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THE RELATION OF LOVE AND DEATH 

IN THE POETRY OF EMILY DICKINSON 

The purpose of this study is to examine the possible causes of the at
titudes toward love and death in the person and the poetry of Emily Dickinson, 
the psychological and metaphysical interaction of these experiences in her 
poetry, and the way in which this interaction concretizes, individualizes, 
and tensions her lyrics. 

In the mind and art of Emily Dickinson there is a peculiar ambivalence 
toward all significant experience. This ambivalence is especially evident in 
her handling of love and death. She presents them as simultaneously desirable 
and fearful, fulfilling and destructive. She dramatizes them in an existential 
frame in which they reveal the contradictory elements that she considers the 
essence of the human condition. Close reading of her canon shows that the 
poet's fundamental ambivalence toward love and death contributes to the psycho
logical, metaphysical, and dramatic quality of her better poems. 

Chapter II considers the possible historical, biographical, psychological, 
and theological sources of Emily Dickinson's polar approach to love and death. 
It relates her inclusive and ambivalent attitudes toward these encounters to 
her cultural matrix, personal experience, psychic bent, and religious position. 
It demonstrates the effects upon her creative handling of the love-death theme 
of the poet's belief that expectation exceeds reality, that satisfaction 
destroys desire, and that the physical is valuable primarily as a symbol of 
the spiritual. It establishes the relation between the poet's reluctance to 
accept the limitations of finite knowledge, love, and duration to her dual 
presentation of love and death as ultimate transcendence and/or annihilation. 
It traces her aesthetic suspension between the poles of desire and fear to her 
fundamenta 1 uncertainty about the nature of God and so of man 1 s position in 
relation to him and to all reality. It shows that while wanting to believe 
in a loving deity, Emily Dickinson was not sure that he might not be an indif
ferent or a malignant creator. Finally, it examines the effect of this scepti
cism upon her poetic treatment of love and death and especially demonstrates 
why, as a result, the expectation of love and death becomes the most desirable 
human posture. 

Chapter III explores poetry in which love operates at one of three levels: 
1) metaphorical:reference; 2) dramatizing conditioner; and 3) essential sub
ject. It examines the typical use of love at these three levels. It particu
larly analyzes the situations, attitudes, imagery, and language patterns in 
poems whose central experience is love. Setting up ten categories in which 
love functions as the core of the poetic experience, it examines love as: 
1) painful deprivation; 2) fearful threat; 3) rejection; 4) renunciation; 
5) separation; 6) erotic encounter; 7) transforming grace; and 8) divine union. 
It also considers categories which present the nature of love or trace its 
effects. It organizes poems according to whether they present love as a ful
filling or destructive experience. It reveals a movement in Emily Dickinson's 
concept of love and in her handling of it as a poetic motif. 



Chapter IV explores poetry in which death operates at the same three 
levels as love does in Chapter III. It parallels Chapter III in its organi
zation and approach to death in this poet's canon. It recognizes six cate-
ories in the poems which explore: 1) awareness of death as a threatening or 

aestructive force; 2) death as a cause of anxiety about immortality; 3) some
one else's death or burial; 4) graves and existence in them; 5) death's 
nature; and 6) anticipation or realization of death as joyous fulfillment or 
transforming grace. It recognizes a movement in the death poems similar to 
the one evident in the love poems. 

Chapter V examines poems in which love and death are essential to the 
imaginative experience. It analyzes these poems in which the close psychic 
and metaphysical links Emily Dickinson establishes between love and death in 
her lyrics are most explicitly apparent. It recognizes five categories in 
which both experiences are essential to the poem's meaning: 1) one experi
ence analyzed and evaluated in terms of the other; 2) elegies composed in 
response to deaths that deeply touched the poet; 3) imagined projection of 
the death of the beloved; 4) death personified as an attractive but sinister 
caller; and 5) love presented as a promise of immortality and immortality 
presented as a promise of the fulfillment of love denied in life. 

Chapter VI briefly summarizes the personal, psychic, philosophical, 
and artistic reasons that probably led Emily Dickinson to relate love and 
death so closely in her poetry. It concludes that erotic and eschatological 
encounters most efficiently dramatized her concept of man's position as a 
finite being who seeks to escape his existential condition. It also con
cludes that although relating love and death has archetypal and literary 
precedents, the ambivalence in these poems contributes to the originality 
of the more successful ones. Finally, it concludes that the multiple re
lationships that Emily Dickinson establishes linking love and death in her 
poetry contribute to its tension, drama, complexity, and modernity. 

Sister Mary Louise Hall, O.P. 
English Department 
Loyola University, Chicago, Illinois 
Advisor --- Dr. Thomas Gorman 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

At the center of Emily Dickinson's poetry lies a tension that is pecu-

Liarly her own. So essential is this tension to her work that it has caught 

::he attention of numerous critics. As early as 1930, Allen Tate spoke of 

'the clash of powerful opposites in her poetry" as her claim to literary iden-

1 
~ity and greatness. In 1960 Charles Anderson echoed this observation when he 

iaid that "she created her poems out of the tensions that arise from the clash 

>f ••• powerful opposites."2 Some critics characterize this pull as primarily 

1 semantic technique: a matter of verbal contrast or a quality of imagery 

similar to the metaphysical mode. Margaret Schlauch notes words "juxtaposed 

out of different connotative spheres. 113 George F. Whicher claims that Emily 

Dickinson uses paradox for the dramatic interplay of thought and sensation. 4 

Virginia Birdsall asserts that this poet's imagery often represents "the duality 

5 
of experience. 11 Richard Chase states: 

1
Reactionary Essays E!. Poetry.!!!!! Ideas (New York: Charles Scribner's 

Sons, 1936~. p. 12. 

2 
Emily Dickinson: Stairway .2£. Surprise (New York: Holt, Rinehart and 

IJinston, , p. 220. 

3 .'!1!!.!!!!l.2! Tongues (New York: Modern Age Books, 1942), pp. 246-247. 

4 !!:!!!. !!!!.. !. ~ (New York: Charles Scribner's Sous, 1939), p. 291. 

5 "Emily Dickinson's Intruder in the Soul,"~. :XXXVII (March, 1965), 60. 

- 1 -
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The most intelligible mode of relationships or tensions within the 
poetry of Emily Dickinson is the relationship of the rococo to the 
sublime. There is hardly a poem in the whole ca.°'lon lw-hich doas not 
in some way exhibit both orders of experience. 6 

Other critics, stressing further the dependence of the artist's aesthetic 

patterns on her psychic ones, dl~cuss the functional opposition in the tone 

of her lyrics. Robert Spiller says that in her poetry "the sublime and the 

trivial jostle each other and evoke her mingled reverence and satire."7 

The consistency with which major critica--and minor ones as well--have 

specified contrast. antithesis, irony, and paradox as the core of Emily Dick-

inson's style testifies to the definitive function of these qualities in her 

psychic as well as her artistic temperament. If, as .Jackson Pollock main-

tains, technique is a way of making a statement, then ambivalence is the angle 

of vision from which most typically and significantly Emily Dickinson viewed 

the human condition and turned her vision into art. Tension is more than a 

stylistic phenomenon in this poet to whom "form was inherently part of the 

8 idea." While agreeing that "Miss Dickinson adapted method to attitude and 

developed what might appropriately be termed an ironical aesthetic, .. 
9 

and 

that ''her ambiguity by no means reflects a vague or befuddled mind; [that] 
• 

it is rather the result of literary choices, acts of artifice as deliberate 

6 Emily Dickinson (New York: William Sloane Associates, Inc., 1951), 
p. 236. 

7 Literacy History .2! £!!!_United States, ed. by Robert Spiller, Willard 
Throp, Thomas H. Johnson,. and Henry Seidel Canby (3 vols.; New York: The 
Macmillan Company, 1948), II, 912. 

8 Thomas H. Johnson, Emily Dickinson (Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap 
Press of the Harvard University Press. 1955), p. 151. 

9 Clark Griffith, Ih!. Lons Shadow: Emily Dickinson's Tragic Poetry 
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88 Poe's"lO this study seeks to account for the tension at its most basic 

level, within the poet's psychological ambivalence, especially in regard to 

love and death as crucial human experience. '11lis dissertation will, therefore, 

examine the relation of love and death in the poetry of Emily Dickinson, with 

particular emphasis on the tension created, by their being played against each 

other and by the resulting ambivalent attitudes of the speaker toward the•, and 

also demonstrate how these postures probably reflect the poet's own psychic 

pattem. 

In Emily Dickinson's reaction to tbe most profound human experience, de 

sire and fear operate together. Her response is not the simple one of either/ 

2!.• but the more complex one of simultaneous attraction and repulsion. She 

"did not picture the world in terms of .simple dichotomies. nll What Freud calls 

the normal and deep-seated "ambivalence of feeling," i.e., many instincts being 

12 "manifested almost from the first in pairs of opposites," Emily Dickinson 

displays to an unusual degree. As a result of her psychic disposition all 

the major events of life are the source of terror for her as she hangs emo-

tionally suspended between equally strong drives. The complexity of the poet's 

view of man's position and the contradictory nature of her impulses trap the 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1964), p. 57. 

10 Joseph Moldenhauser, .. Emily Dicldn&on 's Ambiguity: !fotes on Tech-
nique," Emerson Society Quarterly, No. 44 (Fall, 1966), 37. 

11Thomas w. iord, Heaven Beguiles the Tired: Death in the Poetff of 
Emilz Dickinson (Tuscaloosa, Alabama: University of Alabama Press, 1966 ,p. 67 

12 In On Creativi:tY and the Unconscious, Harper 1.'orchbooks (New York: 
Harper and ROW"; Publishers ,T9ssr-rreud discusses what he terms this remarkable 
psyche phenomenon and shows linguistic parallels in the language of ancient 
Egypt, "Antithetical Sense of 'Primal Words,"' and archetypal parallels in 
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speaker in terror, the terror that arises from the ambivalence that 

we feel at times in the presence of powerful forces and great dan
gers--we wish both to escape them and to be possessed by them. 
Everyone has some impulse to plunge off the cliff as well as to 
step back .13 

What is only the occasional experience of most men is the typical, almost con-

stant, intense condition of Emily Dicldnson's speakers. This double attitude 

toward reality accounts for the antithesis of pleasure and pain, ecstasy and 

dread, faith and doubt constituting what Anderson cal.ls a "running strategy 

.. 14 in her poetry. 

A woman who maintains that "To know the worst, leaves no dread more--/ 

To scan a Ghost, is faint-But grappling, conquers it-" (281) must confront 

love and death. 15 Since Emily Dickinson's way of grappling with reality is 

to explore it artistically, these two areas attract her as the ultimates of 

human experience. Considering Freud's opposing Eros as the great unifying 

force to 'l'hanatos, the great destructive one, readers should not be surprised 

that a poet who thinks both eschatologically and ironically should relate love 

and death. The screws that wrung the essential oils of her art were the 

screws of anguish, the severe suffering she experienced as she faced the cosmic 

ancient myths, "Analysis of the Three Caskets." 

13Thomas Macklin, 0 An AnalysitJ of the Experience in Lyric Poetry," .£!, 
IX (March, 1948), 320. 

14 "Emily Dickinson," American Literary Masters, ed. by Charles Anderson 
(2 vols.; Chicago: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 196S), I, 979. 

15 Emily Dickinson, !!:!!, Poems .2£. Emily Dickinson, ed. by Thomas H. 
Johnson (3 vols.; Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 1955), I, 200. All further quotations of her poems will be from this 
edition; only the number of the poem will be given in the body after the quo
tation. 



- 5 -

questions involved in love and death. Her ruthless honesty in decisively 

asking ultimate questions caused her the pain that she relieved by objectify

ing it, defined by exploring it, and disciplined by transforming it into art. 

Besides sharing a common source, love and death call forth similar 

attitudes in the speaker. 1'he voice sees these experiences as polar. Her 

posture toward them is: 1) psychological; 2) transcendentalist; 3) platonic; 

4) existential; and 5) tragic. Her final response is ambivalent. 

So sensitive was Emily Dickinson to a pol•r approach to reality that 

one critic claims that "she was in love with extremes. 1•
16 Her presenting one 

experience in terms of its opposite suggests the limitation of the human con-

dition as well as its polarity. She pt~sents love not simply as the positive 

pole and death as the negative one, but instead treats them each as sources of 

creative and destructive powers. Love and death delight and frighten simul-

taneously. Desire and fear, consequently, complicate the speaker's attitude. 

1) Psychological.--From within her own mind, the speaker explores 

love and death as levels of human consciousness. Such an approach searches 

the nuances of bridal and burial event chiefly to trace their effect upon the 

inner world, the changes they bring about within the speaker's inner self. 

Regardless of the immediacy of the external detail in these poems, such an 

approach of psychic reconnaissance is basically introspective. The stress is 

not upon the external, physical happening but upon the internal, responding 

self operating in Coleridge's world of secondary imagination. 'nle stance is 

highly self-conscious and concerned to analyze with clinical precision--that 

16 Glauco Canlbon, "Violence and AbstTaction in Emily Dickinson," _fili, 
LXVIII (Summer, 1960), 460. 
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ereatefl the deceptive illusion of ohjectivity--the inner effect and not the 

outer event. 

2) Transcendentalist.--Closely connected to this absorption with 

psychological response instead of with event is the speaker's transcendentalist 

or Calvinistic concern with the significance of love or death rather than with 

the experience eer !!.• If "no poet ever wrote with tighter grip on the reali

ties of inner existence,"17 no poet was ever more aware that "the Outer--from 

the Inner/Derives it's Magnitude" (451). In a manner reminiscent of Edwards 

or Emerson• the speak.er searches love and death for their symbolic meaning. 

The emphasis again is not on the outward event except as it conveys religious 

or moral experience. In such a mental climate, the physical world becomes an 

analogy for the spiritual and the speaker obsessively tries to identify the 

links between the two realms. aecause of this interiorization of experience, 

this search for the reality behind the appearance. the physical facts of love 

and death are of importance only as they suggest corresponding spiritual as-

pects. As a result, the speaker's approach to both experiences contains a 

strange mixture of precise physical details of sensation and an attitude of 

superiority to the body. When the psychological and spiritual aspects of love 

and death consume the voice's attention, the physical facets fade almost into 

non-being. 

3) Platonic.-The platonic motion of Emily Dickinson's mind also con-

tributes to the minor importance of the phyoical. This poet's attitude toward 

the body and her creative use of it in her work are the converse of her 

17 Louis L. Martz, "In Being's Centre," UTg, XXVII (July, 1957), 565. 
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contemporary, Walt Whitman 1 s. With his qua.Ai-rhapsod:i.c and mystic praise of 

the physical, Whitman is much less precise about concrete sense details, 

whereas Emily Dickinson with her accurate rendering of sensation is really not 

at all concerned about the body. The sensual vehicle she employs merely in

tensifies, by contrast, the basically bodiless approach. The speaker's experi

ence with either love or death is typically psychological, transcendentalist, 

or platonic; the mind or soul's reacting to the bridal or burial event, not 

the body's, fascinates the voice. Emily Dickinson's "sense of tbe evanescence 

and worthlessness of the flesh "18 prompts a speaker to cherish "our poor 

Ideal~/Till in purer dress--/We behold her--glorified/ ••• Transfigured--

mended--" (428). l'he frequency of white robe imagery, with its spiritualizing 

implications, testifies to this poet's idealism, which a contemporary who knew 

19 her well termed platonic. 

4) Existential.--Eclectic as her vision of the human condition is, 

Emily Dickinson can be called existential as well as platonic. Because of her 

experiential approach to being, she is now frequently recognized as an existen

tialist isolated in an age of transcendentalism.20 Distrusting absolutes, she 

relies upon only the experience of the individual. The only truth that con-

vinces her resides, not in formalized abstractions, but in concretions subject 

18 Chase, P• 181. 

19 
Richard B. Sewall, ~ LY!1l!9 Letters: !!!, Light ~ Emily Dickinson 

.!!!!.! !!.!!, Family (Amherst, Mass.: University of Massachusetts Press, 1965), p. 35. 

20 N.B. Charles R. Anderson, "The Conscious Self in Emily Dickinson's 
Poetry," AL, XXXI (November, 1959), 303; Griffith, pp. 261-262; 'lbomas H. 
Johnson, ed., !!!.!, Letters _2!, Emily Dickinson (3 vols.; Cambridge, Mass.: The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1958), I, xii-xiii. 

• 
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to pragmatic testing. Abstractions about life she considers as inferior to 

personal experience, as ''Liquor in the Jug" to "Liquor at the Lip" (1101). 

Al.though her desire for certainty refuses settled systems and relies instead 

upon her own inner awareness as the only means of achieving cosmic answers, 

Emily Dickinson recognizes the limitations of the self in an alien, threaten

ing world. Thrown back upon herself, she sees man as a being ruled by tmcer

tainty, loneliness, and time. Emily Dickinson's sensitivity to man's isola-

tion, ignorance, and evant:scence is so pervasive that critics parallel her 

metaphysical position to the darker romantics of her day and the darker 

philosophers of today. Paul McCarthy claims that she "went further than Mel

ville in admitting the facts of man's inability to know and his frightening 

isolation. 1121 John Pickard says that "in much the same manner as modern phi-

22 losophers like Tillich she viewed man as an estranged, beleaguered creature." 

Emily Dickinson's existential concept of man's precarious and anguished posi-

tion as a dependent being radically affects her treatment of love and death. 

The voice's ambivalence as she encounters love and death involves the poet's 

terror in response to the flux she fears is the essence of life--a life she, 

therefore, terms brittle and porcelain. While critics recognize the decisive 

nature of this poet's concern with flux, they differ in their description of 

it; one claims that a "concept central to her thinking • • • is the imprison

ment of man's mind in time1123 ; but another says that "her:.neurotic obsession 

2111An Approach to Emily Dickinson's Poetry," Emerson Society Quarterly, 
No. 44 (Fall, 1966), 26. 

22Emily Dickinson (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1967), 
p. 37. 

37 Charles R. Anderson, ''Trap of Time in Emily Dickinson's Poetry," .!.!:!!.• 
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24 with temporality ••• is the chief obsession of her poetry." In a world of 

change, the speaker envisions both love and death as evidence of man's final 

extinction. 

5) Tragic.--Denied cosmic certainty, subject to inevitable flux, and 

suffering spiritual isolation, Emily Dickinson's view of man is as tragic as 

it is existential. Threatened from without by a universe--and possibly a god-

either indifferent or malignant, she sees potential destruction in all facets 

of life. 25 Her letters and her poetry betray her excessive fear of psychic 

destruction. Poem 201 dramatizes her realization of how far man will go to 

preserve life, spiritual as well as physical. Her fear of extinction of psy

chic integrity, and so of unique selfhood, is painfully realized in Poem 937. 

Her dread of any threat to her integrity makes both love and death dark forces 

destructive of individuality. Emily Dickinson's reaction to nature further 

demonstrates the terror she felt in the presence of any force that might over-

power her. The danger lying just below the appealing surface of nature made 

it a source of mystery, destruction, and dread. The good the romantics saw 

in nature was always overshadowed in this poet's mind by its hostility. The 

XXVI (September, 1959), 402. 

24 Griffith, p. 280. 

25 This position challenges Leta Perry Di Salvo's in The Arrested 
Syllable: ! Study ~£!!!_Death Poetey ~Emily Dickinson, unpublished disser
tation (Denver: University of Denver Press, 1965). She flatly states: "It is 
difficult to find any expression of fear in the Dickinson poems." p. 5. 
Later she limits this generalization. however. by saying: "Actual death is 
never feared. • • • What is feared is psychic death." p. 78. 
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arndety of the speaker approaching nature, love, and death in Emily Dickinson's 

~eflects the poet's own tragic view of the huroan predicament.26 
lyrics &. 

Ambivalence throughout characterizes the speaker's posture toward love 

and death. These are experiences that simultaneously delight and frighten. 

The voice finds them mysteries containing both the promise of fulfillment and 

the threat of annihilation. Because Emily Dickinson's tragic awareness is 

never totl'll llnd her existential sense of anguish is never unq\1alified, she 

27 recof.llizes the limitations of the existing self but never accepts them. If 

she could have accepted final uncertainty and impermanence. Emily Dickinson's 

suffering would have been diminished and her poetry would have been propor-

tionately less tensioned. Her position appears more complex. Experientially 

she had to admit the reality of what Johnson calls 

her agonizing sense of ironic contrasts • • • of the human predica
ment in which man is mocked, destroyed, and beckoned to some incom
prehensible repose; of the limits of reason, order, and justice in 
human as well as divine relationships.28 

Spiritually and emotionally, however, she never appears to have accepted what 

26 Johnson asserts that "tragic vision gives her poetry its high rank." 
Letters, I, xii; Ford speaks of the "atmosphere of tragedy" in ''her serious 
poetry." p. 103; and Griffith describes her as a "tragic poet. endowed with 
tragic insights and a great tragic sensibility." p. 6. 

27 Despite the scholarship and insights evident in Anderson's EmilX 
Dickinson, his use of accepted rather than recognized seems inexact when he 
states that "she accepted the mortal lot as inescapable, trapped in time and 
wavering perpetually between doubt and belief in another life beyond ... p. 222. 
Roy Harvey Pearce also asserts: "The point is that she accepts the predica
ment fully and utterly; that she exhibits in her poems no hope, no desire, of 
breaking out of it." "Emily Dickinson" in The C.ontinuit;r ,g! American Poetry 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 19615'7 pp. 176-177. 

28 Johnson, ed., Letters, I, xii. 
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she intellectually recognized. Part of her religious rebellion seems to have 

been asa:!.nst not the i!!!';erfections of sinful man but against the natural limi

tations of his humanity. Like Emerson ehe believed "the soul refuses lim

its. 1129 Emily Dickinson's recognition of the finite in man and his desire for 

the infinite makes her vision of all experience double and consequently her 

approach to love and death, the ultimate human experiences, peculiarly ambiva-

lent. 

Thematic relationships also link love and death in Emily Dickinson's 

poetry. Both are consistent concerns in her entire canon. As early as the 

valentine which Johnson places as her first poem in his definitive, critical 

edition, this poet connects love and death. 

The .!2!!. doth woo the mortal. death claims a living bride, 
Night unto day is married, morn wto eventide; 

Although the voice in Poem 887 says that "we outgrow love, 11 it and death per-

meate these lyrics. That many of Emily Dickinson's finest love and death poems 

appeared during the years of her multi-faceted crisis does not mean that these 

experiences nibbled at her soul only then, but rather that their number is 

proportionately higher at that period because her total creative output was at 

l 
its peak in the early 1860s. Although her artistic use of them varied in tone 

and emphasis, the cosmic implications of love and death gnawed at her inces-

santly. The emphasis shifts; the earlier poems--especially the weak.er ones--

are more apt to be tinged with sentimentality and coyness, the later ones 

marked more by abstraction and detachment.. A close study of poems with related 

29 F. o. Matthiessen, American Renaissance (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1941), p. 182. 
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themes reveals pattems of thought. Even before the lyrics were chronologi

callY arranged, many critics detected a movement in the love poems which they 

variously described as "a series of steps in a pilgrimage from earthly love to 

30 devotion to Omnipotence" ; and as "an obvious change from the early sentimen-

31 tal love lyrics to a growing awareness of a powerful male influence" ; or 

as sublimated love, becoming "a cross, a crown, a heavenly bride, a divine 

32 title without the sign• and a promise of immortality." Whicher and Van der 

vat gi'V9 rather detailed steps in. the generally agreed upon progression from 

sentimentality to spirituality in the love theme. 33 

Except for a few critics, such as Louise Bogan, who consider this 

poet's interest in death as only an early addiction to graveyardism from which 

she moved away in her mature poetry, most Dickinson scholars regard death as 

one of her most persistent themes. 34 
The only major movement critics discem 

in Emily Dickinson's death poetry fa~ into two areas: l) a shift from greater 

confidence in immortality to greater skepticism and "apparent hopelessness of 

solving the 'riddle' in. this life1135 ; and 2) the emergence of time as "a 

30 Donald l. Connor, ''nle Significance of Emily Dickinson," g_, III 
(April, 1942), 630-631. 

31 Pickard, p. 22. 

32 
Ruth Flanders McNaughton, .'.!l!!,. Imageu 2£. Emily Dickinson, University 

of Nebraska Studies, New Series, No. 4 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press. 
1949), p. 61. 

33wtiicher, p. 273; D. G. Van der Vat, "Emily Dickinson (1830-1881)," 
,!!, XXI (December, 1939), 257. 

34 "A Mystical Poet," iu Emily Dickinson, ed. by Richard B. Sewell 
(Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1963), p. 141. 

35 Ford, p. 70. 
•• 
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36 spatial quality" as the belief in immortality becomes less certain. Inter-

estingly, the movement in the love poems seems to be from intense, personal 

pain to serene, religious acceptance, while the movement in the death poems is 

in'V8r&ely from religious confidence to tortured doubt. 

