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If you would like to schedule a classroom Artist-in-Residence workshop regarding this play, please contact
 Gary Yates at
 (770)422-8369, Ext. 31 or gary@theatreinthesquare.com
Theatre Etiquette

· Please dress comfortably, but appropriately. 

· Loud talking is distractive and rude during performances; please whisper if necessary to talk. 

· If you need cough drops, please unwrap them before the show begins. 

· Secure keys and other types of noisy objects prior to performances, as the sound can distract other audience members.

· Make sure all cell phones, beepers, and alarms are silenced prior to performances.

· Please remember that when you lean your head next to the person beside you, this obstructs the view of those behind you.

· Many people are highly allergic to fragrances, so please be considerate and refrain from wearing excessive cologne or perfumes.

· Try to remember to take care of rest room needs prior to performances.  It is courteous to wait until after the house lights have come up to leave a performance, because leaving while the show is in progress can be distracting to others. 

· Courtesy is the rule of thumb in the theater.  

Director’s Notes – August Staub


Emily Dickinson is now considered to be one of the greatest American poets, but during her lifetime, no one knew of her, and she only published 11 poems, all of which were severely edited to meet the standards of what was considered poetry in the 19th Century.  Dickinson's punctuation made extensive use of the dash, and her rhymes were often what is called slant rhymes or half rhymes:  For example, the rhyming of "soul" and "all" in the following beautiful poem:



Hope is a thing with feathers--


That perches in the soul--


And sings the tune without the words--


And never stops at--all--
After studying for some time at Mount Holyoke, Emily Dickinson returned to her father's house in Amherst, known as The Homestead, and rarely left Amherst again.  As she grew older, she hardly ever ventured outside of The Homestead, and she spent the latter years of her life almost entirely indoors.  Our play is set in her 53rd year, and we meet her dressed in her traditional white dress.  As she describes herself, she is "alone but not lonely."  She had two powerful loves in her life, but neither of them developed, and she died an old maid.  To occupy her time, she wrote continuously, and after her death in 1886 her sister, Lavinia, discovered hundreds of Emily's poems.  Lavinia published a collection of Emily's poetry in 1890.  The poems were again heavily edited for punctuation and capitalization.  T.H. Johnson published an edition of the original versions of all of Dickinson's poems in 1955.  Critics then proclaimed Dickinson as one of the most significant of pre-modernist poets, and one of America's great literary geniuses.  In 1965, Amherst bought The Homestead and opened it for public tours.  That same year they also opened the Emily Dickinson Museum.
Director’s Notes – August Staub (Cont.)


In 1976 William Luce's one woman play, The Belle of Amherst, opened on Broadway starring Julie Harris.  For her performance, Harris won her fifth Tony Award.   Luce is a very successful dramatist who has written several plays and many television works.  Julie Harris also starred in Luce's recent one woman show Lucifer's Child, for which she received a Tony nomination.


Our production of The Belle of Amherst is composed of many of Emily Dickinson's poems and of her words gleaned from her many letters.  It is, as William Luce observes, "a celebration of the love of language." It is also a celebration of the contributions of the female mind and talent to American culture.  Relax and enjoy with us the fascinating personality and astonishingly beautiful language of a genuine American character. 
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Plot Summary
The Belle of Amherst is a whimsical one-woman show based on the life of Emily Dickinson. This play gives a voice to one of America's most enigmatic and eccentric poets. Drawing largely from Emily's poetry and letters, The Belle of Amherst is a breathing autobiography of a true nonconformist. For years, scholars have theorized that Emily Dickinson had some form of mental illness. This play gives Emily the chance to answer those scholars in person. Using a stream of conscious flow of poetry and musings, Emily Dickinson is brought to life before the very eyes of her audience.

Emily Dickinson, a child-like fifty-three year old woman, welcomes the audience to her home with her special recipe for black cake. She asks the audience's forgiveness for any fear on her part and launches into the recipe for her cake. Right away, Emily identifies herself as a poet. She also reveals that the entire town thinks of her as "Squire Edward's half-cracked daughter." Emily confides that it is all an act.

According to Emily, her running from the neighbors, sending odd little notes, and surprising would-be sightseers, is simply a way for her to enjoy her "menagerie," which is what she calls the villagers. Now that she has set the record straight about her own quirky behavior, Emily moves on to discussing more important matters. Emily is a poet. She explains that she has published seven poems anonymously, so she prefers to introduce herself as a poet.  Emily talks of her family and her childhood. She seamlessly moves in and out of her past and present, as she brings her family and the people who have influenced her to life.

