e Hope is the thing with feathers

e | dwellin Possibility —

o |feltaFuneral,in my Brain

e | heardaFly buzz - when | died -

o |like alook of Agony

o |liketoseeitlap the Miles

e | measure every Grief | meet

¢ I'm Nobody! Who are you?

e |started Early — Took my Dog —

e | taste aliguor never brewed

e |t was not Death, for | stood up

e Much Madness is divinest Sense -

e My life had stood - a Loaded Gun

o Safein their Alabaster Chambers

¢ Success is counted sweetest

o Tell all the truth but tell it slant —

e The Brain—is wider than the Sky—

e Thereis no Frigate like a Book

e There's acertain Slant of light

e The Sky is low — the Clouds are mean
e The Soul has bandaged moments

e The Soul selects her own Society

e Theyshut meupin Prose -
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