In Emily Dickinson's poetry love and death have another and deeper re-

lationship. They both represent crucial experiences that transcend man's limi

tations. They are ritual events of mystic meaning that illumine man and bring 

hi• nearer to the Infinite he craves. Since they confer the grace of vision, 

a sudden insight that plt.mges the recipient into the mystery of being, they are 

akin to mmnents of spiritual and artistic intuition for which "the Soul should 

always stand ajar" (1055). In Emily Dickinson's hierarchy of experience, love 

and death rank high as sources of religious illumination and sacramental sta-

tus. In a world devoid of traditional values, this poet created a private and 

dramatic scheme to give possible meaning to her existence. Her "idea of status 

may be regarded as the doctrine of justification translated into a private 

language of romance."37 Within this sacramental c0ttatruct, the bridal and 

burial events possess the dignity and significance of sacraments. 

Thematically Bmily Dickinson's poems about love and death concretize 

her typical ambivalence in the face of these most powerful human experiences. 

As sources of both wholeness and destruction, love and death elicit no final 

or exclusive response from the speaker. Ecstasy and despair, desire and fear 

operate simultaneously. Because of the poet's and speaker's basic posture 

36Frederick J. Hoffman, The Mortal No: Death and the Modem Imagination 
(Princeton, New Jersey: PrincetonuniversityPress, 1964)-;-p'. 4. 

37 
Chase, p. 146. 
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toward these experiences, Eros and Thanatos sometimes fuse in Emily Dickinson's 

work making it difficult not only to say whether the specific poem creates an 

experience of fulfillment or destruction, but also to discem clearly whether 

the experience involves love or death. The critical problems resulting from 

this fusion of the erotic and the macabre become apparent in the widely differ

ing interpretations of "Wild Nights-Wild Nights" (249). The majority of read

ings acknowledge its cente1· as "sexual Passion1138 and its expression as a 

"compact of Freudian figures. " 39 Others, however, question this erotic anal

ysis, claiming that despair "is its central point1140 or even that the artifact 

is an "apparent death. wish: a personification and apostrophe to Death. n41 

This study affirms that although her handling of love and death is 

highly individual, Emily Dickinson's poems that explore these experiences are 

part of a long ~estam tradition in which love and death interact, and part of 

the mainstream of American literature. 11~e love-death duality has been a part 

of the European literary heritage from the time of the romance. The romantic 

mantality has consistently exalted a love that can find no consummation in this 

world. To the romantic--medieval, Renaissance, or nineteenth century--love at 

its highest demands obstacles that intensify it and also frustrate it and, 

therefore, glorifies death as the only avenue to passion's satisfaction, a 

38 Anderson, ed., nEmily Dickinson," American Litararz Masters, I, 978. 

39 Henry Wells, Introduction !2.. Emily Dickinson (Chicago: Packard and 
Company, 1947), p. 253. 

40 Paul Faris, "Eroticism in Emily Dickinson's 'Wild Nights,'" NEQ, XL 
(June, 1967), 269. 

41 
James T. Connelley, 11Dickinson's 'Wild Nights,'" Explicator, XXV 

(January, 1967), #44. 
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42 satisfaction delayed until and sanctified by the grave. The literary tradi-

tion that assigns "infinite value to anything. including love, once it is lost, 

is instinctive, and is therefore so native to the human mind as to be pre-

11Yth• n43 Louis Martz puts Emily Dickinson in another literary history when he 

aligns her 

with other poets of the meditative genre--not only with Herbert and 
Vaughan, whom we know that she read and admired, but also with Hop
kins, Donne, Yeats. Edward Taylor. and other poets of this ••• 
kind. 44 

Other critics besides Martz have insisted on her resemblance--temperamental 

and aesthetic-to the Metaphysicals. Whether her likeness to these seventeenth 

century poets is a spiritual or a technical one, her sensitivity to the skull 

beneath the skin establishes her in the line of metaphysical poets and so in 

the mainstream of Western literature. 

Emily Dickinson's poetry of love and death is also in the mainstream of 

American literature. Besides her kinship, in this regard, with Jonathan Ed-

wards and Edward Taylor, this poet's work unites her with the major nineteenth 

century American romantics. In his vision of cyclic evolution, Whitman con

stantly links love and death. To a cosmic religious poet like Whitman, "death, 

like birth, is a ritualistic act. "45 He also presents sex as a mystically 

42 Denis de Rougemont in Love in the Western World, Doubleday Anchor 
Books (Garden City, New York: Do'U'b'ieday &company, Inc.• 1957) traces the 
development of this aspect of the romantic sensibility and shows its influence 
upon literature. Leslie A. l'ieldler in Love and Death in the American Novel 
refers to the effect of this romantic dispositi'On upon 1ret!'On when he speaks 
of the bed as "the place of deflowering as well as dying," P• 265 and of "the 
extraordinary doctrine of sanctified posthumous adultery which informs both 
Julie and Werther." P• 87. 

43»1 Salvo, p. S8. 44Martz, P• 565. 
45 

James E. Miller, "ll'our Cosmic Poets." UKCR, XXIII (June, 1957), 312. -
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•aningful act. The relation of Emily Dickinson's love-death poetry to the 

work of the other romantics resides, not so much in the likeness of the experi

ences explored, but in the basic attitudes toward human experience implied. 

Like Emerson and Thoreau, this woman presents reality as symbolic. Love and 

death interest her as metaphors of spiritual significance. Like Hawtbome

end especially like Melville-E111ily Dickinson sees reality as threatening and 

80 her work represents "a gradual mow•nt toward peas1111ism" in American litera 

cure. 46 Melville's "seekers after extinction ••• sought out death in the 

hope that with death, either the answers would come, or else a total oblivious

ness to the questions. "47 At the same time that they woo death, figures like 

Ahab fear it. As a cosmic poet, Emily Dickinson's ambivalence toward love and 

death strongly resembles that of Melville's protagonists. 

This analysis of Emily Dickinson's treatment of the duality of Eros and 

'?ha:natos demonstrates her kinship with major twentieth century American poets. 

What Hyatt H. Waggoner says of her work in general especially applies to this 

poet's poems of love and death. 

There are very few American poets either before or after her 
whose work is not suggested somewhat in hers, whose images she did 
not try out. whose insights she did not recapitulate, criticize, or 
anticipate. She not only bridged the gap between Edward Taylor and 
Emerson. she bridged the one between Emerson and Frost-and even, 
more rarely but distinctly enough--between Emerson and Eliot and 
Stevens.48 

Depending upon their own point of concentration, critic:$ have noted particular 

467. 
46 Herbert R. Coursen, Jr., "Nature's Center," CE, XXIV (March, 1963), -
47Griffith, p. 144. 

326. 

48"Emily Dickinson: The Transcendent Self," Criticism, VII (l'all, 1965). 
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links binding Emily Dickinson and other American writers. Randall Stewart 

connects her with Henry James because of their cODD10n "emphasis upon the neces

sitY of suffering. "49 In her division of twentieth century poetry into two 

main streams, Bernice Slota describes the New Puritanism as "that tradition 

of rigorously honed intellectualism in which the old worship of the soul has 

been replaced by the worship of the mind. uSO 'lbe complexity of love and 

death's interaction in Emily Dickinson's poetry makes apparent her position as 

a forerunner of the Eliot tradition and her relationship to Ezra Pound, 

Wallace Stevens, and Robert Lowell. 

Far from contributing to any myth of artistic eccentricity, Emily 

Dickinson's handling of this subject matter clearly reveals her place in the 

mainstream of American literature. Although she belongs to both the American 

and Western literary tradition, Emily Dickinson's monistic philosophic bent 

combined with her dualistic psychological and artistic bent makes her work 

unique in both traditions.51 '!bis play of opposites at the deepest level of 

the poet's being contributes to the peculiar tension in her poems as doubt and 

affirmation, pulling against each other, create the individualized tonal 

pattern. 

No one critical approach is adequate to an investigation of the many 

49 American Literature and Christian Doe (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State University Press. 1958),-p:" 106. 

so in Start .!.!!!!. .£2!. Sun, ed. by James E. Miller, Jr. (Lincoln: Uni-
versity of Nebraska Press, 1960), p. 3. 

51 In Poem 976, e.g., Emily Dickinson uses the traditional convention 
of a body-soul debate, but her casual treatment of 0 an overcoat of clay" re
verses the expected attitude and thus contributes toward the individuality of 
the experience. 
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ways in which this poet links love and death. If the artifact is acknowledged 

as the sum of the artist's total self-his historical inheritance. his own 

temperament, his personal experience, his metaphysical outlook, his spiritual 

questings--and also as an art object in itself worthy of existence separated 

from the poet, then the relevancy of a basically two forked instrument is ob-

vioUS. Since the poet's own uniqueness is the glass through which he perceives 

and reacts to the self and the non-self, this study first e:xandnes the possible 

reasons why Emily Dickinson relates love and death as she does. Within the 

person of the poet and her milieu lie the causes of her sensitivity to and 

attitudes toward these experiences. The emphasis here is upon the artist, not 

upon the artifact; however. it is understood that this interest in the forces 

that shaped the poet is valid in such a study only as an aid in approaching 

S2 the poetry more perceptively. The formative areas considered are: 1) his-

torical; 2) biographical; 3) psychological; 4) and theological.53 These fac-

tors qualified the attitudes, consciously and subconsciously, held by the poet 

toward love and death. 

After the probable causes of Emily Dickinson's postures toward love 

and death and her reasons for relating them have been probed, their effects 

upon her poetry will be investigated. Exactly how the artist's awareness of 

the duality of these experiences individualizes and textures her work is the 

primary subject of this dissertation. Once the likely sources of Emily 

52without the aid of biographical reference, poems such as 1027, 1028, 
and 1094--written to accompany a gift of fruit or flowers--could easily be 
misread. 

53 Chapter II analyzes these factors in detail and shows how they col-
ored Emily Dickinson's reactions toward the erotic and macabre aspects of life. 
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Dickinson's abiding interest in these themes is established, especially in re

gard to the postures toward them they precipitated, the precise use the poet 

makes of these motifs can better be analyzed. For it is the assumption of this 

studY that the personality of the artist. the integrated whole of the poet's 

temperament, attitudes, and experiences, is reflected in the poem. This inti

mate relation between the artist and his creation is of particular significance 

in regard to poetry, where the matter and form of the work may be said to arise 

54 within the soul of the poet. The poet's interpretation of reality conditions 

the concepts and images he uses and the contextual relations he builds between 

them. 

"nlis study limits its textual analysis of Emily Dickinson's poems to 

three types: 1) those in which love is the central experience; 2) those in 

which death is the central experience; and 3) those in which both love and 

SS death are essential to the experience. Consequently, while recognizing 

their place in her canon, this study excludes extended analysis of poems in 

which love or death functions only as a conditioning tone to render a more 

complex interpretation of another experience. It also eliminates other poems 

in which erotic references or macabre objects are used to make the image 

strikingly concrete and unique. Only those poems are included in which love 

and/or death serve as a well wrought structure of meaning for the entire 

54 
John Duffy, c. S.S. R. , !. Philos22hY. ~ Poetry Based .!?!!. Thomistic !!!!l-

ei pl es (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1945), p. 145. 

55 Chapter III deals with love poetry per .!!J Chapter IV deals with 
death poetry per.!!.; and Chapter V deals with poetry in which love and death 
interact. 
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Part of the method of this study involves arranging poems within these 

three large groups according to the aspect of love or death explored and com

paring them to discover basic patterns. These patterns may depend upon the 

similarity of the experiences or of the postures maintained toward them. This 

thematic grouping reveals not only structural and psychological designs, but 

it also makes "clear that she was pioneering a new direction in intellectual 

57 
tone and poetic idiom." 

A close and independent reading of the works themselves constitutes 

the major critical approach of this study. Structural analysis is, therefore, 

the backbone of most of this examination. In seeking to define the relation-

ship of the love-death themes as Emily Dickinson employs them. this investiga-

tion must look closely at the basic attitudes toward love and death displayed 

in the poems. To identify the attitudes voiced in a particular poem means 

necessarily to identify the tone, for tone may well constitute "the most im

portant part of meaning •.. sa Identifying the tonal nuances of any poem require,s 

the analysis of the interrelation of words and of the tensions they set off. 

It is in the tensions which the poet creates, tensions structured out of ca-

dence, syntax 1 connotation. and other elements of poetry, which William Van 

O'Connor so ably discusses, that the typically complex attitude of the speaker 

56 At this second and third level of incorporation. 1 Emily Dickinson 
typically introduces far more references to death than to love. 

57 Anderson, ''Emily Dickinson," American Literary Masters• I, p. 96 7. 

58t.aurence Perrine, "The Importance of Tone in the Interpretation. of 
Literature," .£!.., XXI.V (February, 1963), 389. 
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l of love and death can be pin T\Ainted, even in a loose manner:9 
to•ard the po es r~ 

This analysis of tension proceeds on the assumption that the poem is more than 

its rational content and that its "total intention may be very different from 

60 
its paraphraseable, or purely logical, content." The presence of antitheti-

cal responses qualifying each other in the same poem makes such close analysis 

of structure essential to any adequate interpretation of the relation of these 

experiences in this poet's work. In relation to both experiences this double 

vision is important, for it is one of the factors that, in the most successful 

poe11& of love and death, prevents a sentimental handling. 

Finally, it is hoped that this close scrutinizing of the agent, the po-

etic object, and the relationship between them, in regard to these two themes 

will lead to a fuller understanding of the nature and source of the poet's 

fundamental ambivalence toward all reality, the relations of her stance toward 

lave and death and other crucial experiences, and the resulting psychic and 

formal tensions that in di vidualiae the poeu. 

The very nature of this study presents certain problems. Centered in 

the poetic object, they include the extensiveness and unevenness of Emily 

Dic:ltinson's work as well as the compressed and paradoxical nature of her style. 

Centered in the body of existing Dickinson criticism, they involve the unre-

listed danger of reading from her life into her poetry or of the use of Freud-

tan. insights by those who are not trained in psychoanalysis as well as the 

591 'Tenaion and Structure," SR, LI (Autumn, 1943), 555-573. -
60 Yvor Winters, Primitivism.!!!.! Decadence (New York: Arrow Editions, 

1937). p. 3. 
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contradictory opinions of respected critics. Centered in the writer, they in

volve the above critical hazards as well as a strong personal empathy for this 

~oman and liking for her work. 

The scope and unevenness of Emily Dickinson's canon necessitates limit-

ing the analysis to those poems most significant, either in themselves or in 

relation to this investigation's purpose. Even though some critics claim that 

most of her love poetry was confined to the years of crisist the poem's utili

sation of love, not the period of its composition, makes it relevant bere.61 

A more intrinsic problem in selecting and grouping love poems involves decid

ing the object of the love. In many lyrics the love could be read as directed 

either to a friend, to a lover, or to God-or even to more than one of these 

at the same time. The "marriage poems" demonstrate how difficult it is to 

distinguish between divine and human love in these poems. The the•• of love 

62 and friendship also frequently overlap. 

The nature of Emily Dickinson's work presents other obstacles to ob-

jective analysis. Her poetic style-compressed, elliptical, enigmatic, under-

stated, ironic--challenges any simple interpretation. Ber use of: intuitive 

jumps rather than a strictly rational sequence; unusual grammatical forms and 

punctuation; a private symbolism made up of an esoteric vocabulary; playful 

wit in the most serious situations; and ambivalent attitudes within the same 

poem make a totally objective reading difficult. 

Because Emily Dickinson, "like many poets, watt consistent in her 

61 Pickard, p. 26. 

lover. 
62 Poems 253 and 317, e.g., could be addressed to a friend or to a 
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rns but inconsistent in her attitudes," no single, final stance toward 
conce 

love and death appears in her poems.
63 

The speaker's posture toward these 

experiences varies from poem to poem. The form of the work itself and the 

poet's sense of the dramatic basically decided the attitude in any lyric. 

eonsequently, it is critically dangerous to assume that the stance in any 

poem solely reflects the poet's own intellectual and emotional response. AB a 

conscious artist, she imaginatively projected herself into either macabre or 

erotic situations, and the emotion expressed was the one that would best de

lineate that particular segment of reality; it was not necessarily the poet's 

personal response in the situation. The personal element came to play in the 

fact that this poet could project herself into such situations involving the 

interplay of love and death, and furthermore, that she did, so readily and 

characteristically. Because her poems are "inter-dependent, a bodz of work, 

no one of them attempting to present 'the whole Truth,'° no one poem equals 

Emily Dickinson's response to love and death.64 The nature of the relationship 

ehe created between Eros and 'ftlanatos in her poems can be discovered only by 

considering the entire range of her canon, before studying a selectiw number 

of her poems in detail. 

To au unusual degree articles and books dealing with Emily Dickinson 

have followed a vicious circle. They frequently--noticeably in the earliest 

period of Dickinson criticism--concentratecl in a sensational and romantic 

fashion upon her life. By reading into the poetry from the supposed fact• of 

63 Richard Wilbur, "Sumptuous Destitution," in Emily Dickinson, ed. by 
Richard B. Sewell, p. 128. 

64 
Waggoner, 318. 
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her life and then supporting their reading of her life by the experiences in 

her poetry, they created a myth and kept attention away from the poetry itself. 

EudlY Dickinson's love poetry has occasioned much of this type of unscholarly, 

undisciplined interpretation. 

The guesses as to her secret have ranged from the over silly 
(that she was a Lesbian) to the over psychological (that she 
was in love with her father), with an assortment of other 
claims that this or that man Wt.@ the cause of her retirement 
and renunciation of the world. 65 

The dangers inherent in applying an excessively Freudian interpretation to the 

poet's life parallels the one exposed in a single-minded psychoanalytic inter-

66 
pretation of specific poe'llS. 

A thorough knowledge of the poet's biography, historical situation, 

and intellectual milieu is a prerequisite for this kind of thematic study; yet 

this background never warrants reading iuto the poetry what is not there. A 

poem, like any artistic object, has a right to independent existence. Meaning 

is contained within the poem's own structure; all related information, such as 

biographical details, should be used only as an aid in interpreting. What is 

extrinsic to the poem should not determine its meaning. The recognition of 

this hazard to true scholarship creates another danger, i.e.• a hesitancy 

about tracing any connections between the agent and the poetic object, so that 

justified and significant links are not observed and meaningful general 

65 Charles Carroll Hollis, "Last Words on Our Greatest Woman Poet 1 " 

America, March 11, 1961, p. 763. 
66 

Poem 1712, e.g., objectifies the poet's-or the speaker's-fear of 
human existence, rather than a specifically erotic experience. It has• how
ever• been misread in an exclusively sexual frame of reference. In such a 
frame, J?!1 is distorted into a totally erotic, rather than a more inclusive 
psychological, image. 
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observations and conclusions are not made. 

Disagreement among eminent critics also suggests SOPle of the dangers in· 

~lvad in interpreting this poet's life and work. Whether neurotic or creative 

imPulses motivated Emily Dickinson's secluded life, whether affirmation or 

denial marked her response to life, whether faith or despair characterized her 

spiritual state, whether she believed in or doubted immortality, whether her 

personal relation with a specific man or a more impersonal problem occasioned 

67 
her years of crisis are all disputed questions. 

The debate over whether an actual man motivated her spate of love poems 

-and who he might be-illustrates the difficulties these opposed interpreta-

uons cause. Johnson. Whicher, Chase. Gelpi• and Sherwood consider Dr. Wads

worth the probable object, conscious or subconscious, of this woman's love and 

the inspiration for most of her love poetry. 68 Higgins and Miller claim, and 

Lindberg implies, that Samuel Bowles was the disturbing male influence in the 

decisive years of crisis. 69 Anderson, on the other hand, strongly doubts that 

671n seeking the probable causes of Emily Dickinson's attitudes toward 
love and death, Chapter II analyzes these debated questions in detail. 

68 Johnson, Emily Dickinson• pp. 82-83, 99-100; Whicher, pp. 99-112; 
Chase, p. 151; Albert Gelp1 1 the Mind of the Poet (Cambridge: Harvard Uni-...._.......__ ........................... 
wrsity Press, 1965), pp. 21-25; William Robert Sherwood, Circumference and 
CircU111Stance: Staps in!!!. l:!!!! aud Art a! Emilz: Dickinson (New York: cor-wabia 
University Press, 1968), pp. 71-86. 

69 David Higgins, Portrait of 15111 Dickinson (New Brunswick, New 
Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1967 , pp. 81-84; Ruth Miller, The Poet;z, a! 
Emil% Dickinson (Middletown, Coan.: Wesleyan University Press, 1968), PP• 111• 
119; Brita Lindberg-Seyersted, !!!!, Voice .!!, !!:!!. !!!!. (Cambridge: Harvard Uni
versity Press, 1968), PP• 53-54. 
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70 
atlY identifiable lover existed. Pickard says that Wadsworth "could have 

been the force behind her poetic explosion, the figure who provided the spiri

tual and emotional affinity for which she had been starving. "
71 

Later he 

wisely adds1 

The complexities of anyone's emotional life are difficult to unravel, 
and with 8ll elusive, many-faceted personality like Emily Dickinson the 
hidden areas may never he fully illuminated. Whether Wadsworth or 
Bowles or some still unknown person was her imagined or actual lover 
is less important than the fact that her passionate response to this 
figure occasioned some of the finest lyrics in the entire range of 
American poetry.72 

Regardless of their opinion about the reality and/or identity of Emily Dickin

son's lover or the intrinsic value of her love poetry, most critics agree that 

the poems themselves, not the mystery man, should be the object of scholarly 

study. 

The writer's own prejudice toward this poet could be a final critical. 

danger. Since, however, this atudy 1s method is analytic and descriptive rather 

than evaluative, Emily Dickinson's fascination as a person of rare intellectual 

and emotional honesty who ruthlessly analyzed her experiences as a woman and 

asked the supreme questions about human existence, and her equal fascination 

as a poet who is uniquely personal, yet universal and philosophic, and who 

wrote a poetry of ideas w-ltb womanly intensity yet stoical restraint, should 

not interfere with objective criticism. 

As any bibliography of Emily Dickinson will mutely testify, the last 

70 Em1l7 Dickinson, PP• 167-168. Theodora Ward speaks of a totally un-
known man °wllo came into her life for only a short time." The Capsule of the 
.!!!-nd (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of the Harvard University Press. 196!),p. 
153. 

71 
Pickard, p. 25. 72Ibid. , p. 29. -
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decade has produced a vast amotmt of research on this poet. Since the so-calle1 

Jniddle parioc! of Dickinson scholarship, the cr.f.tical Clirection hee\m. by Allen 

Tate• William ~enn W~rren, Ivor Winters• and Richard Bl"ckmur has been general-
_ .. ', "') ~ : ~~ ; ,. 

ly followed. Charles Whicher's biography. an interpretative and an informed 

account of the poet's life and creative technique. furthered this trend. 

Richard Chase's and Thomas Johnson's interpreta.ti ve biographies, David Higgins• 

and William Sherwood's studies, Jay Leyda's documentation of the poet's life, 

Jack Capp' s study of her reading patterns, the Lyman Letters, and Thomas 

Johnson's definitive edition of her letters give needed insight into the per-

sonal and historical background from which the artist and her art developed. 

Given '11l.omas Johnson'• definitive edition of Emily Dickinson's poems in 1955 

and s. P. Rosenbawn's concordance to the poems in 1964, critics such as Charles 

Anderson, Clark Grlf fi th, Albert Gelpi 1 Theodora Ward• David Porter, Thomas 

Ford, and Brita Lindberg-Seyersted have midertaken extended exegeses, thematic 

studies, linguistic analyses, and penetrating explications of her major poems. 

Ralph Franklin's treatment of the special problems involwd in editing this 

poet and naus Lubbers' history of trends in Dickinson criticism add other di-

mansions to contemporary studies. Dissertations by Leta Di Salvo, Sister 

Anselmo, Norman Gregor, Lee Copple, John r;. ?odd, Thomas Arp, John Wheatcroft, 

Rowena Jones, Emma Julia Phillips, Robert Gene Flick, Bernard Frank, and 

Francis Molson give in-depth interpretations of certain aspects of Emily 

Dickinson's thought and poetry that are relevant to this invastigation. All 

of these studies have in various ways contributed to this dissertation. 



CHAPTER II 

POSSIBLE CAUSES OF EMILY DICKINSON'S INTEREST IN 

AND ATTITUDES TOWARD LOVE AND DEATH 

The poetic artifact is intimately related to all the facets of the po-

et's personality. 

Whether or not the subject matter of a poem deals with cir
cumstances of time and place, it is the poet himself who speaks 
through it. He not only shows • • • his conscious attitudes, but in
evitably reveals BOll8thing of bis unconscious mind, but on a personal 
level and on the deeper one that touches his relation to those under
lying psychological patterns common to all men.l 

The poet's natural disposition, cultural inheritance, historical position, re-

ligious aspirations, and philosophical convictions color all that he creates. 

His own individual experience qualifies--negatively or positively--the artist's 

vision of reality. Each experience of his life conditions in some degree the 

poet's profound self-awareness and modifies the inner substrat\111 of thought 

and feeling from which he writes. Circ\11l8tances and temperament produce atti-

tudes in the artist which make him particularly sensitive to certain patterns 

in life. As Thomas Hardy observes, an artist looks at life as if it were a 

carpet and follows the design or color that appeals to his sense of the h\11lan 

condition. lie is historically and temperamentally conditioned to respond most 

readily and most completely to certain aspects of reality. 