In Emily's discussions of her past, the audience learns that Emily hasn't always been so shy and retiring. She paints a picture of a normal childhood and a bit of rebellion during her teenage years.  She talks of her brother Austin, who she feels is the one person who knows her through and through.  She talks of her younger sister Lavinia, and how Lavinia looks after her as though she were a small child.  She talks about her father with a mixture of respect, love, resentment, and hope. She speaks of her 
Bottom of Form

Plot Summary (Cont.)
mother in a more reserved fashion, never giving anything away except that she cared for her mother during her mother's illness and the shock of her mother's death.

Emily speaks of her goal to be published under her own name and how crushed she was at Professor Higginson's critique of her poetry. After Professor Higginson's heartbreaking remarks, Emily admits that she still writes poetry, just not as much as she used to. She feels that the people who should be listening to her poetry, like Professor Higginson, are deaf to artistry. Her failed publishing career, nor her failed romantic entanglements, daunted Emily. Instead, she chooses to share her world with the audience, and invites them to come back and visit, and to let her know how they like the cake recipe.
Language

Language is probably the most important stylistic point of the play. The author, William Luce, describes the play as a "love affair with language." Throughout the play, Emily collects words that inspire her. She believes that as a poet, it is her responsibility to use only the best words for her work. The language of Emily's monologue is lyrical and poetic. The monologue is only broken by her poems.

The audience understands that Emily is playing with words and language as only a poet can. When a subject becomes troubling or ignites some strong feeling, Emily breaks into poetry as a means of translation. For Emily, all of her life is about translating the events and natural happenings around her into poetry.

Language plays another important role in the play. It is through her language that the audience is able to identify Emily's shifts through time. When she is remembering something far off, her tone becomes dreamy and ethereal. When she slips into a past happening, her tone changes to suit her age and emotional state. When she cannot bear to speak of something, she says it in poetry as a way of slanting the truth.

Emily uses language as a tongue-in-cheek means of asking forgiveness. She wants forgiveness for her love of nature and beauty and for loving those around her so intensely. She wants forgiveness for childlike innocence and her fear of midnight. Her life is her art, and she wants the audience to understand that she is not mad. She is simply bursting with joy. Emily does all of this through her language.

Emily's language reveals her mental state and her unreliability as a narrator. She offers everything as truth, but not as fact. She has no proof that there was a fire during the Fourth of July holiday, but refuses to believe Lavinia's explanation that it was simply the celebration. She does
Language (Cont.)

not know what the people of Amherst really say and think of her, but mimics their gossip and imagines their reactions as though she did. As her mental state moves more into a realm of fantasy, her words become jumbled. At times, she is not speaking in coherent sentences. She is only evoking images with sudden groupings of words.
Poetry Terms
True rhyme is what most people think of as rhyme; the sounds are nearly identical--notion, motion, potion, for example. 

Weak rhyme, also called slant, oblique, approximate, or half rhyme, refers to words with similar but not identical sounds, e.g., notion-nation, bear-bore, ear-are. Emily Dickinson frequently uses partial rhymes. 

Eye rhyme occurs when words look alike but don't sound alike--e.g., bear-ear. 

Meter is the recurrence in poetry of a rhythm established by a pattern of stressed and unstressed (or long and short) syllables. The basic unit or pattern of meter is called the foot.

Foot is a unit of poetic rhythm defined by a certain number and order of stressed and unstressed (or short and long) syllables. Examples of feet are the iamb (one unstressed followed by a stressed syllable) and the trochee (one stressed followed by an unstressed syllable).

Quatrain is a stanza of four lines.
Trimeter is a verse line of three feet (see Meter and Foot).
Poems (List consists of poems from the play and her collection)

Emily Dickinson's poetry has been severely edited over the years by many many sources, so the edited versions vary greatly.  It is important to remember that the edits in her poems are meant to assist the reader in translating the poems’ meanings.
Emily Dickinson’s poems can be divided into 5 parts:

Life – Nature – Love – Time and Eternity – The Single Hound

I. LIFE

My life Closed Twice Before It’s Close 

My life Closed Twice Before It’s Close
It yet remains to see

If Immortality unveil
A third event to me,

So huge, so hopeless to conceive,
As these that twice befell.
Parting is all we know of heaven,
And all we need of hell.

