
Poetry Lesson #1 

Emily Dickinson 

There is No Frigate Like a Book 

What’s it About? 
This whole poem is a metaphor comparing reading to traveling the world.  In the poem, Emily 

Dickinson thinks that a book is a better way to travel around the world and see all those      

exciting and interesting things than getting on a big boat or riding a strong horse.  Why is the 

book better?  Real simple, anyone can use a book to travel—kids, poor people, people who are 

so busy they just don’t have time for a vacation…  This ride (the ride on a book) is an amazing 

journey, but cheap.  Better yet, it doesn’t just take your body someplace else, it takes your 

soul, your spirit, your heart, or the inner you.  That’s powerful. 
 

Even better, to me at least, is that a book can not just take you to other cities or countries, it 

can take you further away…  A plane can’t take you to Narnia.  You can’t really ride a train to 

Hogwarts.  There’s no rocket ship ready to take you to Mars or the Moon, but books can take 

you to those places.  Not only that, you can travel through time with a book—visiting ancient 

worlds, historical events, and even the future.  There’s no cruise ship that takes you there.   

 

Sound Check 
When we read the poem, one of the most important things we need to do is understand why 

the poet put it together the way they did.   There’s a method to her madness here.  Emily 

Dickinson wrote in a type of rhythm called iambic, using iambs. 

 

There is no Frigate like a Book 

To take us Lands away 

Nor any Coursers like a Page 

Of prancing Poetry— 

 

This Traverse may the poorest take 

Without oppress of Toll— 

How frugal is the Chariot 

That bears the Human soul.  



An iamb is a pair of sounds.  In this case, the poem is written to sound nice and soothing,     

following the same rhythm as our heartbeat  da DUM da DUM da DUM da DUM da DUM. 
 

Each “da DUM” is an iamb.  The “da” part is a softer syllable, while the “DUM” part is a syllable 

we put more stress on.   
 

There  is no   frig– ate   like a book 
da        DUM  da   DUM  da    DUM  da  DUM 

 

To  take     us    lands   a      way 
da   DUM   da   DUM  da    DUM 

 

For a poet writing in iambic verse, it’s important for them to think about how we say certain 

words.  Look in the second line.  The last word is away.  When we say that word, we don’t 

stress the “AH” sound, making the word sound like AHway.  When we say it, the “WAY” part 

gets more emphasis.  We don’t really even think about this, it’s just the natural rhythm of our 

language.  Emily Dickinson had to really think about where she put the words in her poems,    

because she wanted her words to sound natural and fluid—not strange and choppy.   
 

Look at the first line now.  “There is no frigate like a book.”  If you say it in the same pattern 

as the da DUM da DUM da DUM da DUM da DUM heartbeat, it sounds kind of sing-songy.   
 

 

That first line has four iambs, so it’s called iambic tetrameter.  The next line has three iambs, 

which is called iambic trimeter.  A poem, written in alternating lines of iambic tetrameter and 

iambic trimeter is called a ballad.   

 

Your Turn 
Now I want you to try to write part of a ballad.  Continue the same metaphor that Dickinson 

used—comparing books to traveling the world.  Think about your favorite book.  Now think 

about how that book made you feel, maybe, like Emily Dickinson, it made you feel as if you’d 

been magically transported to another land.  See if you can write four lines in iambic verse 

(one line in tetrameter, one in trimeter, then back to tetrameter, and end with a line of trime-

ter) about how that book took you lands away.   
 

Extra bonus points if you can use alliteration just like Dickinson did in her lines about the 

“page of prancing poetry.” 

 

Question Time  
Pick one of the questions to answer as completely as you can. 
 

1. The poem suggests that reading about a place is as good as going there. What do you think 

about this idea? Do you agree or disagree? Why? 

2. Considering the fact that Emily Dickinson was extremely reclusive and rarely left her 

home, why do you think reading is given such great importance in this poem? 

3. How do books take us on these imaginary journeys? What happens to you when you read? 