The connection of the poem to the poet parallels the connection of the 

l Theodora Ward, "Ourself Behind Ourself," HLB, X (Winter, 1956), 6. 

- 28 -
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poet to his environment. The entire complex of his milieu affects his crea

tive activity. Allowing, therefore, for interaction between "the private im

agination of the poet and the collective imagination of the tradition she in-

2 berited," nineteenth century New England-a peculiar time and place in the 

AJDerican experience--speaks through Emily Dickinson's poetry. For as one cri

tic says, "intellectually she was a woman of her times, 113 or as she herself so 

succinctly says in Poem 285, she saw "New Englandly." With these causal rela

tions in mind and the knowledge that "no one was more conscious than she her

self that the consequences of having lived at a certain time and in a certain 

place and in a certain way may be all but absolutely decisive, 114 this chapter 

examines the possible roots of Emily Dickinson's interest in and attitudes 

toward love and death. 

If a poem can be considered the result of tensions, the reciprocal ac-

tion of subject matter and the poet's personality, then the meaning of love and 

death for this poet is also contained, at least implicitly, in the identical 

forces which produced their appeal. For the presence of Eros and Thanatos is 

universally felt, but their significance varies with the artist according to 

his own psychic disposition and historical position. To Emily Dickinson love 

and death were compelling facts and their importance, the light and shadow they 

cast upon all other experiences, in fact upon all existence, can be traced to 

intellectual and emotional patterns in the poet herself and in her era. Her 

own psychological, metaphysical, and spiritual bent and the external factors 

2 
J. s. Wheatcroft, "Emily Dickinson's White Robes,n Criticism, V 

(Spring, 1963), 136. 

3 
Waggoner, 298. 4 Chase, p. a. 
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that modified them are the subject of this chapter both as the sources of 

this poet's consciousness of love and death and as the forces which predisposed 

her to certain attitudes toward these experiences. 

Historical 

Emily Dickinson's historical position was a potent factor in shaping 

her as a person and a poet. If Allen Tate is correct in his assassment of 

cultural impact upon the artist, Emily Dickinson lived in just the right time 

5 
and place, "the perfect literary situation, 11 a time of radical change. She 

lived in one of the most markedly transitional periods in American history. 

The strong rivers of Calvinism were flowing into the unlikely streams of Uni-

tarianism and Transcendentalism. The older order was disintegrating from 

within, and Emily Dickinson found herself precariously located historically, 

when all the authoritative philosophic certainties and moral disciplines were 

weakened. A homogeneous culture was no longer possible, for the intellectual 

atmosphere comprised ''a watered-down version of two cultural phenomena: New 

6 England Puritanism and Romanticism. 11 Growing industry and big business• along 

with the new science• were affecting American values. The materialism which 

the Transcendentalists abhorred was changing the nation into an acquisitive 

society. The Civil War epitomized the shattering changes through which this 

poet lived and to which she responded. Existence could never again be as 

simple and dogmatic as it had been--at least, not for those sensitive to their 

surroundings. These divergent intellectual, economic, and political forces 

complicated man's vision of reality. 

5 Tate, p. 19. 6 Chase, p. 44. 
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of all the changes that made this period a time of crisis, the break-

down of Puritanism created the most profo'Wld tensions. For the mid-nineteenth 

century was a time of great spiritual upheaval, "a crucial turning in the his

tory of religious-poetic sensibility, "7 
with outmoded systems behind and uncer

tainties aJ1ead. In 1841 Emerson said of his era "'Our torment is Unbelief.' 118 

For those who wanted soma faith but to whom Calvinism was no longer acceptable, 

Unitarianism or Transcendentalism offered some modus vivendi for reaching out 

to God. nle dogmatic liberalism and vague idealism of either system left many 

mid-century New Englanders in inner conflict and spiritual anguish. 

Unitarianism might be said to have effected a theology of man, 
Transcendentalism, with equal justice, might be said to have re
fined this to a theology of the ego. In both views there was 
less and less of God invoked, and less and less of man involved. 
The area of religious control had, indeed, been reduced; but so 
had the area of religious experience.9 

To generations used to the orthodoxy and authority of Calvinism, these off-

spring of Puritanism were often essentially unsatisfactory. Traditional Chris-

tianity seemed to have died and left a vast religious and social void. Not 

only did God seem amorphous now, but by reducing the awesomeness of man's re-

lation to him, man was reduced in his own eyes. Man's spiritual stature grew 

in mediocrity and lost, consequently, significance and drama. 

Transcendentalism.--Emily Dickinson's vision of reality contains traces 

7 Griffith, p. 271. 

8 
Matthiessen, p. 181. 

9Henry Fairbanks, ''Theocracy to Transcendentalism in America," 
Emerson Societt Quarterly, No. 44 (Fall, 1966), 56. 
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of various doctrines that permeated her age. Basically her philosophic posi-

10 
don is eclectic. At both the rational and the sub-rational level, she ac-

cepted and rejected elements of the intellectual life around her. The Calvin

istic tendencies in her mind and emotions were tinged with diametrically op-

11 posed romantic ideas and feelings. The Puritan tradition rested upon the 

authority of Scripture and established truth, God's incomprehensible sovereign

ty, the natural depravity and dependence of man, his need of grace, and the 

ascetic nature of his quest. Romantic sensibility, on the other hand, posited 

the individual's personal experience and realization of hi1DSelf as the only 

authority, man's innate goodness, the reliability of his emotions, his self-

sufficient ability to perfect himself, and the intuitive nature of his quest. 

The whole complex of Jonathan Edwards' ideas about the human condition might 

be summed up in his statement: "the conversion of a sinner being not owing to 

12 
man's self-determination, but to God's determination." Emerson's antitheti-

cal position might also be summed up in his statement: "its [the human mind's) 

highest attribute is its self existence. It looks to no higher source. It ad

mits of no essence prior to itself. n13 

10 Critics generally agree that Emily Dickinson's philosophic tenets are 
unsystematic and often contradictory. N.B., e.g •• 'Whicher, p. 162; Chase, p. 
187; Anderson, Emily Dickinson's Poetry, p. 285; Ford, p. 188; and Griffith, 
p. 261. 

11 The poet's indebtedness to her Calvinistic background is analyzed 
from p. 125 to p. 143 of this chapter. 

12 P Freedom of the Will, ed. by Paul Ramsey (New Haven: Yale University 
ress, 1957), p. i.'30.- -

13 !!!!. Early Lectures .2! Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. by Stephen E. 'Whicher, 
Robert E. Spiller, and Wallace E. Williams (Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap Press 
of Harvard University Press, 1964), II, 84. 
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As a way of reacting against the eighteenth century's coldly logical 

or mathematical world view or the Calvinist's darkly determined one, Transcen

dentalism would appeal to this young poet. She first met this offspring of 

Germall and English romanticism at a decisive period in her spiritual develop-

At the very time that she could find in herself no affirmation of Cal-

vinism, Ben Newton gave her a copy of the 1847 edition of Emerson's poems. Her 

sense of spiritual inadequacy and isolation fotD.ld a temporary relief. Emerson 

had lectured in Amherst the year before in 1849, and he returned for other 

lectures in 1855 • 185 7, 1865 • and 1879. Al though there is no evidence that she 

heard any of ~hese talks, during these years especially, Emersonian ideas were 

one current in her intellectual environment. Besides apparently reading every-

thing he published, Emily Dickinson frequently referred to Emerson in her 

writing, directly in her letters. less directly in her poetry. 

What Emerson meant to her is apparent not so much in the number of 
her references to him, despite his position in this respect right 
after the Bible and Shakespeare, as in the nature of them •••• 
For the most part 9 she didn't feed to quote him; he bad been too 
thoroughly digested for tbat.l 

In 1874 she sent Mrs. Higginson a copy of Emerson's Re2resentative Men, call

ing it "a little Granite Book you can lean upon. nlS That she admired Emerson 

and Thoreau and that they and other Transcendentalists--like Theodore Parker 

and William Ellery Channing--helped to shape her attitudes is evident in her 

own words. After reading Parker, Emily Dickinson said: "I heard that he was 

14waggoner 9 305. 15 Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 569. 

N\S Tow~ 
<:/'J • y '5' ' 

.....; LOYOLA 
I tt..j\VERS\TY 
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• Then I like poison very wel1. 1116 
•poison. 

Whether Emily Dickinson took Emerson as "an antidote to the stultifying 

effects that latter-day Calvinism had on her imagination, 1117 or whether the re

lationship of these two poets to each other and to Parker and Thoreau was due 

to the fact that they "all were responding to the spirit of the time,1118 some 

basic philosophic assumptions bind together the work of the two poets. With 

the Concord philosopher, the Amherst poet believed in the infinitude of the 

private soul. R~eause of its sovereignty, the soul is totally self-sufficient. 

Because its self-sufficiency is based upon its own experience, abstraction 

gives way to sensation. 

Experiment escorts us last-/ His pungent company 
Will not allow an Axiom/ An opportunity. (1770) 

19 Relying upon its own intuitions, the individual can stand unaided. 

By intuition, Mightiest Things 
Assert themselves-and not by terms- (420) 

16Ibid., II, 358. Johnson thinks this reference is to The Two Christ
mas CelebrartOns (1859), a volume that does not survive. LetteH, i'i7 359. 
Gelpi further comments that Emily Dickinson's endorsement of this book is re
vealing. "Parker moved his narrative from the humble simplicity of Jesus' 
birth through his preaching of individual piety and good will to the corruption 
of Jesus' example into Christianity, with all its paraphernalia of redemption, 
resurrection. miracles, heaven, and hell. The 'poison' which he asked the 
reader to swallow was the notion that the example of Christ's life for his 
followers was an individuality which 'broke away from the old established doc
trines and forms' for •the best and most religious men were those who had least 
faith in what was preached and practiced as the authorized religion of the 
laud.'" pp. 52-53. 

17 18 Capps, p. 127. Wh.icher, p. 199. 

19This claim that Emily Dickinson relied upon intuition disagrees with 
D1Salvo who says ". • • she was psychologically incapable of doing anything 
With intuition but suspect it." p. 138. It is true that Emily Dickinson wanted 
to know and to know with certainty, but her method, like the Transcendentalists1 

was intuitive. 
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This type of individualism rejects all authority except personal experience; 

while depending upon sensation, the experience is either of an intuitive or an 

introspective nature, either cosmic or psychic. "Revelation is supplanted by 

intuition, and man himself becomes the source of moral law." 
20 

Emily Dickinson's arrival at truth in this sibylline fashion is 
not so much irrational as super-rational. She was interested not 
so much in a truth for its own sake--she was not a philosopher or 
a moralist-as in a direct vision of the truth.21 

Because individual experience is the matrix of all values in such a philoso-

phy, the inner life, not the outer world of fact and matter, is the focus of 

attention. Among the echoes that fly from soul to soul, "the most prolonged 

echo" of Emersonian thought in Emily Dickinson appears in this double conscious• 

ness: the poet's and the speaker's simultaneous response to sense perception 

and to its super-sensory implications. 22 A metaphorical concept of reality is 

part of this poet's dual inheritance., for both the Calvinist and the Tran.seen-

dantalist keenly responded to sensory experience while at the same time seeing 

it as a vehicle of spiritual meaning. Emily Dickinson's awareness of religious 

meaning in physical phenomena is related to Eaerson•s "concern with the all

pervading spiritual power which inhabits and transfigures the physical world ... z: 

20 
Johnson. Emily Dickinson, p. 233. 

21 
James Reeves, "Introduction to Selected Poems !!.f. Emily Dickinson" in 

Emilz. Dickinson, ed. by Richard Sewell, p. 118. 

22 
Frank Davidson, "This Consciousness: Emerson and Dickinson," Emerson 

Societz quarterly, No. 44 (Fall, 1966), 5. 

23 
Donald E. Thackrey, ECly Dickinson's Approach !,2. Poetry, University 

of Nebraska Series, n.s., No. 4 Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1949), 
p. 33. 
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Behind this spiritualizing of the material lies Emerson's platonism, which one 

critic believes 'vas the dominant influence upon his philosophy. • • • though 

th• taste of the time required him to disguise it in the cloak of German 

idealism and Oriental mysticism. "24 Emily Dickinson' a hierarchy of soul over 

mind, and mind over body resembles neo-platonism. While she uses the senses, 

th•Y function like the traditional platonic ladder to lead man from sense to 

apirit, from body to soul, from earth to heaven. Emerson's theory of compensa

tion, in its practical rather than its metaphysical handling of evil, is also 

similar to Emily Dickinson's idea about the necessity of hunger to appreciate 

bread, loneliness to value love, and defeat to understand victory. 

To comprehend a nectar 
Requires sorest need. (67) 

Water, is taught by t$1rst. 
Land--by the Oceans passed. (135) 

Although "of all the American authors whom she read, Emily Dickinson 

can be most closely associated with Ralph Waldo Emerson, ,.2S in whom she "fotm.d 

ctynQIJlic expression of her deepest feelings about the importance of the inner 

life, "26 Emily Dickinson can never rightly be called a Transcendentalist. De-

spite the influence of and likeness between this poet and the Transcendental-

ists, she breaks with them in three essential and related respects: 1) their 

optimism; 2) their concept of nature; and 3) their view of time. 

In Emerson's world view there is no real evil; in Emily Dickinson's 

evil is a dark, threatening force. It comes in various forms-usually not 

24 Floyd Stovall, ed., Eight American Authors (New York: Modern Language 
Association of America, 1956), pp. 66-67. 

25 Capps, p. 113. 26 Pickard, p. 19. 
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ethical but metaphysical or psychic-and haunts man. The very limitation man 

suffers is one radical form of evil. The possibility of certainty for which he 

hungers in Emily Dickinson's constructs-and hungers more painfully than for 

food or love--makes this vision of the human condition fundamentally different 

from Emerson's. Emily Dickinson's concept of man's desire for knowledge, for 

love, and for immortality marks her philosophically as an existentialist rather 

27 
than a transcendentalist. Emerson's position is really a monistic one; he 

8888 an essential unity or harmony in reality. What, in bis thought, at first 

appears to be bi-polar is not; all opposites are reconciled in the divine 

eesence, the Over Soul. In Emily Dickinson's vision there is no such harmony; 

the tension of unreconciled opposites per.ates her thinking. 28 "'l'he disposi-

tion of Emily Dickinson's mind is between the poles of the .Q2!. and the hoped 

29 for, between actuality and ideality." 

Emily Dickinson's view of nature deviates from the transcendentalist's. 

To the romantic sensibility, nature is organic, evolutionary, and symbolic. It 

either reflects or participates in the divine spirit. The thin line between 

God and nature in the transcendental mode is of ten negligible, if not illusory. 

This woman, on the other hand, never confuses God and nature. lO To her, nature 

27N.B. Chapter I, PP• 7-8. 

28Tbis conclusion challenges Thackrey•s position: "Likewise, they 
(E•rson and Dickinson] have in common a sense of the miified of the apparent 
diversity of the uni verse." p. S. 

29 
David T. Porter, l!!!, .A!:!, .2! Emil! Dickinson's Early Poetey (Cam-

bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1966) t p. 24. 

30Tbis interpretation contradicts Ruth McNaughton's which clai1BS that 
Esily Dickinson's attitude toward nature was a "sort of implied pantheistic 
doctrine, often identifying nature with Heaven or God." p. 33. Rather than 
identifying God and nature, Emily Dickinson typically sees similarities between 
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15 
a dual reality; it is a source of beauty and terror. It is creative and de

structive. These two 'llOdes of being make her view of nature include delightful 

fragile objects and terrible, unleashed powers. She is distressingly alive to 

this second aspect of the physical world. Nature, therefore, is a constant and 

ritualized reminder of change. To this poet, "as far as one can perceive it, 

tbe essence of nature beheld in relation to human life, is impermanence, 

anxiety, and disintegration."31 To Emily Dickinson nature was distinct from 

God, but through it Cod might carry out his will. Since to her nature was the 

tangible expression of God's plan that man should die, it was constant in its 

destructive process and its cyclic change. Emily Dickinson poignantly sensed 

the anguish and desolation in all existence, and nature became the concrete 

symbol of mortality's potency and sway. 

Emily Dickinson's view of time, which is related to her philosophic 

assumptions about nature, also opposes the transcendentalist's. Since the pro-

cesses of nature did not represent to her an evolution. but rather an incessant 

and dramatic evidence of instability and destruction, time likewise became a 

sign of impermanence and chaos. To the romantic temper, time is part of a 

glorious upward sweep that carries man to new perfection• a kind of bridge to 

etemity. As Emerson said, "the soul filled with Reason. hath omnipresence; 

Space and Time disappear before its all-dissolving intuitiona;"32 a.d ''we are 

not children of time i • • • we hear with calm assent the primeval strains in 

which age c:haunts [sic] to age the immortality of the soul."33 In such a 

them, and, therefore, assumes parallel ambivalent attitudes toward both. 

31
Chase, P• 166. 32Early Lectures, p. 184. 

33
Ibid., p. 188. 
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ta• 111811 transcends the limits of time and matter. To Emily Dickinson, on 
eye ' 

34 
the contrary, Man is trapped in time. Change is one of the prime limitations 

of 111811 , working at cross purposes with his desire for infinitude. This poet's 

news on time, like her views on nature 1 put her in the darkest shadow of the 

35 
romantic tradition-precisely the shadow Transcendentalism lacked • 

.Although Emily Dickinson rejected the facile optimism of this romantic 

pbiloeophy, America Transcendentalism helped her to define facets of her own 

thinking. Initially Emerson reinforced her own tendencies toward aspiring 

idealism and mitigated the confusion she felt in refusing C&lvinism. 

The end ef feet, however, was almost the reverse: Emily Dickinson 
could not fully endorse the ideas of either Puritanism or Trans
cendentalism, and since 3he found both unsatisfying, each served 
to highlight the other.36 

linding no adequate answer to man's place in the univeree, Emily Dickinson 

mowd toward a philosophic position sometimes called Stoic or Gnostic, but 

more correctly ter.d existential. Since she was no systematic philosopher, 

even this tag may be misleading. Being so highly eclectic, the mresolved 

and opposed notions in her think.in& may make her writing appear either more 

transcendental or more tragic than it actually ia. With Tate's frame of ref-

erence in mind, Matthieasen observed that to Emerson life was an ecstasy• an 

34 This position, maintained by Anderson, Emily Dickioson's Poetry, p. 
176; Ford, p. 125; and Griffith, p. 100 and p. 163·, contradicts Gelpi1s: ''With 
the great Romantic poets she celebrated the mysterious and vital process of 
growth in which self realized itself in cosmic unity. Ti• waa preferable to 
eternity. 11 p. 82; and Miller's a "Nature is the visible sign of regeneration. 
• • • There is no 1...-ntation at loss; there is everywhere a welcome of tran
siency, for it is the very attribute which affirms permanence. 0 p. 154. 

35
Griffith, P• 109. 

36rord, p. 53. 
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aJ,aost unbelievable miracle; to Melville life was a tragedy, an almost unbear

abl• agony; to Emily Dickinson it was simultaneously both. 
37 

In this poet's confrontation with cosmic questions there is both exis-

cential Angst and intense rapture. "Life 18 Miracle, and Death as harmless as 

a Bee, except to those who run-" she said to Sue in 1864. 38 Emily Dickinson 

clid not run, and she found life viewed in the perspective of death has new 

values--taphysical as well as personal. Looking at reality existentially 

from the vantage point of mortality sharpened the poet's perceptions and 

heightened her emotions. 

Death sets a Thing significant 
The eye had hurried by (360) 

Ellily Dickinson's existential leanings prodded her interest in love and death 

and affected her handling of these experiences. She presents death as a "great 

light upon our Minds" (1100), dispelling misty responses and revealing the pain 

and splendor of man's lot. She presents love conditioned by change and ulti-

aately death. Viewed in the perspective of renunciation or death, the lover 

also has new meaning for the speaker. As be becomes more remote, the lover is 

more desired. The poet's sensitivity to the pervasiveness of change, to the 

temporal conditioning of all reality, qualifies the speaker's postures toward 

low and death. Emily Dickinson's projection of love and death as experiences 

1u her more successful poems, rather than as abstraction in her weaker lyrics , 

co.es from her existential philosophy and her concrete artistry. 

Despite her rejection of basic tenets of Emersonian thought and her 

37 
Matthiessen, p. 408. 

3
8i.etters (Johnson, ed.), II, 434. 
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espousal of fundamental assumptions resembling Kierkegaard's, Emily Dickinson's 

eontact with American Transcendentalism affected her interest in. and treatment 

of th• love-death thema. This New England philosophy was idealistic and em

phasized the spiritual over the material. Emily Dickinson's treat•nt of love 

snd death could be termed the poetic objectification of this emphasis. The 

platonic impulses in transcendentalism regarded the outer life as the symbol of 

the inner, the vital center of awareness. In her poetry this double conscious-

11888 operates constantly; the vivid external elements of the experience are 

pnsented for their 11111taphorical value, aa vehicles of psychological and spiri

tual significance. In her better poeu of love and death, Emily Dickinson uses 

these specific physical details to discipline the psychic exploration. Trans

cenden.taliam supported the validity of individual sense impresaioua, the par

ticular quality of each person' a inner nature, and the final sanction of indi

vidual intuition. Transcendentalin, full of misty abstractions and ethical 

aspirations, luxuriated in vague cloudiness. A parallel to these tendencies 

appears in this poet's bodiless treatmeo.t of Eros-the lover is either absent 

or dead-and her indefinite presentation of i1DJ10rtality. Her use of broad 

words in her lees successful dramatizations of these experiences also manifeata 

these sam qualities. 'i'he naked soul's ability to meet pain and sorrow Emily 

Dickinson imaginati'Vely tests in the solitary experience of renunciation., 

separation, or death. The intuitive awareness and spiritual haziness of this 

idealistic philosophy are evident in Emily Dickinson' a abiding sense of wonder 

and awe in the face of reality-especially as she tries to penetrate the 

111•terious, ti•less quality of love and death. 'l'his poet's historical in.heri• 

tance was the source of both pain and joy. "Her peculiar burden was to be a 
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aomantic poet with a Calvinist's sense of things."
39 Consequently, her love

death poetry has a complexity, a richness, and a tension which it might well 

have lacked had she lived at some other time in some other place. 

In Poem 1551• Emily Dickinson contrasts-with images of violence which 

suggest severe pain-the certainty of pre-Emersonian faith with the present 

40 "abdication of Belief." 'l'he spiritual tensions of her time made religious 

commitment a highly personal matter. Mere social habit was incapable of sus

taining spiritual significance and psychic stability; instead. they now "re

quired the agony of doubt and the trial of deliberate expression in wilfully 

41 objective form." Both the religious fermnt and spiritual sterility of her 

milieu colored Emily Dickinsonlt attitudes toward love and death. Her response 

to the inadequacy of spiritual signs-the orthodox Calvinism of her forefathers 

or the transcendentalism or unitarianism of her own time--strengtheued her ten-

clancy to look to her own experience for religious meaning and to write what 

Anderson calls a type of religious poetry, i.e., poetry which passionately 

questions the maaning of existence. 42 The intense inner pressure she felt to 

discover the truth about the human predicament led her to explore love and 

death in her poetry to an unusual degree. Her historical position provided one 

39
Gelpi, P• 91. 

40The nature of Emily Dickinson's own religious stance is handled later 
in this chapter as the fourth major factor influencing her interest in and pos
tures toward love and death. Here the emphasis is upon forces of change in 
the culture surrounding her. 

41 R. P. Blackmur, "Emily Dickinson: Notes on Prejudice and Paet," 
!outbern Review, III (Autmn, 1937), 330. 

42 Anderson, Emily Dickinson's Poetry. p. 283. 
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I 

of the few perfect literary situations that Tate describes, for sl.ui had to 

i 

assimilate the abstract elements of the fading world order and imaginatively 

produce through immediate experience the meaning missing in her ~rn. 

Transitional Period.-Besides coinciding with a period of religious 

transition in the nation. Emily Dickinson's most fruitfully creat1~ve years saw 

other major changes in the temper of American life. So great wen1 these move

ments that Spiller calls the years frODl 1855 to 1870 a time of cd.sis. 

Three fundamental issues reached the breaking point in thc1se years: 
the conflict between the agrarian ideal of Jeffel'Son and t:he industrial 
ideal of Haailton, the conflict between the plantation getiLtility of 
the South and the eommrcial gentility of the North, and t:he c~flict 
between a culturally mature East and a rtN and expanding West.43 

'l'bese changes in the intellectual climate corresponded to vast alt.erations in 

the external pattern of American life. Nev economic, social, and political 

currents transformed the surface of life in New England just as the central re-

ligious and cosmic questions were changing its inner life. Emily Dickinson 

"liwd in the midst of the Age of Enterprise, the Rise of Finance Capitalism, 

the budding of what Charles Beard later called the Second American Revolu

tion. ,,44 Merideth and Berenson maintain that Emily Dickinson responded to her 

•ociety much as the other romantics did and that her social awareness was 

strong enough to be not unlike Emerson•s. 45 The tensions operating at all 

43 Robert E. Spiller, The 9J:cle of American Literature (New, York: The 
Macmillan Company, 19SS), P• m. - I 

44
Robert Dean Merideth, "Emily Dickinson and the Acquisi ti~ Society," 

!!l,. XXXVII (December, 1964), 437. 