This Is My Letter To The World

This is my letter to the world,
That never wrote to me,-- 
The simple news that Nature told, 
With tender majesty. 
Her message is committed 
To hands I cannot see; 
For love of her, sweet countrymen,
Judge tenderly of me!

I’m Nobody! Who Are You

I'm nobody! Who are you?
Are you nobody, too?
Then there's a pair of us -don't tell!
They'd banish us, you know.

How dreary to be somebody!
How public, like a frog
To tell your name the livelong day
To an admiring bog!
II. NATURE

An Awful Tempest Mashed The Air,  

An AWFUL tempest mashed the air,  

The clouds were gaunt and few;  

A black, as of a spectre’s cloak,  

Hid heaven and earth from view.  

Poems (Cont.)

The creatures chuckled on the roofs        

And whistled in the air,  

And shook their fists and gnashed their teeth,  

And swung their frenzied hair.  

The morning lit, the birds arose;  

The monster’s faded eyes         

Turned slowly to his native coast,  

And peace was Paradise!

III. LOVE

Wild Nights! Wild Nights!

Wild Nights! Wild Nights!

Were I with thee,

Wild Nights should be

Our luxury!

Futile the winds

To a heart in port, --

Done with the compass,

Done with the chart!

Rowing in Eden--
Ah! the Sea!

Might I but—moor –Tonight--

In Thee!

IV. TIME AND ETERNITY
There's Been a Death in the Opposite House

There's been a death in the opposite house

As lately as today.

I know it by the numb look

Such houses have alway.

The neighbours rustle in and out,

The doctor drives away.

Poems (Cont.)

A window opens like a pod,

Abrupt, mechanically;

Somebody flings a mattress out, - 

The children hurry by;

They wonder if It died on that, - 

I used to when a boy.

The minister goes stiffly in

As if the house were his,

And he owned all the mourners now,

And little boys besides;

And then the milliner, and the man

Of the appalling trade,

To take the measure of the house.

There'll be that dark parade

Of tassels and of coaches soon;

It's easy as a sign, - 

The intuition of the news

In just a country town.

V. THE SINGLE HOUND

She Died At Play

She died at play,  

Gambolled away  

Her lease of spotted hours,  

Then sank as gaily as a Turn

Upon a Couch of flowers. 

Her ghost strolled softly o’er the hill  

Yesterday, and today,  

Her vestments as the silver fleece,  

Her countenance as spray.

History of Period (Art & Culture)

Manners & Movement:

The period from 1880 to 1914 is known as La Belle Epoch or “The Beautiful Time.”  For women the bustle at the rear of the dress had disappeared, and both men and women emphasized the straight line of the body.  People “stood and sat up straight” and rarely bent at the neck, hence the high collars on both male and female dress.  Women had given up corsets and wore comfortable shoes and dresses that were tight at the waist but slowly flared to a wide, full length skirt.  Movement was much freer without the corset but somewhat hindered by the large amount of skirt, so that women could not turn too quickly, run or hurry too much, but rather walked slowly and deliberately.  If the skirt were in the way, as in going down or up stairs, women would pick up the skirt slightly, but never enough to reveal the leg above the high shoe top.  Both men and women made every effort to be especially polite.  People rarely raised their voices, even when greatly excited.  Men and women were cautious about approaching one another, especially in a physical sense, and love and intimacy were not considered appropriate subjects for conversation.  Indeed, single men and women were rarely allowed to be alone without a chaperone, and if such an event did occur by accident, the two people would stay at least two arms-length apart. 

Music:
There were various types of music ranging from folk to classical that drew focus during the 19th Century.  Richard Strauss stood out as one of the world’s leading composers. Born June 11, 1864 in Munich, Germany; Died September 8, 1949 in Garmisch, Germany.

Strauss was composing at the age of 6, and his first symphony composition was performed when he was only 17! When Strauss was 21, he became the conductor of the Meiningen Orchestra and later became the junior conductor at the Munich Opera.

As Strauss entered his mid-20’s he began exploring a new type of composition called a "tone poem"- a piece of music that is meant to tell a specific story with instrumental sections of the orchestra representing certain characters. It was tone poems such as Don Juan and Till Eulenspiegels lustige Streiche (Till Eulenspiegel’s Merry Pranks) that allowed him to be recognized in Germany as a leading and modern composer. Strauss had a very good sense of humor, and would often include himself in the stories that he wanted his tone poems to tell. In his Ein Heldenleben, Strauss patterned the life of the “hero” in the story after his own life, and the life of the “bad guys” as those of music critics. In his Till Eulenspiegel’s Merry Pranks, he made the main character a mischievous and curious prankster- just like himself! 

