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Beyond Belief — Whispers from Emily  
     by Kathryn Shepherd 

or an actress, finding the truth of the 

character is a foremost objective.  When 

playing a historical character, that attempt 

can become otherworldly - as I learned while 

rehearsing to play Emily Dickinson in "The Belle 

of Amherst."  

Last Wednesday as I went to sleep, nervous about 

our upcoming production, I asked Emily to let me 

know if I was doing it "right," or getting to the 

truth of the character. It was a heartfelt question 

that actors perennially ponder.  

Emily may have answered my question the next 

night with startling serendipity. Is Emily 

Dickinson showing some interest in The Belle of 

Amherst?  Here's what happened....  

My husband had been invited to a party at The 

Mansion in D.C.   I tagged along to see this 

legendary house. The Mansion is a huge Beaux 

Arts palace in DuPont Circle.  One hundred rooms 

overflowing with furniture, musical instruments, 

hidden passageways,  antiques, more than 20,000 

books, art, clothes, bric a brac, collectibles ... a 

famous and amazingly dense accumulation of 

treasures. You think a lot about dust while there. 

But every item there is for sale, and for a good 

cause---the proceeds support the arts.  

Winding through spookily labyrinthine passages 

and elaborately overdone rooms, we eventually 

found ourselves in a large room dominated by a 

massive carved Victorian pool table under a 

similarly oversized brass chandelier. To our 

delight, it turned out the room is an homage to the 

Beatles: posters, pictures, a period jukebox, 

Beatlemania everywhere. It was the only room 

with music playing -- exclusively Lennon-

McCartney.  

 While enjoying a respite from "The Belle of 

Amherst" rehearsals for an evening, my husband 

began a billiards game with a friend as I listened 

to John and Paul's complex lyrics.   

As he moved in for a shot, my husband glimpsed 

what looked like a portrait of Emily Dickinson 

propped against the wall! Moving to it, he found it 

to be an LP album, a 1976 release featuring none 

other than Julie Harris as The Belle of Amherst, 

wedged upside down in a corner amid stacks of 

books, clutter and memorabilia. He picked up a 

pristine original multifold album with press pack 

and vinyl record, head shots and interviews, 

commemorating the 1976 PBS television 

production of “The Belle of Amherst” with Julie 

Harris, the role for which she had just won a 

“Tony” on Broadway.  

I wondered…how many of those packages could 

possibly be left from 1976?  How many are within 

eyesight of an actress recreating the role? Thirty-

eight years later as I am preparing to reprise Julie 

Harris' “Tony” Award-winning performance, and 

not even 24 hours after I asked Emily for help, the 

press pack and I were in the same room. There was 

astonishment as you might imagine. It was 

unanimous: this is a good omen. We bought it—

$20.00.  

At home I read the interviews in the press pack. I 

was happily spooked. Emily appeared to confirm 

her communication and allay my puzzlement.  

In an enclosed interview with Julie Harris, for 

whom the “The Belle of Amherst” was created, 

Harris admitted having a similar experience. She 

says she sensed Emily's direct "participation." 

Harris credited Dickinson for the strength required 

for the role: “I think Emily has something to do 

with it...I think Emily meant this play to be, and 

somehow we are all helped by that."  

The press release reveals that the sense of Emily’s 

"participation" was shared by 1976 director 

Charles Nelson Reilly, who stated unequivocally 

he had no question: “There have been far too many 

coincidences for any other explanation." He then 

gave a few examples that are, frankly, astounding: 

the production team guessed at names for minor 

characters which were later independently 

confirmed  to be historically factual to Dickinson-

- one being the name of a street that bordered her 

house, another being the exact first and last names 

of an English teacher.  

My early character study had led me to compare 

Emily Dickenson, America’s most famous 19th 

century poet with a large cult following, to Elvis 

Presley; after death she did become a larger than 

life superstar.  But, after the extraordinary 

experience of finding the album, or the album 

finding me, I believe I should compare Emily to 

Lennon-McCartney, not Elvis. After all, Emily 

wrote all her own lines. And just like Julie Harris 

and Charles Nelson Reilly, in my performance I 

know I am helped by Emily's participation and her 

words.... So, please come and witness Emily’s 

inspiration!  

Tickets are available for ‘Belle of Amherst’ 

The “Belle of Amherst” will be staged September 

12 through 14 at the Lancaster Playhouse, 316 

Chesapeake Drive, White Stone.  The one-woman 

play also will be presented September 19 through 

21 at the Westmoreland Players Theatre, 16217 

Richmond Road, Callao. 

Performances will begin at 8 p.m. Fridays and 

Saturdays and 3 p.m. on Sundays. Actresses 

Kathryn Shepherd and Julia Tilley will play Emily 

Dickinson in alternating performances. 

Tickets are $20 for adults and $10 for students. 

Proceeds will support the Northern Neck Court 

Appointed Special Advocates for Children 

(CASA) program. Purchase tickets at Walgreens in 

Kilmarnock, from CASA volunteers, or 426-0881. 

Actress Kathryn Shepherd reviews artifacts during her character study for the role of 

Emily Dickinson in the upcoming production of “The Belle of Amherst” 