45 Ibid. , "In owr 150 of her poems, or about ten percent or them, Dick-
inson appr~atea the language of economics to criticize by the iinPlication of 
diction and imagery the values of her society." 438; "Certainly in her poetry 
we find ample evidence that Emily hated sham, hypocrisy, and self-Lmportant 
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levels of American life culminated in the Civil War. Although Emily Dickinson 

gote few poems directly related to the national conflict• she could not have 

beell insulated against it. As a reader of the Springfield Re;eublican, Harpers, 

Scribners, and the Atlantic. she could not have been any more unaware of the -
deadly nature of war than she was of the destructive nature of industrialism. 

"Contrary to critical opinion she was not protected from the effects of the 

.,46 
war. 

The many kinds of change that mdermined the stability of the society 

into which Emily Dickinson was born had their effect upon this sensitive woman. 

She reacted to the uncertainty that surrounded her. One of her responses to 

the pressuring restlessness of her era was an awareness of change and death 

which led her to sense that "the patterns of ruin and disintegration are the 

archetypes of form ... 47 Another and opposite response was to examine low and 

death to discover in them the meaning of existence and to look to both experi-

enees for a fulfillment that would transcend change. 

~England Provincialism.-The place of her birth as well as the perioc 

was decisive in shaping Emily Dickinson. With seven generations of Dickinsons 

pnceding her in New England. the special quality of Massachusetts Valley life 

materialism as much as she hated and rejected literal, blind religion." 
Adrienne Berenson, "Emily Dickinson's Social Attitudes: A Dissenting View." 
WHR, VI (AutU1111, 1952), 353. 

46DiSalvo, p. 34. Ford agrees: "Considering the intensity of her 
interest in death even in peace ti•, it can be safely assumed that the war 
heightened her awareness of death still further." p. 97. Chase and Johnson 
disagree: "The war was an annoyance, a reality only when it was mirrored to 
her in casuality lists." Johnson., ed •• Letters, t, xx. 

47 Chase, p. 175. 
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marked her as its own. "The primary fact about her is that her mind was formed 

in what would now be called the Hew England hinterlaDd during the three expan

sive decades before the Civil War. "48 That life in this hinterland was severe 

and rigid and unadorned many critics have noted.. They have described Amherst 

as: "a self-contained relDllant of orthodox Calv.1.nism, ,,49 "a very circumscribed 

world, ,,SO a "traditionally stiffened society, 1151 "a world of esthetie and crea

ti va apathy, "
52 

and a "parochial, theocratic society • .. s 3 A severe moralism 

constituted the quintessence of Emily Dickinson's regional heritage. The peo-

pl• of Amherst cherished duty, self-discipline, and evangelical devoutness. 

They feared the destructiw, liberalizing influences that came into their val

ley from the East. They preserved their provincialism as a moral and theologi

cal protection. Cultural isolation resulted in a "heavy uniformity of manner, 

sensibility, and opinion. "54 The people of Amherst met life with emotional re-

straint, lonely Stoicism, and ethical determination. They believed in training 

the mind and the will; Amherst College and the Puritan pulpit symbolized their 

c0111Unity values. Consequently, provincialism, isolation, mralism, lonelineas 1 

md repression were essential elements in the soil which nurtured Emily Dick.in-

son as a person and a poet. 

Sewell, 

DXvtt 

48 Whicher, p. 153. 49Pickard, p. 7. 
so 

Johnson, Emily Dickinson 11 P• s. 
5
1wutse Bogan, "A Mystical Poet," in Emily Dickinson, ed. by Richard 

p. 140. 

52 
Morton David Zabel, "Christina Rosetti and Emily Dickinson," Poetq, 

(January, 1931), 214. 

53 
Reeves 1 p. 118. 54 Chase 11 p. 18. 
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The loneliness of the Calvinistic tradition fed Emily Dickinson's sense 

of loss. In Poem 959 she expresses her haUDting feeling of deprivation. Her 

intense sensitivitY to loss conditioned her attitudes to love and death and 

caused her to link them in her poems. Her New England heritage also contributet 

to the extreme emotional restraint of her best poems. 'l'he compressed and re

gional langua.,.we she uses to explore love and death clearly relate to her fru

gal, provincial background. The motif of physical denial and spiritual fulfill· 

•nt in the lo'Ye poems has obvious Puritanical roots. The radical emphasis on 

the spiritual significance of mortality and indifference to its bodily conse

quences in the death poems shares the same source. If "at its most complete 

development the New England temperament achieved an almost perfect doubleness," 

Emily Dickinson's ambivalence in approaching love and death has obvious con

nections with the Valley Tradition which fed her spirit. 
55 

Sentimentalism.-The cult of sentiment was a part of Emily Dickinson's 

inheritance and a potent factor conditioning her interest in brides and burials 

Because of the religious and emotional character of her temperament, the ethi

cal idealism of the period appealed to the young poet. She may well have in

herited this idealism from her paternal grandfather,. Squire Fowler, who lost 

everything because of his lavish devotion to education, or even from her own 

father who spent his life building colleges, railroads, and laws and who fought 

against slavery while in Congress and against drink in his own town, and who. 

in a letter to his future wife, could speak of their life together as one of 

Christian devotion and "rational happiness." 

55 
Whicber • p. 161. 
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In her education Emily Dickinson came into "contact" with the current 

of evangelistic humanitarian piety• and in valentines. gift bookst and sheet 

111tJ5iC with vulgarized popularized sentimentality-two of the most influential 

56 
forces of her generation. She instinctively--despite the contrary reserved 

side of her nature-responded to the excesses of sentimental moralism. She 

JmeW sentimental valentines well enough to parody them with incisive wit. In 

a letter to her school friend Abiah Root, she called a popular song by Oliver 

Diteon, "Are Ye Almost There?n a beautiful piece of poetry.57 
In a similar 

19tn ten years later, she quoted at length in a letter to Hary Warner a current 

58 poem by John Pierpont on death. In the conventional gift book of her period, 

Baily Dickinson was expoaed to the mawkish descriptions of deathbed scenes 

satirized by Mark Twain in Emmeline Grangerford and sticky lyrics on the order 

of Lowell 'a "After the Burial." Even in the revival songs of the era, such as 

Villae HY!!!9S edited by Nettleton, this sensitive young woman was exposed to 

songs about death su(:h as .. I Could Not Live Away ... 59 

The popular novels of Emily Dickinson's era ooze sentimentality. The 

hone becomes a shrine in which husband and wife worship an ideal of love so 

far removed from reality that it becomes inhumane ad distorted. The dependencE 

of woman and their obligation to submit to male dominance are preached as 

W011811 1s destiny. The highest ideal held up to women in this kind of domestic 

fiction is the self-denial of a long-suffering Griselda. In this picture of 

56
Ib1d. t p. 41. 

58 
Ibidf. , II, 325-326. 

57Lettera (Johnson. ed.), I, 34. 

59 DiSalvo, p. 21. 
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familY life, self-immolation replaces affection, and repression replaces sex. 

''The lack of restraint to be found in all these sentimental novels is nowhere 

80 
apparent as in the refinements of torture undergone by the willing victims 

fi 1160 
of self-sacri ce. 

Related to this unhealthy imbalance of emotions in love, the repression 

of the natural and the exploitation of the unnatural, the novel of sentiment 

was important to Emily Dickinson's development because of its indulgence of 

•lancholia and its delight in genteel decay. Death was so prominent in this 

fiction that the characters became obsessed with the spectacle of mortality 

and regarded the "world as a sepulchral vestibule to eternity. Its sentimental 

heroines had a partiality for mortuary matters. They were forever watching 

61 beside deathbeds, sewing shrouds, and contemplating coffins." Deathbed 

scenes were popular because of their religious, sentimental, and dramatic ap-

peal. So great was this appeal that one moral novel of Emily Dickinson's 

62 time, Resignation, 11averaged at least one demise in every ten pages." 

Melancholy and sentimentality saturated the books of two popular Americans whom 

Emily Dickinson read with delight. The sacredness of love and benevolence were 

part of Mrs. Maria Child's idealistic appeal. The sacredness of love and 

death, weirdly mingled, contributed to the morbid attraction of Ik Marvel 's 

books. With Ben Newton, Emily Dickinson discussed Mrs. Child's radical reli-

gious and utopian idealism. Through her, the impressionable poet met Bohme, 

Swedenborg, and Woolman. Mrs. Child's writing drips inspiration. As Emily 

York: 
60 Herbert Ross Brown, The Sentimental Novel in America 1789-1860 (New 

Pageant Books, Inc., 1959'5"': p. 297. - - -

6
\bid., p. 126. 

62Ibid., P• 343. 
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Dickinson read this "liberated feminist," she responded to the "grandeur" of 

lines like: 

If this book convinces one doubting individual that there really 
is such a thing as constant, disinterested love, which misfortune can
not intimidate, or time diminish. If it teach one mistaken votary of 
ambition that marriage formed from conscientious motives make human 
life like a serene sky • • • If it reveal to one thoughtless wife some 
portion of the celestial beauty there is in a perfect union of duty 
and inclination;-If it prevent one young heart from becoming selfish 
and world-worn; If it make one of the frivolous, or the profligate, 
believe in a holy affection, that purifies those who indulge it, 
blesses them on earth, and fi~s them to be angels in heaven--then it 
has not been written in vain. 3 

64 Religion and wedded love are nearly connected. 

. . 65 • the eager, unsatisfied aspiration of the human soul, 

••• the Practical has striven to suffocate the Ideal within me, but 
it is immortal, and cannot die.66 

The increase of beautiful burial grounds, like Mount Auburn and Green
wood, is a good sign. Blessed be all agencies that bring our thoughts 
into pleasant companionship with those who have "ended their pilgrim
age and begun their life." Banished forever be the sable garments, 
the funeral pall, the dismal, unshaded ground.67 

The Battery is growing charming agaig~ now that Nature has laid aside 
her pearls, and put on her emeralds. 

69 It was evidently the spontaneous gust of human love and sympathy. 

The cure for all ills and wrongs, the cares, the sorrows, and 
the crimes of humanity, all lie in that one word, LOVE. It is the 
divine vitality that everywhere produces and restores life.70 

63Mrs. Lydia Maria Child, Letters from New York (New York: Charles s. 
Francis and Company, 1843) , p. x. - - -

64Ibid., p. xi. 65Ibid., p. 3. 66Ibid., p. 5. - - -
67Ibid., p. 39. 

70Ibid., p. 184. 

681bid. t p. 109. - 69 Ibid. , p. 183. 
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Love thou a holy life--let thy utterance be that of a free, 
meek spirit! Thus, and not by ecclesiastical machinery. wilt thou 
help to prepare the world for a wiser faith and a purer worship 
• • • • A wise mind never despises a light that flows from a feel
ing heart.71 

That such an idealized exploitation of emotion would fascinate the young poet 

seems apparent from the extravagant tone of both her early poetry and her let

ters. Chase, however, limits Mrs. Child's influence-if any--to "a tendency, 

in weaker moments, to rather vague forms of spiritual aspiration and ethical 

abstraction. 1172 In her handling of the love-death theme, Emily Dickinson did 

have her weaker moments, and her susceptibility to the sentimentality of her 

time is then obvious • 

Donald Grant Mitchell (Ik Harvel) fittingly subtitled his Reveries J?! 

!. Bachelor "A Book of the Heart." Since this book came out only in 1850,, 

Emily Dickinson's words to Sue in early October 1851 show how greatly this kind 

of sentimentality attracted her: uDo you know that charming man is dreaming 

again and will wake pretty soon-so the papers say, with another Reverie-more 

beautiful than the first ... 73 A number of his themes naturally appealed to 

Emily Dickinson. He pictures the life of the imagination, dreaming, as super-

ior to reality; he creates romanticized women, pure, sweet, fragile; he ideal-

izes the power of love; ha presents love that cannot be fulfilled because of 

duty, principle, or death; and he colors all love melodramatically with mor-

bidity. A sense of loss and death marks his work; the tone is an unhealthy, 

macabre one. The following excerpts from the Reveries suggest why Ik Marvel 

71Ibid., p. 229. 72"h 73 '-'• ase, p. • 

73 Letters (Johnson, ed.), I, 144. 
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the imagination of a poet who was to speak of the superiority of the 
heart over the head, of the transport of religious joy, of the anato
my of death, of achieving immortality through love 1 of the "volcano" 74 
of passion in the human breast, of the fire and ash of human feeling. 

Are 
living? 
that is 
tion of 

not these forces .... as living as anything human can be 
What if they have no material type-no objective form? All 

crude--a mere reduction of ideality to sense--a tranaforma- 75 the spiritual to the earthly,--a levelling of soul to matter. 

Kind hands-none but hers--will smooth the hair upon your brow as the 
chill grows damp, andlle'avy on it; and her finge:rs--none but hers-
will lie in yours as the wasted flesh stiffens, and hardens for the 
ground. 76 

. . 77 • the worms are busy with all her fairness. 

Ah, what a gap in the world is made by the death of those we 
love! It is no longer whole, but a poor half-world, that swings un-78 
easy on its axis, and makes you dizzy with the clatter of its wreck. 

I was content to slip quietly through the little town, with only a 
tear or two. as I recalled the dead ones, and mused upon the empti
ness of lifa.79 

Love only, unlocks the door upon that Futurity, where the isles of 
the blessed lie like stars. Affection is the stepping stone to God. 
The heart is the only measure of infinitude. The mind tires of great
ness; the heart--never.80 

Oh, the glory, the freedom, the passion of a letter! It is worth81 all the lip-talk in the world •••• heart talk blazing on the paper. 

Mitchell's aversion to the. physical, his unhealthy idealization of love, his 

sick absorption in the maggoty aspects of death, and his electric thrill in 

74 Chase, p. 47. 

75 Donald Grant Mitchell (Ik Marvel), Reveries of a Bachelor (a new 
ed.; New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1863), p. 53. --

76
Ibid., p. 35. 

79
Ibid., p. 163. 

77Ibid., p. :33. -
80Ibid., p. 236. -

78Ibid., p. 211. -
81

ibid. ' p. 52. -
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uniting women and worms indicate a mind as ill as it was obsessed. With good 

reason Chase makes Mitchell's writing a darker, more dangerous influence than 

Mrs. Maria Child's upon the young poet. Chase's evaluation of this man is 

incisive: 

Mitchell was a heady dose, more so than the pious unction of his 
manner would indicate. For beneath the gaiety and idealism and melan
choly sentiment there lay powerful forces •• 2 • an erotic pleasure 
in the idea of death, a hatred of sexuality.a 

From the tone of Emily Dickinson's poems dealing with the Eros-Thanatos theme, 

Ilt Marvel 's sentimentality and idealism seem to have affected her far more than 

bis perverse coupling of erotic and charnel house elements. Considering the 

pervasiveness of sentimentality in the popular culture of her time, Emily Dick

inson's angle of interest in love and death and her attitudes--especially in 

the stronger poems-are quite free of graveyardism, melodramatic exploitation, 

and gratuitous emotion. The religious nature of love, friendship, and death 

is the central feature of nineteenth century sentimentality which was native 

to this poet's psychic bent, and a source of her abiding awareness of love and 

death. 

Emily Dickinson's early letters, especially those dealing with love and 

death, show how susceptible she was to overly emotional postures and expres-

•ions. The extravagance of elllOtion demanded of friends at this period make 

some of her letters embarrassing reading today. 

"So sweet and still, and thee, oh Susie, what need I more, 
to make my heaven whole? 83 

Her pose of a cay innocent or a little woman in letters is another evidence of 

82 
Chase, P• 50. 

83tetters (Johnson, ed.), I, 201. 
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bOll far popular sentimentality affected her. 

J)espite the sharpness of her mind. with its ironic and satiric propen

dties, the emotional postures and language of sentiment were not foreign to 

bar either and a failure to expurgate them weakens many of her early poems. 

roe• 32, for example, illustrates a sentimental joining of love and death; the 

ce .. tel'Y is introduced rather superficially to make a melodramatic plea to the 

ioirer. The very title of Poem 78, "A poor, torn heart-a tattered heart," in-

84 •pired by Little Nell's weeping grandfather, suggests the saccharine lyrics 

BllilY Dickinson might have written had other forces in herself and her culture 

not saved her from emotional self-indulgence in her art. In the early poems 

•tructured around a love-death motif, the general lack of emotional and intel

lectual depth may also be due to the fact that the poet was not yet woman or 

artist enough to handle these experiences adequately. 

Romanticism.-Besides the cult of sentiment which impinged upon Emily 

Dickinson in the popular ausic and books of her own country• 85 strains of a 

less vulgarized romanticism came to her in the English poets and novelists she 

cherished. Besides reading Lowell whose "Sweet Despair in the Slipper Hymn" 

attracted her and Longfellow whose "The Rainy Day" she frequently quoted 1
86 

84 Johnson. Emily Dickinson, pp. 207-208, reveals that Emily Dickinson 
•titched two pictures cut from her father's copy of !!l!. lli Curiosity Shop to 
her copy of this poem. 

85Emily Dickinson's i1111Ersion in the culture of her era is evident in 
her reading most books within the first year of their publication. In a letter 
of May 1848 she mentions her vacation reading: Longfellow's Evangeline, Tenny
son' e .!!!!. Princess• Marcella Bute Smedley' s novel• !h!, Maiden Aunt, Thomas 
Moore's prose romance, The Epicurean, and Martin Tupper1s novels. The Twins and 
lh!. Heart. Letters (Jo'iiii'Son, ed.), I, 67-68. -

86tetters (Johnson, ed.), II, 649. 
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f.llilY Dickinson read and quoted from Young's Ni&ht Thoughts, Thomson's Seasons, 

ayron •s poetry, Dickens 1 novels, and everything of r.eorge Eliot, Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning, and the Brontes. In her bedroom, where she did her writing, 

huDS pictures of Thomas Carlyle. George Eliot, and Mrs. Browning. With the 

&iglish women writers Emily Dickinson felt a kinship of spirit. Margaret 

Willy observes this likeness in general terms. 

In certain features of her environment and upbringing striking 
parallels may be seen between this American poet and the Bronte sis
ters; and, in temperament and attitude to experience, especially be
tween her and her Bronte namesake, Emily.87 

Richard Chase notes more specific common areas, some of which are particularly 

concerned with Emily Dickinson• s attitudes toward love. 

Mrs. Browning and George Eliot were concerned with the status of fem
inine intellectuals as well as with that of working women. The Bron
tes dealt with the problem even more radically than Mrs. Browning or 
George Eliot, understanding the lot of women not only from the social 
point of view of feminism but from the point of view of their deep
est biological and spiritual characteristics as those were threatened 
by the overbearing force of men like Roch.ester and lieathcliff or the 
inscrutable power of the universe which seemed to find special instru
mentality both for enslaving or destroying WOftlen.88 

In the poems of Emily Bronte, Emily Dickinson found many shared themes. The 

British poet saw nature as a destructive force, regarded crucial experience as 

a means of spiritual development, envisioned death as the final and most sig

nificant experience, and sought through intuition meanings beyond the purely 

physical or rational. In Emly Bronte, she found echoes of her own lyrics; as 

the speaker dies he says to bis beloved: 

87 
''The Poetry of Emily Dickinson," English Association Essays .!!!! 

Studies, n.s., X, 91. 

88 
Chase, p. 143. 
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we part below to meet on high 89 Where blissful ages never die. 

In George Eliot's work. Emily Dickinson discovered her own idea of the majesty 

of love supported by renunciation and of the necessity of pain for inner under-

standing. 

Half truth 1DU&t hidden lie/ If unlit by Sorrows eye 90 
I by sorrow wrought in thee/ Willing pain of ministry .. 

In Mrs. Browning's Sonnets and Aurora Leigh, Emily Dickinson encountered simi

lar praise of renunciation and of the totality and eternity of low, ideas 

about the relation of love to death and ixmnortali ty, and use of royal and jewel 

imagery. In Som:let XV, the American poet must have seen likenesses to her own 

Poem 322, ''There came a Day at Summer's full." The speaker in the British 

poem of parting says to the beloved: 

For we look two ways, and cannot shine 91 With the same sunlight on our brow and hair. 

Just as other lineaments of nineteenth century romanticism appear in a variety 

of ways in her poetry, romantic interest in and attitudes toward love and 

death affected her handling of these experiences. Her exposure to the sen ti-

•ntal and romantic in American writers of her time and her admiration for 

the idealism and romanticism of English women writers of the period reinforced 

her own emotional sensibility. Temperamentally one part of Emily Dickinson's 

complex personality was intuitive, idealistic, emotional; therefore, "her 

89
Emily Bronte, !h.!. Co!Plete Poems .2£. Emily.:!!!!.. Bronte, ed. by c. w. 

Hatfield (New York: Columbia University Press, 1941), p. 60. 

90 
George Eliot, Poems (New York: Worthington Co., 1887) 11 p. 257. 

91 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Co9lete Poetical Works (Cambridge ed.; 

Nev York: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1900), p. 217. 
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roaaantic tendencies were only intensified by and not derived from the Romantic 

Maveaaent. 1192 Recognizing the problems involved in tracing direct cultural 

influences, one can still wonder whether this poet would have had the same 

romantic tendencies to be intensified had she not lived in a romantic as well 

.. a Calvinistic era. If "the romantic quest for ultima Thule explains a 

great deal about Emily Dickinson's fascination with things half seen and half 

bidden,"93 surely her incorporating low and death in her poems exactly as she 

did owes much to the strong romantic currents of thought and feeling in mid

nineteenth century America. 

Emily Dickinson was predisposed by her historical position to be emo-

tionally and intellectually concerned about the metaphysical problems inherent 

in change and mortality. She lived in a transitional age whose restless in-

security sensitized her to respond to the macabre aspects of exlstence. Con-

flicting intellectual forces gave her milieu its feeling of uprootedness. This 

.. ntal mood stimulated a reconnoitering mind like hers to find the significance 

behind love and death. Her acute sense of spiritual uncertainty made Emily 

Dickinson confront "circumferential" experiences to discover their •aning. 

Sha showed the influence of sensibility in developing a non-rational, intuitive 

approach to death and an idealised, non-physical approach to love. She 

accentuated the romantic concept of the awesomeness and unfathomableness of 

both experiences by dwelling on their inner •aning, supernaturalizing charac-

ter, and intimate relation to the portentious forces of nature. The cleavage 

•he felt was produced by the decadence of a unified strong culture. She 

92 Capps, p. 28. 93 Gelpi. p. 126. 
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reacted to the unsettling disintegration and romantic tendencies that surrounded 

her; "the substance of her intellectual life was a complex of imaginatively 

possessed ideas, most of which arose from her historical relation to New 

England Calvinism and the Romanticism and Transcendentalism of the nineteenth 

century."94 With Calvinism dying and transcendentalism unacceptable, Emily 

Dickinson's painful awareness of man's limitations and his desire to transcend 

them drove her to search through her art for the relation between love and 

death and God. Her profound sense of upheaval and inner stress was histori

callY conditioned by romanticism and transcendentalism. She, therefore, em-
\ 
ployed an imaginative, intuitive frame. Her treatment of Eros and Thanatos was 

correspondingly idealized and spiritualized; it envisioned love and death in 

their "circumference," i.e., in their existential relation to other experience. 

The contradictory currents of thought and feeling in the New England of her 

time made Emily Dickinson's approach to these experiences ambivalent, psycho-

logical, and dramatic. 

Biographical 

Personal experience is the second factor considered as a modifier of 

the poet's attitudes toward love and death. After discussing the influence of 

the existing cultural patterns upon the individual's beliefs and attitudes, 

Robert Kastenbaum. male.es the following observation, pertinent to any understand-

ing of Emily Dickinson's psyche, "on every level of functioning-from the bio

chemical to the psychological-organisms tend to achieve a sync:hesis of outer 

94 Chase., p. 181. 
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and inner forces. "
95 

Emily Dickinson was an exceptionally strong individual; 

yet she was affected by the ideas, people, and events which touched her life. 

Bad she not been as interiorly directed and resilient, she never would have 

been able to pursue her own mode of life, obey her own artistic inclination, 

seek her own metaphysical answers, nor preserve her own psychic stability. On 

the other hand, had she not been as perceptive and responsive to the people 

od happenings around her, she would not haw been as seusi ti ve a woman nor as 

complex an artist. 