Strauss also wrote opera and continued to conduct. Many of his operas had controversial subjects or characters, and always caused great discussion when they were performed for the public. During World War II, Strauss struggled with being German and working for the State Music Bureau of Germany when he disagreed with the Nazis and their ideas and actions. After the war, he wrote Metamorphosen, a piece for 23 solo strings that reflected the sadness of the times.

Famous Works: 
Don Juan, Till Eulenspiege’ls lustige Streiche, Also Sprach Zarathustra; Ein Heldenleben, Salome
CLOTHING:
The script defines the character’s costume as a simple 1860’s white dress.  It is well documented that the poet favored white cotton frocks in her latter years, and the sole surviving article of Dickinson’s clothing is indeed a loose fitting housedress.  Creating an exact replica of this dress might seem an obvious choice, however there were other factors our production team had to consider such as budget, wear ability, and upkeep while keeping true to the period.  The existing dress is an example of a wrapper style that was commonly worn in and around the house.  The style was favored for its comfort, but did not become acceptable attire for receiving company until the late 1890’s (after Dickinson’s death).  Since the play invites the audience into her home and her life, we felt she should be dressed more appropriate for receiving “guests.”  The script dictates that other items such as apron and shawl are put on over the dress, so a style was needed that had a more fitted shape that could lend itself easily to these additions.  A full pleated skirt with petticoat and undergarments, in addition to a cotton blouse with bishop sleeves, pintucks, and round collar, were chosen to stay true to the silhouette of the era, while accommodating the needs of the production.  A shade of ecru was chosen rather than true white to allow for better lighting, and the introduction of color was achieved through the accessory pieces such as the floral printed apron with rose velvet detailing.  By accentuating the apron, fan, shawl, parasol and bonnet with color, it was intended to emphasize the confinements of 19th-century female life, as well as the outside life in which Dickinson chose to no longer participate. 

During the 19th Century, clothing for men and women were specifically detailed for special occasions.
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One of the white dresses worn exclusively by he poet after the mid-1860s. The only one that has survived, it would fit someone about 5’1” to 5’4” in height.  (Emily Dickinson dress, property of The Amherst Historical Society, 67 Amity Street, Amherst)
Production Set Design

Scenery Concept Statement

One’s passion can become one’s world.  The story of Emily Dickinson is one of strange contradictions.  She spent most of her adult life as a recluse with little contact from the outside world, and yet her poems seem to come from a person whose lived a thousand lives – full of passion and pain that can only come from experiencing all that life has to offer.  In designing the scenery for The Belle of Amherst, I approached the world of the play from the view that what appears “real” to Ms. Dickinson are not the walls around her, but her inner passions that escape through her poetry.  Her poems become her roof, her walls … her home.  She did not allow herself to be constrained by anyone else’s reality or forms of function, but rather allowed her soul to express its life through the power of literary creativity.  To this end, I wanted to focus on her poems as the “walls” of her world.  This set is meant to represent the world inside Ms. Dickinson’s mind – the world of someone who has lived life much more fully through her passion for writing than most of us live in a lifetime.
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Pre-Show Question

Define the word “autobiography.”  Write an autobiography and include those things that you think are important, and that you would want others to know.

Activities

1.
Read the section on poetry terms on page 5, then create a poem incorporating some of the poetry writing techniques that were included in some of Emily Dickinson’s poems.  Make your poetry about something meaningful to you – how you feel today, your future goals, the type of music you enjoy – anything that inspires you!  Or, you can write a poem that focuses on one of the five topics which Emily Dickinson wrote about: Life-Nature-Love-Time and Eternity-Single Hound.

2.  
Read the poems on pages 6, 7, 8 and 9.  Using current music that you enjoy, incorporate some of Emily Dickinson’s poetry into a poetry jam.  Or, you can try your hand at writing your own poetry, and include some of the period music from page 9 to underscore your poetry. 

Post-Show Questions

1. 
Why do you think Emily Dickinson never married?

2. 
Are there parts in Emily’s dialogue that you can identify as more fantasy than fact? Give examples.

3.
In what ways have Emily’s family members influenced her life?

4.
Why is Emily baking this cake?

5.
If you were going to produce this play as a movie, which celebrity actress would you hire for the role?  What qualities would that actress have to possess to play the role?

6.  
After seeing the play, what did you think were the most fascinating and interesting parts of Emily’s life?
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