The fascination of her character is enhanced by paradoxes that 
continually baffle the observer. She had an extraordinary capacity 
for love and friendship• yet she shunned society. She was so absorbed 
in the spiritual world as to seem too ethereal for daily life, yet 
she could be as earthy as the bread, cakes and puddings she made, and 
could tum instantly from preoccupation with infinity to a playful and 
pithy humor. Full of tender sympathy for anyone she knew who was 
wronged, she could be merciless in her characterization and was highly 
intolerant of stupidity •••• Her fear of contact with strangers was 
matched by the boldness of her thought, and her physical frailty by 
a vigor of spirit she could scarcely controi.96 

To isolate in a personality as COtll:Plex as Emily Dickinson the personal experi-

ences which draw her attention to and colored her attitudes toward love and 

death is a highly artificial procedure. Often the same person or event condi-

tioned her awareness of both experiences. Not only may their influence over

lap, but certain factors in her history may also have had as strong subcon-

1cious results. Recognizing these cautions, this study divides Emily Dickin

son's biographical uterial into two main sections: 1) matter pertinent to 

95 
"Time and Death in Adolescence." in .!!!!, Meeing .e!, Death, ed. Herman 

Peifel (New York: McGraw Bill, 1959), p. 112. 

96 
Ward, PP• 96•97. 
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her cOP.cept of love; and 2) matter pertinent to her concept of death. 

,,. ) 

In the early 1860s Emily Dickinson's affective life came to a crisis; 

in fact, her whole life--emotional, artistic. spiritual-reached a decisive 

stage. Whatever the cause of her agonizing passage into maturity~ these were 

years of searing pain• inner growth, and definitive change. The external 

events of this period merely hint vaguely at the internal drama Emily Dickinson 

was suffering. In 1860 Charles Wadsworth visited her; in 1862 he accepted a 

call to Calvary Church in San Francisco; also in 1862 Samuel Bowles left for 

Europe and Emily Dickinson began corresponding with Thomas Wentworth Higginson. 

At this time Emily Dickinson's identity as a woman and as a poet was taking 

definite shape, assuming new dimensions. The depth and complexity of her inner 

struggle are indicated by many documented, external facts: this was the time 

of her greatest poetic output, of her decision not to attend Congregational 

services with her family, of her beginning to wear white, of her initial with-

drawal from active part in Amherst life, of her dedication to the life of the 

spirit. 

The curve of this woman's emotional development during these years is 

best discerned in the handwriting, correspondence, and poetry of the period. 

The quality of her penmanship, the tone of the letters, and the style and 

themes of the lyrics reveal much about the poet's threatett.in.g but fruitful en-

com.ter with psychic and cosmic pain. The "volcanic conaotion • • • in her 

•aotion.al life, "97 as ttshe wrestled with personal and philosophic problems, "
98 

97 
Johnson, Emily Dickinson, p. 53. 

98 
John Q. Anderson, "Emily Dickinson's Butterflies and Tigers," 

! .. raon Society Quarterly, No. 47 (Summer, 1967), 43. 
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18 evident in the characteristically cryptic poeu of 1859-1865. 

It is not surprising that in 1861 Emily Dickinson's handwriting showed 
great agitation. She wrote voluminously on many subjects and in many 
moods, living perhaps, on several levels or in different compartments 91 
of her psychic house, while the foundations began to shake undemeath. 

Tbe momentous changes within the poet resulted in parallel changes in her po

etry. Many of the poems concretize pain in a sharply personal manner; Poems 

686-690 speak of suffering that time cannot remedy• the paralysis of pain, and 

the nature of a God who allows such agony. There is in the poetry a new depth, 

emotional and intellectual. There is also a detachment and inclusiveness; 

while remaining intense, her letters and poems have philosophic overtones. In 

July 1862, Emily Dickinson wrote to Higginson "My Business is Circ\lllference • .,la: 

In another letter, this time to Dr. and Mrs. Holland, she wrote ''!tt business 

is to love. 0101 These two short sentences suggest the new combination of the 

personal and the transcendence of the personal in her writing. Speaking of 

this growth one critic says: 

The characteristic all-embracing tendemess is still there, together 
with the wit and intellectual darting and daring. But the later let
ters [roughly from 1859 onward] are the expression of a nature that 
has been shattered, and has come into itself after a healing process 
that has left it transformed.102 

Speaking of the new character of the poetry after 1862, another critic says 

that "the struggle is still intense, but the pain and passion have given way 

to a concentration of the whole being on the effort of affirmation."103 

99 
Ward, Capsule, p. 53. lOOLetters (Johnson, ed.), II, 412. 

101
Ibid.' 413. 

102Louise Bogan, ''The Poet Dickinson," Poet;ey; 1 XI.VIII (June, 1936), 164. 
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Many experiences contributed to Emily Dickinson's affectiw life. Each 

xelationship qualified, abstractly and emotionally, her response to love. Her 

friends--both men and women--were powerful forces in the life of this sensitive 

1'C)llP• And although each person whom she loved had a strong influence upon 

bar, 0 it cannot be said too emphatically or too often that Emily Dickinson's 

understanding of the human heart is not to be explained in terms of any one 

person. 11104 Her posture toward love and death involves a complex of experi

ac:es, each with its own subtle nuances. 

Love.-As the firat and most formative factor in her emotional life, -
Bllily Dickinson's home definitely colored her awareness of love. Part of her 

handling of love is rooted in the nature of the love she saw and felt in her 

own home. Although the Lyman Letters have lightened the oppressively somber 

hues ordinarily used to describe the atmosphere of tbia home, there still re

uiDs ample evidence of austere emotional reatraint in the faaily.105 The 

Dickinson• were not a demonstrative group. Any show of affection was suspect 

and embarrassing. Ellily Dickinson grew up in a home domiaated by her father 

who was dignified, restrained, and aloof. Rer relationship with her father 

was one of the moat decisive in her whole life and affected her later relation-

•hips with other men. Ber relationship with her 110ther--in her fol'lll&tive years 

eapecially--was also vital to her emotional development. Emily Dickinson's 

104 Sewall, ed., Emily Dickinson. p. s. 
105 Austin speaka of this restraint in bis letters; N.B. Jay Leyda, ed., 

!h!. Years and Roura of Emily Dickinson (2 vols.; New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 196'6'}," I, 29lad 315. Gelpi relates Austin's words as he stooped to 
kiss his father in the coffin: '0 There, father, I neftr dared do that while 
Jou were living.•n p. 18. 
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:Uiability to identify with her mother, her feeling of never hav:f.ng had a mo

ther's love, certainly modified her feminine responses. The love Emily Dickin

IOll sensed between her parents, although not effmive, was respectful and de-

voted. 

Throughout her life Emily Dickinson shared a strong bond with both her 

brother and her sister. With Lavinia it was loving, with Austin it was intel

lectual as well. Emily Dickinson recognized the UD.Spok.en love that linked Ed

vard Dickinson to his only son. In her family circle, she experienced love-

• love that was possibly more intense in proportion to its being unexpressed. 

'l'be devotion that pulled all the members of the family together was disciplined 

and quiet, but almost compulsive. So great was this woman's attachment to her 

family that her low for them was mixed with both awe and anxiety. 

Each member of Emily Dickinson's family, calling forth an individual 

emotional response, contributed to the cluster of experiences that conditioned 

her affective life. Edward Dickinson's place in his daughter's life was as 

dominant as his presence in their home; and his presence was felt whether he 

vu in Amherst or Boston, whether he was living or dead. To her he was a pa-

triarchal figure of authority and security. As lawyer and co1111uuity leader he 

vas stately and remote. "Bia life was so well-ordered and disciplined that he 

concealed from all but those who knew him most intimately the aenai ti ve and 

fiery nature that lay within. "106 Bia daughter, however, seemed to sense his 

hidden nature and to respond to bis love for her. Despite Edward Dickinson's 

106 
Theodora Ward, ed. , "Introduction," in End.l::r Dickinson' a Letters ~ 

~· ~ !!!'.!.· Josiah Gilbert Holland (Cambridge: Harvard Un:f.wraity Presa, 
19511, p. 17. 
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reserte and his daughter's shy reticence, a bond of mutual understanding 
ar.ve 

1111
d dependence linked their lives. Emily Dic..1dnson 1 s own sensitivity, inten-

i 
.... d strength responded to these same virtues in her father. She held 

• tYt -
107 

bill in tender awe. Her words about the afternoon they spent together the 

UY before he died suggest the poet's profound respect for her father. "His 

108 
aeart was pure and terrible and I think no other like it exists. 11 In the 

• .- letter she alludes to the painful self-consciousness she and her father 

esperienced and suggests why they repressed affectionate gestures when she says 

that ''his pleasure [in her companionship] almost elftbarrassed me." Their recip

rocal respect for each other's privacy and fear of emotional display gave this 

father-daughter relationship a dignity and discipline that shielded each of 

tha from the powerful feelings inherent in their attachment. "Emily Dickin-

•on'• femininity made her incapable of assuming the granite facade that con

cealed her father's emotions"109 ; instead she used detachment and wit as a de-

fense against a less idealized relation. Her lettere to Austin are filled 

with ironic and gently satiric descriptions of their father which suggest that 

"ahe did not wish her father to be relaxed, simple, witty, neglige, affection

ate, or demonstrative.ttllO 

Despite the tie that bound this inflexible New Englander to hie 

daughter, Emily Dickinson's letters show a significant alternation of feeling 

107 While agreeing that her devotion to her father wu unusually in-
tense, most critics do not regard Edward Dickinson as an unfeeling tyrant nor 
Eaily Dickinson u a neurotically dependent W01U.n. N.B. Chase, p. 144; 
Whicher, pp. 27-28; Johnson, Emil;x: Dickinson, pp. 24-28. 

108 
L~tters (Johnson, ed.), II, 52R. 

109c 15 i10Ch 91 apps, p. • aae, p. • 
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toward her father. In their pulsation "between the attraction and repulsion 

111 she felt" toward her father, these letters indicate a possible early source 

of the ambivalence she later showed toward men. At the same time that she con

tributed to her father's being the axis of Dickinson life, her intense iinai vid

.uali·sm resented this dominance. The possessive, authoritarian nature of her 

father's devotion could well be a primary source of Emily Dickinson's fear in 

adulthood of any masculine love as a threat to her psychic integrity. The 

poet's conscious or subconscious apprehension of the male as an aggressor, 

silent yet powerful in his attack upon the female, seems to be connected with 

her childhood relation with her father. Edward Dickinson's very aloofness, 

coupled with his daughter's love for him that was permitted no overt outlet, 

ude her relationship one of potent and contradictory drives. Needing the 

security of his love and home, E1Dily Dickinson simultaneously resented mascu-

line do1Dinance and in many ways throughout her life dramatically rejected 

various men's attempts to enforce their will--whether in artistic, social, or 

personal contexts. 

E1Dily l>iickinson's relation to her father conditioned her attitude to-

ward all men and contributed to the posture of the speaker toward the lover in 

her poems. Affection throve best under the seal of silence, repression, and 

renunciation. If, as one critic believes, Emily Dickinson, because of her 

father, was psychologically a spinster at twenty-three. the consistent impossi

bility of love's being consummated in her lyrics has a personal as well as a 

111 Johnson, Emily Dickinson, p. 26. 
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112 
platonic base. Her tendency to concentrate upon the inner ef fee ts of love 

aad her hesitancy to explore any outer manifestations of passion may also be 

related to her father's rigid disapprQval of any emotional demonstration as 

yglgar and uncontrolled. The idealization of spiritual relationships rather 

than physical ones in her love poetry, as well as her apparent need to expand 

i114111latively and to idealize relationships with older men in her personal 

J.ife, seem rooted in her relation with her father. As the first and most 

powerful male figure in her life, Edward Dickinson had a profound influeuce 

upon Emily Dickinson's whole affective life and indirectly upon the kind of 

love poetry she wrote. 

Just as her father's presence decisively colored her early experience 

of love, so her mother's absence affected her emotional life. Emily Dickinson '1 

reeponse to the father-figure was in proportion to her lack of a "strong, posi

tiw experience of the mother-child relationship when she was young. n113 Emily 

llorcross Dickinson was a simple, gentle, submissive woman who was never 

bothered by ideas. Uni•ginative, her world was narrowly circumscribed. Jay 

Leyda notes a passage Emily Dickinsm •rked in her second copy of Aurora Leip 

•d quest1011S whether she marked it because it described Mrs. Dickinson: 

She had lived, we 111 say, 
A harmless life, she called a virtuous life, 
A quiet life, which was not life at all 114 
(But that, she had not 11 ved enough to know.) 

1949)' 

112Herbert E. Childs, "Emily Dickinson, Spinster," WHR, III (October, 
303-309. -

113 
Ward, Capsule, P• 94. 

114
t.eyda, II, 338. 
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uotil her mother was an invalid and dependent upon her, Emily Dickinson felt 

vital relationship with this woman. If the development of human sexuality 
oo 
is related to the child's experience of love, then this poet's concept of wom-

111, 8 place in a love relationship must have been partially shaped by her moth

er's coJDPlete dependence upon her husband. Her mother's colorless passivity in 

living almost wholly in Edward Dickinson's shadow may have contributed to the 

poet• 8 fear of male dominance. The nature of her parent's union may well have 

retarded Emily Dickinson's sexual development and so her maturity as a woman 

vbo could fearlessly accept her own sexuality and be frankly attracted by male 

aexuality. The lack of physical passion and even tendemess in her love poems 

.ay reflect the marriage the poet saw in her own home. 

Through her brother and sister Emily Dickinson vicariously extended her 

affective ltfe. Bound intimately to Vinnie and Austin, the poet shared their 

• .,tional peaks and disappointments. Vinnie often spoke in her letters of her 

loneliness. In the 1850~ she seemed to want to marry and the tone of some of 

bar remarks suggests an envy of her friends who did; for example, "I am tired 

115 of receiving wedding cards, they come from somewhere, everyday." The Lyman 

Letters testify to Vinnie's attachment to Joseph Lyman and her frustration when 

be married Laura Baker. Emily Dickinson watched Vinnie and Austin suffer dis-

appointments in their romantic hopes, Vinnie outside of marriage and Austin in 

111arriage. Since Emily Dickinson had hoped for such happiness in her brother's 

aarriage to her closest friend in 1856, the growing estrangement between 

115 
Emily Dickinson's 1!2!!:,: Letters .2.:£. Edward Dickinson .!!!.!!, .!!!. Family, 

•d. by Millicent Todd Bingham (New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1955), 
p. 249. 
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..... d .Au.s tin so soon af tar their movL.&g in next door probably made their love 
sue -

1 'rhe double sadness she felt in the emotional life of two • tragedy to ier. 

people 80 dear to her may have colored Emily Dickinson's attitude toward the 

passibility of love's fulfillment in this life. Suffering with Vinnie and 

Au8tin may have intensified her belief that expectation always exceeds reality. 

Ill her sister and brother's experience of. love may be found a source of the 

poet'• emphasis upon the suffering and renunciation love demands. "nte ambiva

lence of the poetic speaker, who both fears and desires love, uy also be re

lated to the poet's ability to suffer vicariously. 

Besides the love she knew within her family circle, the quality of 

Baily Dickinson's emotional life was also affected by the love she felt for her 

friends. As a warm, loving woman, Emily Dickinson was capable of intense 

friendship. Affectionate by nature and emotional by calling, Emily Diclc.inson 

aaintained a number of close and individualized relationships. Constance Roura 

C0111Mntst "Rather more than most complicated personalities, Emily Dickinson 

vae a different being to different people; and each relationship ••• was 

filled with extraordinary singleness and intend ty. n 116 Her friends-both in. 

adolescence and maturity-filled a great need in he?: life. They were the ob-

ject of her extravagant, idealized devotion and. after her retirement, a multi

faceted window opening upon the world beyond her home. 

Emily Dickinson's friendships reveal her extraordinary capacity for in

tense relationships, her strategies to live without being destroyed by this 

capacity, and her pain when the strategies failed. Knowing her potential for 

116 
"Emily Dickinson's OWn Story,"!.!!, Republic. April 20, 1932, P• 279. 



- - 68 -

t :reaction to sensory experience as well as to people, Emily Dickin
pdsion• e 

800 
always desired love yet feared the demands it made upon her. Because of 

tier hypersensitivity, all relationships of any depth-and she seemed incapable 

of 01 other--drained her of psychic energy. The intensity of her love also 

_. dellSDds upon the understanding• the e1D0tional equilibrium• and the total

itY of the other person's commitment. After a short visit with the poet. Hig

gi1UJOD wrote his wife in 1870 "I was never with anyone who drained my nerve 

paver so much. Without touching her, she drew from me. "117 Because few people 

were willing to respond with the same weight of emotion, Emily Dickinson fomd 

pain an ingredient in many relationships. 

Realizing that her friends were her "estate•" Emily Dickinson found 

three devices necessary to hoard them and still protect herself. 118 She 

limited the circle of those closest to her; she limited her contacts with them; 

1Dd she limited their knowledge of her inner life. ''Her love for individual 

men and women was highly selective and confined to those whom. she found able to 

ahare or enhance her awn vital experience of sense and thought. " 119 Johnson 

thus describes those whom. she admitted to her circle of friends: 

By nature Emily gravitated to those who were vibrant, witty, 
perceptiw. She was especially attracted by persons for whom she 
felt an awe because their intricate natures, affinitive to hers, 
made them seem unfathomable.120 

After her period of crisis. Emily Dickinson limited her direct encounters 

With those who would most sap her psychic energy. The excitement she felt in 

117
Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 476. 

119 Ward, ed., Emily Dickinson's Letters, 

120 
Emily Dickinson, p. 48. 

118Ibid., II 338 ' . 
p. 21. 
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-relY anticipating a visit with a friend agitated her nerves so that she re

•ort•d to letters rather than to personal meetings. Letters, while satisfying 

aaar desire for contact with those she loved and negating her fear of the strain 

pvolved, also "enabled her to control the time and place of her relation

•hip•"l21 and what she wanted to reveal about herself. In letters she could 

••Ull8 cryptic masks, similar to the dramatic masks she used in her few direct 

encounters with those outside her home, and so prevent standing naked emo

uonallY. Referring to the occasional cruelties which have been noticed in her 

correspondence, Griffith describes them as defense tactics, 

• • • ways in which this unusually responsive person was able to 
suppress the responses that could disappoint and hurt her--indeed, 
that threatened to destroy her utterly-if she expressed them 
without restraint.122 

Each of Emily Dickinson's closest friendships developed some aspect 

of her affectiw life. Her love for Susan Gilbert Dickinson was intense, 

rewarding, and painful. To Sue she revealed auch of herself; she sent aore 

pons to her than to anyone else. Sue's failure to make Austin happy, her 

1ocia1 aspirations, and her inability to respond to tbe intensity of Emily 

Dickinson 1s love led to a gradual break in their relationship. The disappoint-

) 
llllllt and hurt that Emily Dickinson suffered in the 1870s were proportionate 

to her hope and ardor in the 1850s when she wrote, "Oh Susie, I would nestle 

close to your warm heart, and never heard the wind blow, or the storm beat, 

again. u
123 

Yet even befot"e she realized that this friendship could never be 

the perfect one she romantically imagined, Emily Dickinson's letters to Sue 

121 
Johnson, ed., Letters, I, xix. 

122
Griffith. P• 158. 

123tet (J h d ) I 177 , tars o nson, e • , , • 
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ibOW her fear and anxiety. The sorrow Emily Dickinson suffered in this rela

tionship may have reinforced her tendency to regard actuality as inferior to 

espectation and to &Bsociate renunciation and pain with love. 

In her relation to her Norcross cousins. Emily Dickinson continued her 

1Jn1D8ture postures. Iler letters to them have some of the same sentimentality 

revealed in her girlhood correspondence with Abiah Root, Emily Fowler, and 

Jane Humphrey. In her attitude to these cousins t Emily Dickinson indulged ex

aggerated emotional patterns, protesting her loneliness and fear of losing 

those she loved. Although she felt an older sister's sincere love for them• 

with the Norcross cousins Emily Dickinson also maintained the cult of friend

•hip in all its sweetness. 'nl.e effects on her early love poetry are obvious. 

Her relation with Mrs. Josiah Holland. on the other hand called forth a 

more mature response and a more open revelation of her inner self. For thirty 

years. Emily Dickinson shared an intimacy with this friend that was relatively 

free of fear, posturing, and excess. Although Dr. Holland•s "intelligence was 

not great and his taste was sentimental and stodgily conventional, "
124 

in the 

Holland's home Emily Dickinson saw an example of open affection that appealed 

to her. In this friendship, Emily Dickinson shared a stable and joyous love. 

In one other friend, Emily Dickinson cotild see a woman who was not 

dominated in marriage. Helen Hunt Jack.son was witty and tender, cosmopolitan 

and romantic. Her life had fullness and freedom and zest that the poet could 

associate with one type of man-woman relationship. The coufidence of this 

friend in the quality of Emily Dickinson's poetry and her support in the last 

124Ch ase, p. 273. 
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made this friendship a positive force in her affective life. 
1•ar• 

Besides her friendships with women, Emily Dickinson's relation to vari-

od men-in her formative years and in her maturity-affected her emotional 

lif• and her attitudes toward love. Young men who worked in her father's law 

office and students and instructors from the college took her riding, loaned 

her books, and escorted her to parties. Her association with Elbridge Bowdoin, 

aeorge Gould, Henry Emmons, Leomard Humphrey, and Joseph Lyman seems easy-going 

•d natural. Besides talking about literature and philosophy, the young crowd 

of .Amherst exchanged flowers and valentines. Emily Dickinson joined in the con

wrsations and flirtations. Even though "she formed a nUllber of idealistically 

.-arous attitudes toward a number of young men,"125 there is no evidence, how-

126 
ewr, of any love affair. With Ben Newton her relationship was more intense, 

though hardly erotic. He stirred her mentally and spiritually, for he seems to 

haw been the first to acknowledge her artistic gifts, share her inner experi-

aces, and recognize her womanly stature. As a Unitarian and a radical, as a 

follower of Emerson, Newton had an especially strong impact on the young poet. 

Emily Dickinson's relation with Th01B&S Wentworth Higginson, respected 

127 humanitarian, resigned Unitarian minister, and Boston patrician, filled a 

125Ch 33 ase, p. • 

126 
This contradicts the claim made by Genevieve Taggard in The Life and 

Mind tl Emily Dickinson (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1930), pp. 153-IS'9.~d;r= 
•on, however, agrees: Emily Dickinson's Poetq, p. 292. 

127 
"Instead of turning his back on an AMrica still provincial in its 

•ptritual 1&ttainaents ••• he worked for more libraries, universities, and 
art galleries as a prerequisite for the growth of a truly 'Athenian Culture' 
in which American art and letters might flourish." IC.laus Lubbers, Emily 
~ckinson: The Critical Revolution (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
1968) t p. 6-:-
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•iJBilar intellectual need. She first wrote to him in 1862; the fact that she 

illitiated the correspondence asserts her realization of her lack of intellec

tual companionship and artistic approval. Although she asked his advice and 

... umed a learner's pose, she coyly ignored all her mentor's recommendations. 

Be wanted her to regularize her rhythm and use customary rhyme, to publish her 

poems, to attend women's meetings-to conform to his idea of the modern woman 

poet. Her individuality as an artist, as well as a woman, made any real ef

forts to fulfill his vision of the ideal poetess impossible. Higginson could 

have over her only the power she would permit; he could see her only as far as 

ehe would allow. It was always the "humble pupil" who prescribed the rules for 

their relationship--she evaded questions, wrote cryptic letters, and put on 

... ks--and left Higginson bewildered. That this shy woman could so agilely set 

the tone of her association with a recognized literary figure, social reformer, 

and Unitarian minister suggests the depth of her fear of male dominance and 

her skill in warding it off. At the same time that she refused to sacrifice 

any of her individuality to this man, she gave their friendship considerable 

complexity and meaning. Emily Dickinson's position in this friendship parallels 

her tendency in her love poems to surround a person or a relationship with 

mystery and to confer on them imaginative meaning. 

Emily Dickinson's friendship with Samuel Bowles appears to have 

answered more varied and deeper needs than her friendship with her Boston 

teacher. Except for two visits, Higginson was an abstraction, an ethereal sym

bol of gentility who responded to the poet's letters and to the mysterious, 

fucinating person who eluded him in them. Samuel Bowles was intelligent, 

independent, witty, original, and successful; he was a real human being who 
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"-to her home informally and into her life also. Because he was the most 
canie ...... 

intensely alive person she knew, Emily Dickinson found his company stimulating. 

Their mutual admiration was tender and unaffected. ibat Bowles see11&, on the 

evidence of their correspondence, to have known the cause of the poet's crisis 

.aJtes his relationship with her unique and significant. To him she also sent 

.an.Y of her love poems and Bowles seems to have objected to this highly emo

tional dimension's entering their relationship. So important was this man in 

Emily Dickinson's life that some critics feel that he might even have been "the 

force behind her poetic explosion, the figure that provided the spiritual and 

emotional affinity for which she had been starving. "128 Others are more cau-

tious in their estimate of the relationship of this energetic, warm, sensitive 

llllD with his best friend's sister. 

The place that Samuel Bowles filled in the life of Emily Dickinson 
cannot be clearly defined, though the high value he held for her is 
plainly seen in all she wrote to him and about him. The nature of 
their relation remsins as elusive as her friendship with Higginson 
was categoricai.129 

Whatever the nuances of their friendship, Emily Dickinson responded to Bowles 

with an authentic and intense emotion that involved more of her womanhood than 

any other man had previously touched. 

The man who stirred Emily Dickinson most deeply at this time probably 

never suspected the nature of her love for him. When she heard Dr. Charles 

Wadsworth preach at the Arch St. Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, Emily 

128 Pickard, p. 125. Some other critics cite the parallel imagery in 
the poet's known letters to Bowles, her love poetry, and the "Master Letters" 
to support this thesis. N.B. Miller, pp. 111-119 and Higgins, pp. 81-84. 

129 Ward, Capsule, p. 150. 
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J)icldnson was at a crucial point. Personally, artistically, and spiritually 

she felt her inner emptiness, her lack of purposeful direction. After hearing 

Wadsworth, she began writing to him. He met her only twice in Amherst. Just 

as the tone of their correspondence is essentially religious, so the essence 

130 
of their relationship was basically spiritual. Emily Dickinson read all of 

Dr. Wadsworth's published sermons and found in them affinities with her own 

spirit. She looked to him for spiritual reassurance, especially in her doubts 

about immortality. He was her ''beloved Clergyman/' "closest earthly friend," 

and "Shepherd from 'Little Girl 'hood. "131 In her mind and heart, he assumed 

heroic proportions; he became a "'Man of Sorrow,'" a "Dusk C'.em, born of 

troubled Waters.n132 
As a man of Calvary. nso noble ••• so fathomless-so 

gentle• n133 Wadsworth became an idealised figure whom she could love passion

ately from a distance. 

Against the monotony and flatness of Emily Dickinson's provincial 
life, Wadsworth stood forth with a brilliant and dramatic force. 
In contrast to the provincial business men, lawyers, students and 
professors, in contrast to the undistinguished and colorlessly 
spiritual wives and daughters among whom she lived, Wadsworth had 
for her a quality of greatness which made it possible to think of 
him as an almost mythical being. • • • In the dark secrets of his 
life there was the romantic suggestion of a demonic inner mystery, such 
as Emily and Charlotte Bronte attribute to Heathcliff and Rochester.134 

130 Few critics today would accept Martha D. Bianchi 's sentimental, ex-
aggerated account of this relationship in The Life and Letters of Emily Dick
inson (New York: Houghton Mifflin Company ,'"192~ ""To turn a r8i'ationshri;
•uch as that of Dr. Wadsworth and Emily Dickinson into a love affair is not 
only misleading, it is false. u Millicent Todd Bingham, Emily Dickinson's !!2!!!,, 
p. 372. "Emily's long friendship with him [Wadsworth) was the spiritual in
tinaacy, in Calvinist rather than Roman Catholic terms, of penitent and unseen 
confessor." Higgins, p. 208. 

131Letters (Johnson, ed.), III, 737. 132Ibid., III, 744-745. 

133Ibid., III, 737. 134Chase, P• 75. 
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/llJ ideal image, he was not only a spiritual companion, but also, as the ''Mas-

Letters" and poems suggest, a chastely imagined lover whom she could both 
ter 

cSelire and renounce. Because of her longing for love and the power of her 

jJMlgination, this spiritual counselor and the cherished lover became identi

fied and merged into one symbolic figure of mythical stature. In Emily Dick

!DSOB 's mind Wadsworth, cut off from the affairs of daily life (when he died, 

th• poet had to write to his friends to try to discover the flesh and blood 

1l8ll behind the image she had created), was the ideal object of love; he was 

older, he was distant, he was abstract, he was mysterious. Her love for him 

also seemed ideal to Emily Dickinson; it was bodiless, it was impossible of 

fU].fillment; it involved pain, it left her independent. Emily Dickinson's re

sponse to ''her Philadelphia" was complex and ambivalent; it is doubtful that 

she would have had it otherwise. 

To her it was a basic necessity that he continue in all ways to be 
exactly the image of him she had created. Jor her he must be both 
immediate and afar, acutely desired yet renounced.135 

To her imagination he could be intimately present; in actuality he was-and had 

to be-distant. The ambivalence Emily Dickinson showed at this depth of her 

notional life is significant. That her love for Wadsworth both enlarged her 

affective life and dramatised its polarity cannot be doubted. That her re-

aponse was not in proportion to the actual facts of their relationship does 

not mean that she did not experience a wide gamut of emotion, from rapture to 

despair. The meagerness of external events in no way lessened this woman's 

rich inner involvement. In her commitment to Wadsworth, Emily Dickinson fomd 

135 
Johnson, Emily Dickinson, p. 54. 
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a rarefied experience of love which qualified her whole emotional life. 

Emily Dickinson's love for Judge Otis Lord, ''her lovely Salem," was 

both similar to and different from her love for Dr. Wadsworth. Like the minis

ter, this lawyer was older, professionally eminent, and impressively majestic. 

Se was another man of her father's generation to whom Emily Dickinson could 

cum; be had, in fact, been a lifetime friend of Ed.ward Dickinson; like her 

father and "her beloved Clergyman," he was an intense man who restrained his 

passions. He was intelligent, dignified, and sympathetic. He, too, entered 

deeply into Emily Dickinson's life at a time of strain; she was still dreaming 

of her dead father nightly and in her conscious hours trying to adjust to his 

absence and to answer the haunting theological problems his death renewed. 

Unlike her relationship with Dr. Wadsworth this last love of her life 

was personal, reciprocal, and erotic-at least in its verbal expression. After 

the death of his wife, the judge's loneliness helped to bring to bloom a tnUtual 

low between him and his dead friend's daughter. Lord was no disembodied ideal 

to whom Emily Dickinson wrote, safe in the knowledge that she would probably 

newr see him again. He visited the Mansion frequently. He and she wrote 

regularly, too, and their correspondence has a tenderness, playfulness, and 

passion missing in her earlier letters to the other two men who had come 

closest to her, Bowles and Wadsworth. 

I confess that I love him--I rejoice that I love him--I thank 
the maker of Heaven and Earth-that gave him me to love-the exulta
tion floods me .136 

Oh 11 my too beloved, save me from the idolatry which would crush 
us both-137 

136Letters (Johnson, ed.), II. 614-615. 137tbid •• II 616 t • -
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It is strange that I miss you at night so much when I was never with 
you--but the punctual love invokes you soon as my eyes are shut--and 
I wake warm with the want sleep had almost filled.138 

Judge Lord was no ethereal projection of Emily Dickinson's desire but a 

fle•h and blood man who loved her and wanted to marry her. Whether her devo

tion to her invalid mother and her fondness for home, the unfavorable reaction 

of Judge Lord's niece, her long years of independence, her preference for the 

ipiritual to the physical, and her fear that reality could never equal expec

tation prevented their marriage is not clear. J'rom her letters to him "after 

four years of accepted love, freely expressed, it is clear that complete in

timacY, either in marriage or without, was to be denied, yet the possibility 

of it was fully acknowledged between them. 11139 Her letters indicate that she 

felt some sorrow that she could not fulfill her lover's hopes; but whatever 

the emotional cost to either of them, she did not marry. The spiritual-

p1ychological roots of this denial of the sexual force in the relationship and 

the pain of renunciation also seem apparent from a letter to him in 1878. 

Dont [sic] you know you are happiest while I withhold and not 
confer-dont you know that ''No" is the wildest word we consign to 
Language? 

The "Stile" is God's-My Sweet One-for your great sake--not 
mine-I will not let you cross-but it is all your's, and when it 
is right I will lift the Bars, and lay you in Koss-You showed me 
the word. 

I hope it has not different guise when my fingers make it. It 
is Anguish I long mmceal from you to let you leave me, hungry, but 
you ask the divine Crust and that would doom the Bread.140 

Baily Dickinson's love for Judge Lord was the last and most passionate of her 

138
Ibid •• III 663 . ' . 

140 
Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 617. 
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J.ife. '!'his friendship touched her most deeply as a woman; it was the most 

fullY human and made the most complete demands upon her e1110tionally. This love1 

unlike the earlier ones, which to such an amazing extent burned most intensely 

within her inner being. drew her to an answering center outside of her psyche. 

inowin& the intensity of her own emotions and feeling the strength of her sex

ual response, Emily Dickinson possibly feared to give full expression to this 

lo"Ve· Although they could only guess at its significance, her brother and sis

ter accepted this unconventional autumnal romance. As her sister lay in her 

coffin, Vinnie put two heliotropes by Emily Dickinson's hand "'to take to Judge 

d 
,.,141 

Lor • In death Emily Dickinson was no longer subject to the ambivalence 

she bad experienced in her love for even Judge Lord. 

In her relations with her various masters. different sides of Emily 

Dickinson's complex personality responded, and responded in varying degrees. 

With Humphrey and Newton and Higginson, her friendship was literary and intel-

lectual. With Wadsworth. it was religious and idealized. With Bowles, it was 

literary, intellectual. and companionable. With Lord. it was erotic and per-

sonal. Her commitment to each love was ardent in its own way. Her developing 

experience of love resulted in emotional exaultatiou. anguish, and growth. 

These relationships have much in common that affected her poetry. They 

all exhibit a typical tension and ambivalence. They are suspended between the 

poles of intimacy and remoteness. As a woman Emily Dickinson was pulled be-

tween desire for love and an inhibiting fear of its demands-psychological and 

14L 
-i.eyda, II. 475. 
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physical. In each case the man was older, a figure she could deify.142 She 

conferred symbolic aisnifican.ce and a sense of awe on each friendship. She 

felt a compelling necessity to renounce the ordinary satisfaction of any of 

these loves, while at the .same time imaginatively indulging in their mystery 

and splendor. Possibly this near compulsion to renunciation explains why "in 

all but her last love, she seems inevitably, almost by design, to have chosen. 

11811 who were related, married, dying or dead to immortalize and love. A for

bidden love makes the luxury more precious."143 All of these deeper relation

ships with men, therefore, involved pain and joy. In all but the last, the 

lover was out of reach and bodiless and the love was unanswered in kind and 

impossible. The elusive quality of these loves is not surprising in a woman 

who found gifts "more precious u because "more disembodied. "144 Paradoxically, 

just below the surface, there is a suggestion of passion; in the intensity of 

the spiritual aspects thel'e is a hint of explosiw sexual drives-consciously 

or subconsciously-barely kept in control. 145 

As a result of these experiences, certain attitudes toward men devel-

oped in Emily Dickinson's psyche and poetry. In her youth. she exhibited a 

healthy interest in young men. Allowing for her poses-personal and literary-

142 "Emily Dickinson appears to have been conscious of her apti tu.de for 
idolatry in a love relation." Lindberg, p. 52; N.B. Letters (Johnson, ed.), 
II, 560. 

14~L 
"-Norman Gregor• ~ Luxu!'J'. tl Doubt: ! Stu& .!!, ~ Relationship !!,-

tween Imagery .!!!.!!. 'l'heme !!, Emily Dickinson's Poetry (Unpublished doctoral 
diHertation, University of New Mexico, 1955), p. 152. 

144Letters (Johnson, ed.), III. 761. 

145ror clearer evidence of this eroticism, see Letters (Johuson, ed.), 
II, 615 and 617 and Poems 190• 249, 512, and 520. 
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a ].etter Emily Dickinson wrote wheu she vas only fifteen reveals a normal if 

coquettish young woman. 

I am growing handsome very fast indeed! I expect I shall be the 
belle of Amherst when I reach my seventeenth year. I don't doubt 
that I shall have perfect crowds of admirers at that age. Then 
how I shall delight to make them await JJl'J bidding, and with what 141 
delight shall I witness their suspense while I make fll1 final decision~ 

In her adolescent letters she often made witty references to her friends' beaus1 

saying that one ''will make a devoted husband," but that she finds another's 

actions "rather suspicious," adding "these Music teachers are always such high 

147 
10uled beings." Emily Dickinson's early social life seems quite free and 

healthy. A letter she wrote in 1850, telling of arriving home at 2 A.M. froa 

a party, contradicts the repressive picture often given of her home and 

family. 148 The letters of her late teens and early twenties show positive, 

common-sense attitudes toward marriage and suggest her desire, at this time, 

to marry. One letter, however, written to Sue in 1852, suggests to Gelpi a 

more contradictory young woman because of i 

• • • the dilemma that determined her response to experience at all 
levels. For a few moments and in her own words she is caught 

146tetters (Johnson, ed.), I, 13. This same passage might be used by 
Griffith to substantiate his claitn that the poet was jealous, not of man's 
physical attributes, but of his power, poise, and superiority. Loag Shadow, 
P• 288. However, his further claim in an earlier article that she pathologi
cally dreaded all things masculine seems, in the light of this dissertation, 
too exclusive and extreme. Her "aversion toward masculine grossness and toward 
the personal debasement which it threatens" is only one side of the coin. 
"Emily Dicltinaon • s Love Poetry," UK.Cl., XXVII (Winter, 1960), 99. While admit
ting the poet's fear of masculine domirumce and physical contact, the present 
Study asserts that she also desired thea. Her posture, therefore, would not 
be one of unmitigated dread, but a more complex one of desire/dread. This 
qualification of Griffith's basic thesis does not deny his many valuable in
sights and their importance to this study. 

147
...,Le ... t.,.te......,rs ... (Johnson, ed.), I, 17-l:S. 1481bid., I, 83. 
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hesitating between the desire to be ravished and the fear of being 
violated, between the need for integration with something else and 
the assertion of self-contained individuality, between the need for 
t.mion with or subservience to the not-me and the insistence upon the 
separate identity of the ego.149 

ror whatever unknown historical-psychological reasons, Emily Dickinson did not 

marry and her later attitude toward men grew more ambivalent. Strong, vibrant 

men attracted her. At the same time that she wished to be their "pupil," to be 

instructed and comforted by them, she rejected any real domination by them. 

The psychoanalytic axiom that "the individual's attitude in sexual matters is 

150 
the prototype of his attitude toward the rest of life" seems especially 

relevant in reference to Emily Dickinson, whose response to the significant 

in human experience was always polar. To this woman masculinity connoted: 

repulsion-attraction, threat-fulfillment, pain-joy. Accounting for the nega-

tive side of this image, Griffith cites the failure of the men who meant most 

151 to her-her father, brother, Higginson, Bowles, and God-to meet her needs. 

Ha describes her picture of man thus: 

The image of man, which experience confirmed in her mind, was the 
image of a figure at once strong and dangerous: strong because he 
mastered, and dangerous because he used this mastery in order to re
ject and injure. Accordingly, her total view of masculinity had to 
be compounded of awe and bitterness, of reverence and fear, all 
struggling together in one uneasy emotional amalgam.152 

As proof of his thesis, Griffith offers "her childish primness and dislike of 

exposure," ''her white dress and protective screen," and ''her retreat itself" 

149 pp. 2-3. 

150 
Karen Berney, ''The Denial of the Vagina," in Psychoanalysis ~ 

.!!emale Sexuality, ed. by Dr. Hendrik M. Ruitenbeck (New Haven, Conn.: College 
and University Press, 1966), p. 75. 

151 "Emily Dickinson's Love Poetry," 97-98. 
152

Griffith, Long Shadow. p. 169. 
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as evidence of her "attempt to deny the fact of her sexuality" and her need for 

8 
"symbolic barrier against any wicked attacks" or "necessity for physical con

tacts. 11153 While admitting an erotic element in these actions, so rigidly 

limiting the motivation of a highly sensitive and complex woman solely to the 

sexual seems an error. 

The same ambivalence toward love that made Emily Dickinson personally 

fear physical contacts yet need to express emotions marks her love poetry. 

To a woman who preferred letters because they were the spiritual essence of 

the writer without the burden of the body, "the mind alone without corporeal 

friend, 11154 an ideal experience of love was bodiless. Just as her friendships 

had an imaginative, symbolic quality that removed them from the realities of 

life and surrounded them with misty significance, so her love poetry typically 

suppresses the physical and glorifies the spiritual. A cerebral, desexualized 

experience of love may have held less threat for the speaker in her bridal po-

etry than a more inclusively erotic one. Themes of separation and renunciation 

predominate in the love poetry of this woman who could refer to the absence of 

a loved one as "the supper of the heart. "155 A related motif centered around 

love's fulfillment, deterred in time, but celebrated in a desexualized state 

beyond the grave. The bridal poems confer a pseudo-religious significance upon 

love, making it the source of grace and relating it to other crucial experi-

ences. The close connection between Emily Dickinson's personal experience of 

love and her artistic transformation of it is suggested by the nature of the 

153Ibid., p. 167. -
154 Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 460. 155Ibid., II, 452. 
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.. jor themes and dominant attitudes in her love poetry. The correlation be

tween the poet's emotional life and the creative use she made of it illumines 

both the woman and her poetry. 

The emotional exaltation and anguish that love brought Emily Dickinson 

definitely seems to have been a spur to her art. Many critics attribute the 

ipate of poems sbe produced during the years of crisis to her inner turmoil. 

and her inner turmoil to the nature of her experience of love. While not de

nying a causal relati011Ship between the love and the pain that she suffered 

and the poetry that resulted, it seems not only possible but highly probable 

that her crisis involved IJlOre of her totnl personality and experience than 

many critics acknowledge. That profound spiritual and artistic tensions came 

to a decisive--and anguisbed--head at the same time as the affective se81DS ob

vious from her letters and lyrics. If Emily Dickinson's pain had a theological 

and aesthetic as well as a romantic aspect, the radical changes in the pattern 

of her life and art after this period would be more understandable and the 

romantic legend of a frustrated love affair would be more discredited. The 

complexity of Emily Dicltinson's emotional life and its rich creative results 

negate any sentimentally simple explanation of her almost simultaneous decision 

to initiate her correspondence with Higgiuon, to withdraw from the more or

dinary 110de of .Amherst life, to no longer attend church services. to wear 

white, and to devote herself to her writing. In her perceptive analysis of 

the pattern of Ellily Dickinson's il'.11ler life, Theodora Ward clai1118 that the 

disturbance was not the result of any one set of circumstances, but the effect 

on a sensitive personality of "slowly accumulated pressures, both within 

and without, working against inherent forces for growth and 
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.. 156 
fulfillment. 

While not discounting the affective elements in her anguish, it would 

seem more accurate to say that as a human being terribly troubled by cosmic 

questions, Emily Dickinson's crisis was fundamentally a religious one. She 

157 needed to know that God exists and that he is a God of love. Her deepest 

.nguish, far from being a matter of thwarted human love, arose from the nature 

of the human condition and her insistent need to cope with it.158 At another 

level, her crisis was an artistic one. She needed to know how to channel her 

energies so that her poetic impulses could be realized-if possible--recognized 

The pain Emily Dickinson suffered from these multiple causes had two 

major effects upon her creativity. Suffering not only let loose a torrent of 

poetry, but it also matured her as a person and as a poet. Anguish enlarged 

her vision and increased her capacity to love. Her outlook and her emotions 

156 Capsule, p. vii. 

157 The parallel between her concept of God, the ultimate masculine-
father figure, her picture of her own father, and her image of men connects the 
spiritual and romantic in the poet at a deep psychological level. The corre
sponding parallel iu her ambivalent response to these figures is also signifi
cant. 

158 Griffith clearly agrees with this interpretation of the poet's cri-
sis. "Emily Dickinson's problem was not a frustrated personal relationship, 
but a metaphysical quandary. • • • her struggle was not against temptations of 
the flesh, but against a religious skepticism, of the severest and most gripphg 
kind." Lons Shadow, pp. 77-78. Anderson implies agreement when, after dis
cussing the sequence of events in this woman's life from 1854 to 1859, he says 
that "a search for religious truth • • • was the mainspring of her life as of 
her art." Emily Dickinson's Poetry, p. 5 7. Miller, in what seetltS a gratuitous 
aanner, makes Bowles' supposed rejection of the poet's love a cause of her 
spiritual quest; N.B. pp. 111-113. This critic flatly claims: "Emily Dickin
•on came to terms with her suffering by abaudoning her faith in her Master and 
restoring her faith in God." p. 186. With two modifications Sherwood makes a 
similar causal relation; the Master is Dr. Wadsworth whoa God removes to Cali
fornia as punishment for her substituting a creature for her creator. 
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chSllBed dering the first half of the 1860s. ''Whereas in her school days and 

early twenties, her response to affective moods had been diffuse and sweeping, 

159 
th•Y now began to focus in a narrow, sharper beam." Because for this artist 

"poetry issued from pain. from the suffering involved in personal relationships 

160 or in beholding the naked threat of the cosmos to human existence," love, 

like death, was an impetus to a more tough-minded art. Agony lessened the in

cidence of sentimentality and heightened the philosophic implications of her 

art. Under the aegis of intense and prolonged suffering, Emily Dickinson 

reached the zenith of her creative powers. Her inner struggle demanded a high 

price from her nervous system, but it also paid her rich dividends as a woman 

and as a poet. 

Following this period of decision, Emily Dickinson gradually withdrew 

from the more conventional forms of social life in Amherst. Realizing that one 

choice excludes others 1 she consolidated her spiritual and creative forces. 

Because she needed time and privacy to read and write, Emily Dickinson left 

her father's home less and less frequently. Within the family circle, she 

was involved and actiw. She did much of the preserving and baking--no one 

else could make the bread her father liked best. Later she shared for many 

years the care of her invalid mother. She did not simply go to her room and 

shut out her family and friends; she was aware of and responded on many levels 

to their individual needs. 

Neither did Emily Dickinson isolate herself from the world beyond the 

159 Johnson, Emily Dickinson, p. S7. 160 Chase, p. 191. 
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161 aomestead. Physical seclusion is not necessarily equal to psychic or emo-

uonal withdrawal. Her notes tell of her interest in and kindness to acquaint

ances and neighbors. She sent flowers, breads, jellies, and letters of con

gratulation or sympathy to a variety of people. She was well aware of the 

happenings in Amherst and the world beyond the Valley. Her reading insured her 

1tnowledge of world events. Probably no other woman in the town was as well 

informed as this "recluse" who regularly read newspapers like the Spriyfield 

1eeublican and the ~ ·.!!!!!. Times. periodicals such as Centm, Scribner's, 

!!!P!rs, and the Atlantic, and a wide range of current writers as diverse as 

Benjamin Disraeli, Bret Harte, Henry .James, and John Ruskin. As an omnivorous 

162 reader, Emily Dickinson could refer ironically to Darwin's theories, mention 

163 forest fires in Wisconsin, speak cryptically of Gordon's trying to relieve 

the British 
164 garrison at Khartoum, and describe as a hatmting story a Bri-

tisb novel, 
165 called Back, published just two years before. Not only did 

this woman 1s reading keep her in touch with world happenings and intellectual 

currents of her time, but it also gave her "the vicarious experiences and per-

1pective that made possible the perceptive observations and penetrating analyses 

characteristic of her poetry."166 

Emily Dickinson's retirement was not a cowardly escape from reality; 

•he faced the agonizing metaphysical questions that hatmted her. without the 

ordinary distractions of social intercourse. Her choice of a secluded life 

161This statement differs from Chase's claim--at least in its implica
tions-that she became "an almost complete stranger to the world outside her 
father's house." p. 6. 

162 
Latte.rs (Johnson, ed.), II. 485. 163Ibid. II II 491 ' . 

164
tbid •• III, 833. 165Ibid., III, 856. 166 Capps, P• 145. 
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cfe118Dded unusual courage and strength. She made this choice to turn her atten-

more exclusively beyond the limits of time, to explore cosmic problems 
doD 

167 
.aid psychic reality through her art. Emily Dickinson's seclusion was not a 

rejection of life either; it did not dry her up intellectually or emotionally. 

Jaitber did her turning away from the meetings and teas of Amherst narrow her 

awareness of the human condition or of herself as a human being. "From her 

yantage point of withdrawal it was possible to see more sharply than those who 

were involved in the conventions of the day. 11168 By filtering out petty prob

lem& and village gossip, her retirement intensified her sensitivity and ex

panded her awareness. Her seclusion involved a sense of values, of emphasis, 

of interest: the internal world took precedence over the external. By re

fusing to conform to the ordinary mode of life for a New England spinster, 

this woman achieved a fullness of life that she probably could not otherwise 

have had. The richness and intensity of her existence was in proportion to 

its selectivity. The woman who said to Higginson in 1870 "I find ecstasy in 

living--the mere sense of living is joy enough"169 is the same one who in 1864 

spoke of the necessity of the soul's selecting ''her own society" and then clos-

ing "the Valves of her attention-/Like Stone-" (303). The fact that Emily 

Dickinson limited the area of her experience and that she brought such a 

167 In his 1862 "Letter to a Young Contributor," Higginson had advised: 
"a wise man must have strength to call in his resources before middle life, 
Pl'\Dle off divergent activities, and concentrate himself on the main work." 
.Mlantic Essays (Boston: James R. Osgood and Company, 1871), p. 87. 

168 Charles R. Anderson, "From a Window in Amherst: Emily Dickinson 
Looks at the American Scene," NEQ, XXXI (June, 1958), 147. 

169 
Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 474. 
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capacity for deep response to each experience resulted in a life of rare in-

170 tensity and fulness. Ecstasy was not foreign to this poet; but as Poem 1640 

indicates, it was an inner vitality, a spiritual joy that was realized in the 

center of her being. When Robert Spiller says that "never was there a person 

to whom so little happened who suffered and rejoiced with such intensity," and 

adds in the next sentence that "she knew love and death as few have known them 

d 11171 h i b mil ick.i f and survive , e suggests a strong connect on etween E y D nson s 

retirement and her artistic concentration upon love and death. The poet's se-

eluded life encouraged her to look beyond temporalities. Grappling with cosmic 

questions, she put love and death in an existential frame that links them 

metaphysically. Analyzing with searing honesty her own emotional processes, 

she approaches love and death in her poetry from a psychological angle. The 

introspection and intensity her seclusion heightened are apparent in the po-

etry it allowed her to create, "a body of poetry devoted to the main concerns 

of consciousness" in which "fulfillment, dissolution, and transcendence in-

172 extricably entwined." 

Because the motivation and nature of Emily Dickinson's withdrawal have 

such a direct bearing on her emotional life, and so on her creative handling of 

170 Ruth McNaughton sees Emily Dickinson's frequent use of the image of 
intoxication as evidence of her intense response to life. N.B. p. 56. With
out disputing McNaughton's major claim, it should be noted that Rosenbaum. of
fers only partial support for her minor premise. Intoxicate in its various 
forms has only four listings, drink ten, drinking one, drinker two, drunk 
three, drunkard two, drunken eight, liquor five, liquors two, and inebtiate 
three. s. P. Rosenbaum, ! Concordance !2. ~Poems .2! Emily Dickinson (Ithaca, 
New York: Cornell University Press, 1964). 

171 .!!!!_ Cycle .2! American Literature (New York: The Macmillan Company, 
1955), p. 165. 

172Gelpi, p. 109. 
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love, it is important that her seclusion is recognized~ not as a neurotic 

flight from reality but as "a way of intensifying her perceptions"--of inten

sifying her whole being •173 Since some critics have so distorted the causes 

and results of her retreat 1 it is especially necessary in a study such as the 

present to point out that her withdrawal did not essentially indicate a nega

tive response. It was not a rejection of love and life. The very vitality of 

her emotional life. not its sterility, required some limitation. Those who 

find her economy of life unhealthy usually: 1) stress the privation, inward

ness, and unhappiness of her life; 2) highlight her eccentricities--wearing 

only white, refusing to address envelopes in her own hand, even listening to 

piano music from the next room; and 3) attribute these peculiarities and her 

whole mode of life solely to a frustration in love. 174 If Emily Dickinson's 

life were as warped and introverted as some critics still maintain, the atti-

tudes toward love displayed in her poetry would have a different tone. 

Many critics take a more moderate stand regarding Emily Dickinson's se-

clusion. 'nley recognize both the painful renunciation involved and the neces-

sity of this renunciation to her full development as a woman and an artist. 

173 Johnson, EmilI Dickinson, p. 156. 

174E:xamples of unfavorable judgments upon Emily Dickinson's life 
pattern refer to it as: "a depressing jail of despair," Gregor, p. ; a 
"retreat backwards into childhood," Griffith, Long Shadow, p. 283; "intense 
neuroticism, 11 Henry H. Wells, Introduction to Emily Dickinson (Chicago: Packard 
Company, 194 7), p. 34; and "the neuroticism of too stringent self-suppression," 
Katherine Bregy, "Emily Dickinson: A New England Anchoress," Catholic World, 
CXX (December, 1924), 347. AB recently as 1964 Robert Goffin said that the 
Poet was ''burning with an lmrequited love amid the disappointments of her 
solitude." "Emily Dickinson," .!h!. .!!!, Hungarian guarterlx, V (Autumn, 1964), 
183; and Rebecca Patterson in 1967 claimed that Sue Dickinson was the object 
of the poet's passion. "Emily Dickinson's Debt to Gunderode," The Midwest 
.9!!,arterly, VIII (July, 1967), 341. ----
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AJ.len Tate's statement that "when she went up stairs and closed the door, she 

.astered life by rejecting it" must be coupled with his other statement that 

''her life was one of the richest and deepest ever lived on this continent" to 

175 
gra&P the asceticism and joy involved in Emily Dickinson's seclusion. If 

this duality of deprivation and fullness was the major mark of her affective 

life, it may also be the impetus behind her love poetry that stresses the 

necessity of renunciation, the inevitability of separation, and the benefits 

of suffering. 

The third and largest group of critics--among whom are such respected 

Dickinson scholars as Anderson, Gelpi, Sewell, Ward, and Whicher--consider 

Emily Dickinson's mode of life a positive value, a sign of psychological integ-

176 rity and inner strength. Although the position of these critics is not 

radically different from that of the second group, there is in their statement 

a greater emphasis upon the normalcy, the maturity, and the happiness of the 

poet's choice and her day-to-day living of it. These critics give as her 

175 Emily Dickinson, ed. by Richard Sewell, p. 20. These critics refer 
to her life of retirement as one "of light and a surrender," Chase, p. 261; 
"adopted out of necessity, for her nature ••• combined tenseness with exulta
tion," Letters (Johnson, ed.), I, viii; and as "a necessary condition for 
creativity." Griffith, Long Shadow, p. 9. 

176 
These critics refer to her seclusion as "a way of living, not a re-

nunciation of life," Ward, Emily Dickinson's Letters, p. 4; a "retreat from 
llOral obscurantism and tyranny • • • one means at her disposal of preserving 
her personal identity and of expressing the genius with which she was endowed," 
Zabel, 214; "the condition and the discipline in which Emily could attain the 
freest and fullest possible state of being," Willy, 93; ''Mr. Tate, I believe, 
is profoundly wrong. She never rejected life," Myron Oshshorn, "In Search of 
liaily Dickinson," !!!!, Mexico gµarterly, XXIII (Spring, 1953), 101; and "seclu
sion • • • was true economy to Emily Dickinson." Higgins, p. 160. 
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pdtne fllOti ve in restricting her social a.cti vi ties her need for time; in a 

household where she did her full share of work, Emily Dickinson needed time-

time to think, time to write, time to be herself-and "the Puritan strain in 

177 her revolted at the dissipation of her gift of life." They also stress that 

she found greater appeal and joy in the inner life than she did in the external; 

"largely she withdrew simply because there were things which interested her 

more. 11178 One ,critic goes so far as to say that, far from a denial of love 

and life, the need Emily Dickinson experienced for union "extended beyond 

passion and possibility to a craving for universal love. for all life and all 

i 
,,179 

be ng. 

Obviously the experience of and attitudes toward love possible in the 

seclusion described by this last group of critics are different from those of 

the second group, very different from those of the first. Living at a rare 

intensity few people could sustain, grappling with metaphysical questions, 

feeling the limitations of time. and imagining a perfect love that combined 

her sexual and religious longings, Emily Dickinson projected an idealized love 

in her poetry--a love doomed to frustration in this life but possible of ful-

fillment in a quasi-mystical nuptial that transcends and literally escapes 

the human condition in a heavenly union. 

Just as the poet's whole affective life--her experiences of love from 

little-girlhood through adulthood, her friendships with trten and women, her 

relationships with her family-conditioned her treatment of love in her poetry, 

p. 119. 

177 Whicher, p. 138; Millicent Todd Bingham, Emily Dickinson's .!!2!!:.,, 

178 Berenson. 356. 179 G&lpi, p. 111. 
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80 
her encounters with death in her life affected her treatment of it in her 

art. Emily Dickinson's personal experiences intensified her natural inclina-

don to dwell imaginatively upon death, the dramatic moment of dying and the 

philosophical and theological implications of mortality. 

Her reading drew the poet's attention to death. "Books of the day, es-

pecially popular fiction and religious writings dwelt on death as persistently 

88 books a century later would dwell on sex.,.180 Discussing popular cultural 

pattems in the 1840's, an authority on American studies states: "The death

bed scene grew to be a staple of fiction and drama. Death provided the theme 

for many a poem, the suggestion for many a song. It offered the subject for 

181 many a picture." He offers, as "emblematic of the interest in death in art 

182 
and letters, u a poem published in 1844 in !h!,, Cypress Wreath. The first 

stanza reads: 

Thou art gone to the grave, but we will not deplore thee, 
Tiiough sorrows and darkness encompass the tomb; 

Thy Saviour has pass'd through its portal before thee, 
And the lamp of his love is thy guide through the gloom! 

In "Books for the Lady Reader, 1820-1860," Ola Elizabeth Winslow lists four 

titles from the 1849 The Book of Pearls: "The Early Dead," "Love in Sadness," ---
''The Country Graveyard," and ''The Maiden's Vow. 11183 Ruth Miller, asserting a 

110re specific connection between Emily Dickinson and the popular interest in 

180 Higgins, p. 55. 

181carl Bode, ed., American Life in the 1840s (New York: New York 
University Press, 1967), p. 207. ---

182rbid. -
Press , 

183 
Romanticism in America, ed. by George Boas (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

1940), p. 99. --
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death, claims that Thomas Bridgeman's Inscriptions 2.!!. £.h!. Grave !tones .!!!, !h!_ 

Grave Yards 2.! North!!Pton, ~ !!!!, other towns !!!. .sh!. Valley !!.! £.!!!. Con.necti

-------~ since it .. seems the most well read of any [books in her father's library]" 

184 
nourished ''her interest in mortuary subject matter." DiSalvo implies a 

eiJd.lar link between the poet's awareness of death and her literary-religious 

milieu. After establishing that the most popular revival songs, such as "I 

Could Not Live Away," in Village Hymns edited by Nettleson and published in 

1824, are about death, he adds that "these songs were not sung in church, but 

at home, and Emily Dickinson's copy of Nettleson was so popular she was con-

185 tillually lending it out." While Samuel Bowles and Dr. Holland edited the 

Springfield Republican, it reviewed and reissued classics like Jeremy Taylor's 

186 Bolz; Living .!!!!, Holy Dying. In her 1862 letter to Higginson, Emily Dickin-

i1on gave Sir Thomas Browne as one of her favorite authors. Because of its con-

cern with problems of belief and life after death, his ReJ.igio Medici interestei: 

her. The poet's concept of circumference echoes his in many ways. Whether 

this similarity is a matter of unconscious borrowing or simply proof of the 

likeness of their thinking, Sir Thomas Browne's writing riveted this woman's 

gaze firmly on eternity. Sue owned a copy of Theodore Parker's Prayers which 

her Bister-in-law probably read. Dr. Wadsworth's sermons, which she called 

"a sorrowful Treasure" after his death, she read and reread in pamphlet and 

book form. 187 'l.'he eschatological nature of Dr. Wadsworth's thought is evident 

184
Miller, p. 399. 

185 DiSalvo, p. 21. 

186 
Judith Banzer, "'Compound Manner': Emily Dickinson and the Meta-

physical Poets," M:_, XXXII (January, 1961) , 425. 

187 Letters (Johnson, ed.), III, 738. 



-- - 94 -

in his annual Thanksgiving sermon in which he spoke of death, calling it not a 

destruction, not even a decay but a harvest.
188 

Her reading of the Bible, 

i ally of her favorite Book of Revelations, also fixed her mind on eternity 
8 spec 

'l'he impact of tliis book, with its account of the heavene opening, is evident in 

her frequent quotations from it in her letters. As the sensational novels of 

Ik Marvel fed her romantic interest in love and death and the emotional writing~ 

of Mrs. Child her idealistic, so this variety of religious reading and popular 

ausic whetted Emily Dickinson's interest in the metaphysical aspects of mor-

tality. 

The Puritan concem with the moment of death also aroused Emily Dick.in-

son's religious and psychological interest in mortality. To the Calvinist, 

the instant of dying was crucial. "Death, for the Pul'ita.n. was in a sense the 

apex of life, the culminating point of a career, the most important and solemn 

of all occasions; for shortly one would discover whether he was to be saved 

18 meaber of the elect or be rejected and left out of God's love. " 189 The 

C&lvinist believed that the dying person gave SOM sign of salvation or damna

tion. The person's willingness or unwillingness to die, his fear or confi-

deuce, were supposedly evidence of his spiritual state. To people accusto•d 

to a metaphorical approach to reality, the words and gestures of a dying per-

•on assumed great significance. Although the poet did not formally accept the 

faith of her parents, Calvinistic traits were a part of her unconscious. In 

188 
Religion in Politics: A Sermon Preached in the Arc.~ Street Presby-

~•rilll! Church, Philadelphia (Philadelphia: William '8.' Martie;: 1853). 

1891'.l' d 46 .i:Or , p. • 



- 95 -

s she often asked for the details of a friend's death.
190 

When Ben ber letter , 

Nel!Tton died, she wrote his pastor, Mr. Edward Hale " ••• I often have hoped to 

kn01i if his last hours were cheerful, and if he was willing to die •••• You 

..., think my desire strange, Sir, but the Dead was dear to me, and I would love 

to tnow that he sleeps peacefully."191 In 1883 in a letter to Charles Clark, 

•he says of his brother's death that she hoped he was able to talk in his clos-

1.DS moments, for "One accent of courage as he took his flight would assist your 

11192 
Heart. From those experiencing "the secret of Death," she looks also for 

another sign, some assurance of immortal! ty. Emily Dickinson's poems contain 

this same double interest in the moment of death and its significance. In 

Poem 163'.lt the speaker asks the dying person: 

What answer wrest from thee 
Before thou dost exude away 
In the recdlless sea? 

A number of her poems, capturing with clinical precision the instant of death, 

may have their source in the poet's abiding concern with the psychological and 

religious implications of dying. Emily Dickinson's concern with the symbolic 

importance of dying accounts for the angle of experience explored and the att1-

tudes toward death presented in many of her death poeJDS. 

Besides these literary and religious reminders of human mortality, 

death in mid-nineteenth century New Engl.and was commonplace. The New England 

190 
In view of her religious heritage, this interest does not seem tm.-

healthy. Conrad Aiken's judgment, therefore, seems unwarranted and untrue: 
"Ultimately, the obsession (with death] became morbid, and her eagerness for 
details, after the death of a friend--the hungry desire to know how she died 
-became almost vulture-like.'' "Emily Dickinson," Dial, LXXVI (April, 1924), 
308. -

19~tters (Johnson, ed.), I, 282. 192tbid., III, 778. 

I 
I : 
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winters were severe and held a constant threat of disease. The statistics of 

th• Mutual Life Insurance Company of New York for the period from 1843 to 1898 

record an average of one death a week from tuberculosis among the 3.ooo people 

193 
living in Amherst. Summars held their own special dangers, too. Writing 

to Abiah Root in 1846 • Emily Dickinson mentioned that "there were over 100 

194 
deaths in Boston last week, a great many of them owing to the heat." Tbis 

poet was made extra sensiti"fe to death by its frequency and suddenness among 

her friends. Entries in Vinnie's diary, like her sister's letters. are sprin-

195 
kled with references to death: .. Poor Abby is .!!.!.!.!' ; "Maria Norcross is 

dead"196 ; "Aunt Eliza is ..!!!.!!• 0197 Her parents' anxiety over their daughter's -
poor health encouraged Emily Dickinson's consciousness of death's power and 

presence. "The prevalence of heavy colds, often developing into illness fatal 

to her contemporaries, kept the fam:Uy in a state of constant apprehension."
198 

Because of what her family considered her delicate health, Emily Dickinson was 

kept out of school for whole terms. Not only the suddenness, power, and fre-

quency of death, but its neamess dt:eW her attention to it. Sickness and 

death were not hidden remotely behind a screen in the hospital. They were 

realities that people in nineteenth century New England lived with and cared 

for in their own homes, with theil.r own hands. Neighbors and relatives assisted 

•ach other in nursing the sick and preparing the dead for burial. Death de-

anded more than sympathy from those near the dying. Since Emily Dickinson's 

193 
DiSalvo, p. 18. 194Letters (Johnson, ed.), I, 38. 

195Le d y a, I, 197. 
196tb1d., I, 199. 

197
tbid., I, 206. 198 Bingham, p. 179. 
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--rlooked the cemetery, the reality of death and the drama of a funeral room v•-

-ssion early entered her consciousness. A letter she wrote when she was 
pto-

onlY sixteen tells of her reflections upon mortality as she sat by the north 

vindoW when "the funeral train entered the open gate of the church yard, 

199 following the remains of Judge Dickinson's wife to her long home." Because 

of her proximity to the Amherst cemetery, every funeral forcefully called Emily 

Dicki.DBOD to the puzzle of mortality. 

Thematically Emily Dickinson's poetry reflects her personal awareness 

of death's power, presence, and speed. Many times in her art death becomes a 

200 
type of thief who steals life and robs the speaker of those most dear. Po-

.. similar to 532 dramatize the proximity of death. Without an empirical 

mowledge of death, the poet could not present the experience of Poems 241, 

389, 485, 1073, 1078, and 1100. The wide variety of approaches to mortality 

utilized in her poetry grows out of the poet's own acquaintance with it--real 

or imaginary-and reflects her ambivalence to it. 

Many other aspects of Emily Dickinson's personal experience intensified 

her natural inclination to dwell imaginatively upon death. Her haunting aware-

neaa of mortality a temmed :t in part at least• froa her sharp and early personal 

•counter with it. When only thirteen, she visited the dying Sophia Holland 

vbom she evidently greatly admired. The death of this fifteen year old friend 

left a penaanent and painful mark upon the impressionable adolescent'• memory 

md imagination. Two years later she wrote to Ahiah Root: 

199 
Letters (Johnson, ed.), I, 31. 

200 
N.B. Poems 971, 1136. 
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At length the doctor said that she must die & allowed me to look 
at her a 1ll01llent through the open door. I took off my shoes and 
stole softly into the sick room. 

There she lay mild & beautiful as in health & her pale features 
lit up with an tmearthly-smile. I looked as long as friends would 
permit & when they told me I must look no longer I let them lead me 
away. I shed no tear, for my heart was too full to weep, and after 
she was laid in her coffin & I felt I could not call her back again 
I gave way to a fixed melancholy. 

I told no one the cause of my grief, though it was gnawing at my. 
very heart strings.201 

That this experience was psychologically w0tmding to so intense a youpg girl, 

who brooded in silence for over two years, seems highly probable. 

The early and sudden death of Leonard Humphry in 1850 again forced 

Emily Dickinson's attention on the mystery of human mrtality. After an ill-

ness of only ten hours, he died of congestion of the brain. The death at only 

twenty-seven of Humphrey• one of her favorite tutors at Amherst Academy, made 

the young woman try to answer the riddle that would more and more haunt her. 

Referring to Humphrey's death in a letter to .Abiah Root-who apparently shared 

her taste for florid melancholy and stylized expression of it-Emily Dickinson 

says, ". • • some of my friends are gone, and some of my friends are sleeping 

--sleeping the churchyard sleep. ,.202 Chase comments that "these are not the 

words of someone personally overwhelmed with grief" but of someone "trying to 

master the ~ of grief and loss. n 203 

Because in life Ben Newton had called forth a more personal and pro-

found response from the poet-to-be, her reaction to his death was less conven-

tional than it had been to Sophia Holland's or Leonard Humphrey's. Writing to 

201i.etters (Johnson, ed.), I, 32. 

203Chase, p. 43. 

202
tbid •• I, 102. 
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the Reverend Edward Everett Hale in January, 1854, Emily Dickinson apologizes 

for inquiring about Newton's death by saying that "the Dead was dear to me," a 

"gentle, yet grave Preceptor."
204 

The urgency in her words, "Please Sir, to 

tell me if • • • you think him at Home, I should love so much to know certainly, 

d 1 -r: n 20S ifi h f 1 d h that be was to ay n rieaven test es to er sense o oss an to er con-

cero about immortality, "a life again, nobler, and much more blessed--" 
206 

Emily Dickinson's reaction to deaths in her teens and twenties shows a 

discernible movement from adolescent curiosity and sentimental cliches to per

sonal involvement and religious questioning. Parallel to this growth, however, 

8 consistent romanticizing of home and friends made Emily Dickinson fear losing 

her loved ones in death. Various letters afford plausible explanations of 

this fearful possessiveness. 

When I think of the friends I love, and the little while we may 
dwell llere. and then ''we go away," I have a yearning feeling, a 
desire eager and ggxious lest any be stolen t1Way, so that I can
not behold them.207 

• • • I tbink of the grave very often and how much it has got of 
mine, and whether I can ever stop it from carrying off what I 
love • •• 20s 

Perhaps Death--gave me an awe for f riends--striking sharp 
and early, for I held them since-in a brittle love--of more 
alarm, than peace.209 

On the other hand, when the dead were not dear to her, Emily Dickinson aeead 

quite capable of confronting death objectively-almost flippantly. Writing 

to Austin in 1851, she declared: 

204 ed.), I, 282. 
205

tb1d., I, 283. Letters (Johnson, -
206

Ibid., I, 282. 207tbid., I, 103. -
208

tbid., I, 197-98. 209tbid., II, 423. 
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Vinnie tells me!!!.!, has detailed the .!!!!-she reserved the deaths 
for me, thinking I might fall short of my usual letter somewhere. 
In accordance with her wishes, I acquaint you with the decease of 
your aged friend-Dea Kingsbury. He had no disease that we know 
of, but gradually went out. Maratha Kingman has been very sick, 
and is not yet o~t of danger. Jane Grant is slowly improving, tho' 
very feeble yet.210 

A few weeks later she again wrote her brother, in a matter-of-fact way mixing 

details about ''brown bread for tea" and news of recent engagements with: 

It cannot be-yet it is so--Jennie Grant was buried yesterday 
-Maratha Kingman died at four o,clock f sic] this moming--one and 
another, and another--how we pass away1211 

th• impress of both changing and constant attitudes toward mortality is evi

dnt in the death poetry Emily Dickinson wrote. The matrix of stances arising 

from her early acquaintance with death is especially apparent in her treatment 

of love-death motifs. 
) } 

In the 1870s and 1880s the deaths of many of those dearest to her pain-

fully renewed Emily Dickinson's need to discover the truth about immortality. 

Prom her father's death in 1874 to Helen Hunt Jackson's in 1885, Emily Dickin-

ion again and again asked the same question: 

Lives he in any other world/ My faith cannot reply 
Before it was imperative/ Twas all distinct to me (1557). 

'l'be extent to which Emily Dickinson suffered from her uncertainty during this 

period of loss, she herself suggests in a letter to her Norcross cousins in 

August, 1884. 

• • • I grew very sick and gave the others much alarm. but am now stay
ing. The doctor CAlls it "revenge of the nerves"; but who but Death 
had wronged them?2~2c 

ZlOibid. • I, 138. 

212
Ib1d., III, 826-827. 
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.And in the autumn of the same year she confided in Mrs. Samuel Mack: 

The Dyings have been too deep for meA and before I could raise my 
Heart from one, another has com-21.J 

Possibly the most searing pain in this decade concemed her father's 

death in June, 1874. The fact that Edward Dickinson, after collapsing in the 

state legislature, died alone in his Boston hotel room, made his death more 

tragic to his family. The day before he died, Edward Dickinson and his daugh

ter had spent a quiet Sunday afternoon together in Amherst. Either in actual-

itY or in memory, those hours were wiquely meaningful to both of them. In a 

letter to Higginson in .July, Emily Dickinson said "I preferred to be with him, 

and invented an absence for Mother. 0214 For his part, Edward Dickinson 

"seemed peculiarly pleased"; in fact, "bis pleasure almost embarrassed" his 

215 daughter. Referring to her account of that last afternoon, a sensitive 

critic terms it a dramatic climax, drawing "together with a subtlety and 

poignancy of nuance that is worthy of Henry James the agonizing complex of 

216 
emotions which bound together these two so alike yet so at odds." 

In the years after her father's death, Emily Dickinson's letters show 

that she was haunted by his memory, that in death he assumed even more heroic 

proportions in her mind, and that she wavered between hope and doubt that he 

was enjoying an immortal existence. Dreaming about him at night and wondering 

during the day about his state--and so indirectly about the mysterious state 

imposed upon all by death--Emily Dickinson suffered personal grief and reli-

gious uncertainty. The loneliness and bereavement she suffered are evident in 

213Ibid., III, 843. 

215Ibid. -
214Ibid., II, 528. 

216 Gelpi t p. 19. 
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fl/IJlY of her letters. 

Father does not live with us now--he lives in a new house. 
Though it was built in an hour it is better than this. He hasn't 
any garden because he moved after gardens were made, so we take 
him the best flowers" and if we only knew he knew, perhaps we 
could stop crying. 211 

Mother is asleep in the library-Vinnie-in the Dining Room--
Father-in the Masked Bed-in the Marl House. 

How soft his Prison is-
How sweet those sullen Bars
No Despot•-but the King of Down 
Invented that Reposet218 

When I think of my Father's lonely Life and his lonelier Death, 
there is this redress-

Take all away-
The only thing worth larceny 
Is left-the Immortality-219 

I dream about father every night, always a different dream, and 
forget what I am doing daytimes, wondering where he is. Without 
any body, I keep thinking, What kind can that be?220 

221 Since my Father's dying, everything sacred enlarged so-

• • • the last April that Father lived, lived I mean below • • • 
222 

Edward Dickinson's death intensified and channeled his daughter's preoccupa-

tion with mortality. Because his death touched her so personally and deeply, 

her references to it are tender and urgent. Because it forced her to try once 

more to solve death's riddles. her references also are detached and abstract. 

Because her father's sudden death left such a shattering void, it took Emily 

Dickinson three years to find the words for "Lay this Laurel on the One" 

(1393). 

217 Letters (Johnson, ed.) , II, 526 • 218Ibid., II, 537. 

219~., II, 551. 220Ibid •• II, 559. -
221Ibid., II, 583. 222 tbid., II, 662. -
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Emily Dickinson's allusions in letters to her father's death reveal 

psychic regions common to her life and art. The references parallel various 

aspects of her death poetry. There is a consistency about: 1) the questions 

asked; 2) the attitudes adopted; and 3) the imagery used. Survival of individ

ual consciousness and psychic integrity after death and communication between 

the living and the dead perplex her. The paradox of gain through loss and in-

sight through deprivation is implicit. Loneliness, awe, and uncertainty create 

ambivalence. Death as a cunning thief, the grave as a cold home, and innnor-

tality as a regal estate function as illuminating metaphors. 

1878 marked the first in a series of deaths of men whom Emily Dickinson 

loved as an adult. Without trying to define Samuel Bowles' precise role in 

the poet's life, one can see plainly that his death disturbed her deeply. The 

loss of this devoted and trusted friend of many years caused her anguish of 

mind. and heart, for it brought again to full consciousness the questions that 

haunted her after her father's death. In letters and poems of the period she 

probed the mystery of death. As late as 1880 she wrote to Maria Whitney, who 

also loved and still mourned Bowles, about this search: 

Could that sweet Darkness where they dwell 
Be once disclosed to us 
The clamor for their loveliness 
Would burst the Loneliness--223 

Dr. Josiah Holland's death three years later did not touch the poet as 

intimately as Samuel Bowles' had. Her sense of personal loss centered chiefly 

in her concem for his widow, Mary Holland ''who in these years seems to have 

b 224 een her staunchest comforter and most steady correspondent." Her letters 

223Ibid., III, 662. - 224 Johnson, ed., Letters, III, 654. 
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to Mrs. Holland are filled more with sympathetic support than with metaphysical 

stions about the survival of individual consciousness. In fact, the relig
que 

ioUS conviction that Dr. Holland had had in life seemed to Emily Dickinson a 

,uretY of his immortality: "lhe lost one was on such child-like terms with the 

father in Heaven. He has passed from confiding to comprehending-perhaps but 

"225 
a step. 

In 1882 Emerson, Dr. Wadsworth, and Mrs. Dickinson died. Even though 

ber relation with Wadsworth had been confined mainly to letters and her image 

of him idealized, his death in early April left an emptiness in her life that 

even her love for Judge Lord could not fill. Writing to Lord she confided: 

Today is April's last--it has been an April of meaning to me •••• 
My Philadelphia [Charles Wadsworth] has passed from Earth, and the 
Ralph Waldo Emerson--whose name my Father's Law Student taught me, 
has touched the secret Spring. Which Earth are we in?226 

In other letters she also referred to Dr. Wadsworth's death: 

My closest earthly friend died in Aprii. 227 

He was my Shepherd from ''Little Girl''hood and I cannot con
jecture a world without him, so noble was he always-so fathom
less--so gentle.228 

Although Dr. Wadsworth's death did not seem to cause the same ache of 

uncertainty about eternal life that others had--perhaps his own faith was too 

firm for Emily Dickinson to doubt his achieving the heaven in which he had be

lieved all his life-she still wrote to the Congregational pastor in Spring

field, Washington Gladden, to ask: "Is Immortality true?11229 For the poet 

225 
Letters (Johnson, ed.), III, 713. 226Ibid., III, 727. -

227
Ibid., III, 737. - 228Ibid. -

229
Ibid., III, 731. 



- 105 -

Dr. Wadsworth's and Emerson's death were peculiarly significant; "death had 

struck down within a single month the men who symbolized and supported the two 

sides of her divided spirit. 
11230 

Had Mrs. Dickinson died earlier, her daughter might not have experi-

enced the loss she confided to James Clark. 

Her dying feels to me like many kinds of Cold--at times electric, 
at times a trackless waste, Love has never trod231 

Paradoxically, it was not until the roles of mother and daughter were switched 

that Emily Dickinson discovered the woman behind the timid face. In a letter 

to Mrs. Holland a month after her mother's death, she described the change 

that occurred during the years of her mother's illness and complete dependency. 

We were never intimate Mother and Children while she was our Mother 
--but Mines in the same Grot.md meet by ttmneling and when she became 
our Child, the Affection came--232 

A letter to the Norcross cousins suggests another reason for Emily Dickinson's 

pain at her mother's death. 

She was scarcely the aunt you knew. nie great mission of pain 
had been ratified--cultivated to tenderness by persistent sor
row, so that a larger mother died than had she died before.233 

Later in the same letter, the description of her mother's death and burial 

exhibits many of the poet's typical concerns, attitudes, and images. 

There was no earthly parting. She slipped from our fingers like 
a flake gathered by the wind, and is now part of the drift called 
"the infinite." 

We don't know where she is, though so many tell us • 
• • • • 

Mother was very beautiful when she died. Seraphs are solemn 
artists. nie illumination that comes but once paused upon her 

230
Gelpi. p. 62. 

232..!!?.!!., III, 754-755. 

231 Letters {Johnson, ed.), III, 752. 

233Ibid., III, 750. 
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features, and it seemed like hiding a picture to lay her in the 
grave; but the grass that received my father will suffice his guest, 
the one he asked at the altar to visit him all his life. 

I cannot tell how Etemity seems. It sweeps around me like 
a sea.234 

Except for her allusion to being "Plundered of her dear face, 11235 all of Emily 

Dickinson's descriptions of her mother's death possess the serenity and ten

derness suggested in her analogy of her departing to a sparrow's soaring un

expectedly in answer to a call.236 But death still tantalized her need to un

derstand its mysteries. Her losses in 1882 accentuated this tortuous desire 

to pierce through the shadows surrounding mortality. Late in the year she 

confessed that "Sorrow, benighted with Fathoms, cannot find its Mind, n237 be-

cause "Blow has followed blow, till the wondering terror of the Mind clutches 

238 what is left, helpless of an accent." 

For the next two years the blows were unusually cruel. In early Octo-

bar, 1883, her beloved nephew Gilbert suddenly caught typhoid fever and as 

suddenly died. No adult death seems to have shocked or pained Emily Dickinson 

as deeply as this eight-year-old's. Besides the brevity of his illness and 

the intensity of her love for him, the death of this charming little boy sharp-

ly renewed her questions about human mortality. The poet's letters to Sue 

during the child's illness and after his death reveal how shattering--emo-

tionally and spiritually-this experience was to his aunt. The poetic ardor 

of these letters,239 and the questions interspersed in her account of his 

234Ibid. 235Ibid., III, 748. 

236Ibid., III, 746. 237
tbid.' III, 749. 

238Ibid., III, 754. 239tbid., III, 799, 801, and 803. -
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death indicate Emily Dickinson's many-faceted response to this loss. 

"Open the Door, open the Door, they are waiting for ma," 
was Gilbert's sweet command in delirium. Who were waiting for 
him, all we possess we would give to know----:Aii'guish at last opened 
it, and he ran to the little Grave at his Grandparent's feet-
All this and more, though is there more? More than Love and 
Death? Then tell me its namet240 

Critics agree that Gilbert's death left a void which Emily Dickinson was never 

able to fill. 241 
Only three years before her own death, Emily Dickinson had 

found no final answer to mortality that would be both philosophically convinc-

ing and emotionally satisfying. 

Judge Otis Lord's death in 1884, after only two weeks of illness, took 

from the poet her dear Salem, the man to whom she had given the most warmly 

human expression of her love. Realizing that Judge Lord had neither feared 

242 extinction nor prized redemption, Emily Dickinson seemed to be unconcerned 

about his spiritual or psychic state. Her reaction to his death was that of a 

woman who loved ardently--almost to the point of the idolatry she had once 

mentioned to him--and so suffered keenly the pain of parting. Writing to 

Maria Whitney, whom she knew would understand such a demanding love, she said: 

I fear wo shall care very little for the technical resurrec
tion, when to behold the one face that to us comprised it is too 
much for us, and I dare not think of the vo~aciousness of that 
only gaze and its only return.243 

Poems, which Johnson dates as early as 1861, contain similar clusters of 

240Ibid., III, 803. 

241 ''With his departure went a certain inner light." Johnson, ed., 
~tters 11 III, 654; "Life for her was now stripped of 1 ts ere a ti ve relation
ships." Ward, Capsule, p. 106; "Emily Dickinson never recovered completely 
from her shock at Gilbert's death .. " Higgins, p. 227. 

242tetters (Johnson, ed.), III, 861. 243Ibid., III, 862 • 
• 
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244 
.-otions and imagery. In these lyrics the voice elects the imperfect pres-

ot 111 preference to an uncertain future, earth to heaven, her mortal lover 

to God. Love and death interact dramatically in these poems for eternity 

•ans reunion with the lover whose "Face/ would put out Jesus'--" (640). The 

interplay of this woman's imaginative and affective life and her creative is 

particularly significant in this area. 

The last death to touch Emily Dickinson deeply was Helen Hunt Jackson's. 

'l'be death of this writer in 1885 grieved the poet for she "had given Emily 

Dickinson, as no other person ever did, a conviction that her poems were of 

the first importance. 11245 Although Emily Dickinson did not accept her friend's 

offer to be her literary executor, this final gesture of artistic recognition 

bad special importance for the poet in the depressed autumn of 1884. 

The accumulated suffering of these many deaths--and her own unanswered 

questions about the inner meaning of mortality-left its mark on the poet's 

mind and body. In the last years of her life, Emily Dickinson suffered from 

what the doctor called ''Nervous prostration" but what she termed instead "n1e 
246 crisis of the sorrow of many years." Her writing was confined almost wholly 

to elegies and letters where death's presence is often felt and eternity is al-

110st tangible. Her repeated encounters with death brought her face to face with 

the mystery of immortality and strengthened her innate desire to escape human 

244N.B. Poems: 263, 418, 464, 495, 636, 640, 695, 765, 1012, 1162, 
IDd 1260. 

245 
Johnson, Emily Dickinson, p. 179. 

246 
Letters (Johnson, ed.), III, 802. 
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liJDitadons and to explore infinity. If her last two written words, "Called 

Jack, 11247 indicate her insight into death just before she went into a coma in 

MaY 1885, the poet's steady gaze upon mortality--besides being a powerful spur 

to her creativity-finally gave her some hope of immortality. 

Psychological 

A third factor that qualified Emily Dickinson's interest in and atti-

tudes toward love and death was her psychic make up. If she had not had 

exactly the psychological disposition which she did, the reciprocal action of 

her personal experience and her cultural context might have formed a different 

person. Emily Dickinson's mind set was complex; some elements in it were in 

radical tension with others. Intensely conscious of her individuality• she 

suffered from a severe sense of isolation. Keenly responsive to sensory im-

pressions, she was primarily interested in their significance. Haw.ted by the 

horror of evanescence, she fow.d anticipation more delightful than reality 

and rentm.ciation more satisfying than possession. Prizing the inner life of 

the mind. she feared memory's power to destroy the sensitive person. 

'nte inwardness of Emily Dickinson's mind was one of its most salient 

characteristics. In fact, one commentator claims that "the chief trait in 

248 Baily Dickinson's character was the habit of introspection." She called 

247tbid., III 906 ' . 
248 Rev. Edward C. Burkhardt, .'.!'.!!.!_ Imageey .2! Emily Dickinson's Poetrz .2!!. 

.!!!tath, unpublished thesis (Detroit: University of Detroit. 1944), p. 20. 
Moat critics consider this psychological bias a positive quality. Morton D. 
Zabel claims that "Ber first strength is a searing introspection." "Christina 
Rosetti and Emily Dickinson," Poetry, XXXVII (January, 1931) • 216. 
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this self-awareness: 

That polar privacy 
A soul admitted to itself~Pinite Infinity (1695). 

This reflectiveness was not, however, a sick self-absorption. Emily Dickinson 

was not indulgently narcissistic. She was fascinated by mental states, by the 

nuances of consciousness, by the inner drama of the subconscious, by man's 

attempts to escape from his memory--"That wily-subterranean Inn" (1406). 250 

The Puritanism that was virtually a part of her blood made her gaze turn in to 

h ki Of the Soul. 251 Sh di d 11 h 1 observe t e wor ngs e recte a er menta energy to 

the probing of inner significance. To this woman two sets of facts comprised 

reality: the external happening and its internal meaning. Since it engaged 

man's central activity, the inner was to her always the more vital and meaning-

ful aspect. Since her vision was metaphorical, the external was of value also 

as an emblem of the internal. Because the true meaning of any experience could 

be detennined only in relation to death 9 mortality became the principle of 

illumination whereby the inner values that lie hidden beneath the surf ace of 

things could be intuitively established. Death, therefore, was linked in her 

llind with all consciousness as well as with love. Another psychological root 

249 
N.B. Poems: 642, 822, 894, 1242, 1323, and 1406. Rosenbaum has 24 

listings for consciousness, 61 for ~, and 8 for minds. 

250 Griffith notes the similarity between Emily Dickinson's images to 
the cellar or underground corridors and "Freud's topography of the unconscious." 
!.on& Shadow, p. 199. 

251 
From the introspection of the early Calvinists to the self-awareness 

of nineteenth century New Englanders there had been a shift from an essentially 
religious to a psychological mode; soul, therefore, to Emily Dickinson was 
~rtually synonymous with consciousness or !'!!!!!.!!.· 
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of her interest in grasping the meaning of love and death was the poet's be

lief that comprehension of an object was the only way to possess. For her to 

eJCPlore these ex-periences was, therefore. a psychological necessity that hRd 

subtle and pervasive artistic results. 

This double vision, with its emphasis on the psyc.~ic, permeates Emily 

Dickinson's handling of love and death. In her poetry she approaches both ex

periences as psychological states. Often this slant makes the poetry not so 

lllUCh an exploration of love or death per ~' as of the voice's consciousness of 

them, her attempt to comprehend them or analysis of her response to them. It 

also suggests why the physical--whether erotic or macabre--is so noticeably 

played down in her art. 

The psychological and spiritual aspects of love and death are so impor-

tant in this poet's work that the speaker appears to be unaware that fully hu-

man experience involves the body. Her ethereal, idealized concept of love pro-

duced a poetry virtually devoid of sexual elements at the conscious level. 

nie frame of reference is bodiless; no human face appears, no bodily consumma-

tion is possible. In an age which glorified home and family, a love poetry 

lacking any domestic elements is quite unique--and best accounted for by the 

poet's emphasis on the inner meaning of events. Although the strength of this 

inward bent ignores whole areas of human love, it also helped to save Emily 

Dickinson's better love poetry-and her better death poetry as well-from some 

252 of the abuses so common among her contemporaries. Since much of her love 

---·-----------------·------
25211The sentimental celebration of home could be found in various as

pects of the culture of the time. It was found in music, most tellingly in the 
songs of Stephen Foster; in art, most often in the popular lithographs sold 
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poett'Y deals with separation and renunciation, the poet's own words~ "Absence 

disembodies--so does Death" (860), provide a key to her psyche. 

Another shaping element in Emily Dickinson's psychic life was her sen-

sitive, yet persistent, reaction to the pattern of loneliness and loss which 

she sensed was the basic fabric of life. All of her adult life, this WODWl 

suffered from a lack of genuine companionship. A recent critic categorizes 

EmilY Dickinson's "social situation: isolation versus need for communion. 11253 

In a letter years before, Higginson, commenting to the poet about the loneli

ness of her life, recognized one ftmdamental cause: u ••• it isolates one 

IJDywhere to think beyond a certain point or have such luminous flashes as ccnne 

to you. "254 The exaggerated ardor of her love for her sister-in-law testi

fies to her desire for a friend who would meet her emotional and intellectual 

needs. 255 Disappointments and bereavements--as well as her chosen mode of 

life--contributed to her exquisite sense of the inevitability of solitude. 

Her letters openly confess the extent of her loneliness. 

256 Not to see what we love, is very terrible-

by Currier & Ives and their competitors; in poetry most often in the ballads 
by the tender female poets. And in prose it fostered a whole school of fic
tion, as embodied in the so-called domestic novel." Bode, p. 55. 

253 254 Lindberg, p. 18. Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 461. 

255That Sue Dickinson failed to answer her sister-in-law's needs is 
only too apparent in the many letters and poems in which Emily Dickinson refers 
to their relationship in postures and terms which betray her painful disap
Pointment. In Poem 156 1 for example, she speaks of Sue's sting and in Poem 
446 of her !!.2.• 

256 Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 406. 
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Nothing has happened but loneliness, perhaps too daily to 
relate.257 

Teach me to miss you less--because the fear to miss you .!2!!.
Haunts us-all the time.~ 

Although during the years of crisis the anguish of loneliness is especially 

noticeable in her letters and poe!l'l.s, her sense of being alone was a constant 

psychic ingredient. It entered her poetry in a variety of ways. At times her 

view of loneliness is paradoxical: "It might be lonelier/ Without the Loneli-

nf!ss--" (405). At other times she simply states: "And I am all alone-" 

(840). Sometimes she speaks fearfully of the destructive power of solitude: 

''The Loneliness One dare not sound--" (777). In some poems she presents soli-

tude as a painful but rewarding element of a life that is spiritually or ar-

tistically mature: "1be Soul's Superior instants' Occur to Her-alone--" 

(306) and "Each--it's (sic) difficult Ideal/ Must achieve--Itself-" (750). 259 

Emily Dickinson's abiding sense of loneliness was related to her per-

sonal and cosmic sense of loss: "A loss of something ever felt I" (959) • In-

terwoven in her every friendship was a piercing feeling of "insecurity, for 

she associated it with fear of loss. One may be deprived of friends by in

difference or estrangement-or most incessantly by death."260 In this woman's 

mind and in her poetry also loss haunted every phase of human relations. As 

early as 1858 she said in a letter to a friend: 

257Ibid., II, 427. 258Ibid., II, 437. 

259 Other poems which reflect her abiding sense of loneliness are: 215, 
262, 387, 413, 503, 590, 767, 822, 1068, 1116, 1179, 1370, and 1493. 

260 Johnson, Emily Dickinson, p. 85. 
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I am sorry you came, because you went aJNay. Hereafter, I will 
pick no Rose, lest it fade or prick me.261 

And as late as 1882 in another letter she expressed a similar apprehension: 

262 All we secure of Beauty is it's [sic) evanescence. 

this persistent sense of flux and deprivation touched Emily Dickinson emotion

ally and philosophically. Her consciousness of the incompleteness and tempo

rariness of life fixed her attention on the painful limits of man for whom 

"Bread is that Diviner thing/ Disclosed to be denied" (1240). Although she 

never used the classical terms ~ .!.!!!.E. nor the existential angst, the an-

guished awareness of human temporality that they imply was a shaping force in 

this woman's attitudes toward love and death and her poetic treatment of them. 

Closely related to Emily Dickinson's sensitivity to loneliness and loss 

as part of the human condition was her severe sense of alienation. 263 This 

feeling of isolation went beyond her awareness of her talent and individuality 

or her election of a way of life most did not understand. Her psychic aliena-

tion had metaphysical roots. Because "the Heafttis were stiched" she experiencec 

an existential state of aloneness: ''and I alone/ A Speck upon a Ball--u (378). 

261 -i.etters (Johnson, ed.), II, 334. 262Ihid., III 747 , . 
263Although two recent unpublished studies, Emily Dickinson: Mystic 

!!! Sceptic by Robert Gene Flick (Gainesville: University of Florida, 1967) 
and Mysticism.!!.!!!!,. Poetry .2! Emily Dickinson by Emma Julia Phillips 
(Bloomington: Indiana University, 1967), and one revised published one, .!!!,!. 
Poetr,r £!. Emily Dickinson by Ruth Miller, claim that the poet enjoyed a mys
tic's senee of unity with all reality, this study maintains that although she 
understood and desired transcendence, she experienced the existential's sense 
of cosmic isolation. This interpretation is more in accord with the tradi
tional position: Anderson, Emili Dickinson's Poetry, p. 202; Chase, pp. 23. 
167; Gelpi. 70; and Jay Martin, The Apocalypse of the Mind," in Harvests .2£. 
.9tange (Englewood Cliffs, Hew Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc. , 196 7) , p. 285. 
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111 
a lo7eaker poem of cosmic isolation she says "I never felt at Home-Below--" 

(413). She describes the causes and results of this awareness in another 

There is anot.~er Loneliness 
That llllillY die without--
Not Hant of friends occa.(dons it 
Or circumstance of Lot 

But nature, sometimes, sometimes thought 
And whoso it befalls 
Is richer than could be revealed 
By mortal numeral -- (1116) 

Nature's p01t1er to suggest to the poet her. alienation is evident in Poem 1068. 

Late summer reminds the speaker of transitoriness; therefore, for her "Enlargin: 

Loneliness." This loneliness is not merely temperamental, it is philosophic. 

Pacing the u.r1stery of the uni verse, the speaker's awareness is extended and 

her sense of alienation intensified. The poet's self-awareness also coutri-

butes to her sense of cosmic isolation. In Poer.i 822 the persona, linking her 

psychic awareness to her awareness of death, says: "Adventure most tmto it-

self/ 1i1e Soul condemned to be-." The processes of both nature and the 

psyche reinforced this poet's metaphysical alienation that was deeply rooted 

in her religious uncertainty. If she had not so often felt cut off from God, 

the universe might not have seemed so alien. Besides ''having telescoped the 

264 
religious history of a century, Edwards to Emerson, into a decade," Emily 

Dickinson also was painfully aware of what Paul Tillich calls man's conscious-

ness of "the eternal to which we belong and from which we are estranged by 

264 
Waggoner, 302-303. 
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f i u
265 Th ali i h ff d 1 f h the bondage o t me. e enat on s e su ere as a resu t o er re-

ligious position was much more devastating than the loneliness she experienced 

as an unusually talented and sensitive woman. The insights she gained from 

this sense of isolation and their effect on her love and death poetry are pro

portionately greater. 

Another psychological factor that conditioned Emily Dickinson's treat-

118nt of love and death was her fear that she might lose her mind. Realizing 

her emotional intensity, psychic sensitivity, and capacity for suffering, she 

dreaded the possibility of insanity. Confronting the human condition honestly, 

she felt that the thread separating sanity from madness was too thin and that 

madness could suddenly break through. As early as Poem 280, the voice could 

describe her mental state as "a Plank in Reason, broke,/ And I dropped down, 

and down--." Poems like 670, 777, and 1225 present the danger, horror, and 

terror that threaten the mind that asks the ultimate questions. Many of the 

poems written during the years of crisis deal with the "larger-Darkness/ 

'lbose Evenings of the Brain-" (419) which could lead to despair or madness, 

spiritual or psychic destruction. In Poem 937 the speaker concretizes the 

results of mental and emotional strain saying 0 I felt a Cleaving in my Mind

/ As if my Brain had split-." Recognising the shattering power of extreme 

anguish, the persona& of Poe'IDS 410 and 859 even doubt their identity: "That 

person that I was-/ And this One-do not feel the same-" and "A Doubt if it 

be Us/ Assists the staggering mind." That Emily Dickinson's suffering--

265 "The Eternal Now," in The Meaning of Death, ed. by Herman Feifel 
(New York: McGraw Bill, 1959), p.n. -
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~hether termed psychological or spiritual--was profound and prolonged, that 

the outcome of her pain was decisive• and that she grew as a result of her 

266 inner anguish seem unquestionable. The probable effects of her dread of 

111Bdness upon her attitudes--especially the negative ones--toward love and 

death are subtle but pervasive. The poet's fear that she might lose her reason 

seems closely related to the persona's fear that she might lose her psychic 

integrity through either of these experiences. Reciprocally, just as madness 

seemed to have some unconscious attraction for this poet that made her trace 

its nuances, so what the speaker felt were the dangers of love and death 

seemed to have an unconscious attraction for her. 

In Emily Dickinson's mind set another polarity operated that radically 

conditioned her attitudes toward Eros and Thanatos. What she found most appeal· 

ing she felt that she should not reach out fully to grasp. The experience that 

she most desired she felt should be kept at arm's length. The basic reason 

for the pull she felt between attraction and renunciation was not ascetical 

but psychological; it was the belief that anticipation is better than reality, 

that imagination is superior to actuality, that the desired is better than the 

267 possessed. Repeatedly this woman prized most what was lost or what was 

266 
A few commentators, however, make extravagant and unsupported claims 

about the dangers issuing from these psychic pressures and the fears they en
gendered. For instance, Pickard maintains thats "The emotional strain had 
so ravaged her nervous system that she suffered a physical breakdown in 1864," 
p. 24; and Myron Ochshorn states that "she contemplated suicide." 100. 

267 
Richard Sewall appears to be more sensitive than most critics to 

this motif in Emily Dickinson's work: "• •• not only are objects of her de
sire distant; they are also very often moving away, their sweetness increasing 
in proportion to their remoteness." Emily Dickinson, p. 133; and "Frequent alsc 
is the thought of what she here calls 1kindly thirst, 1 the sense of what she 
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impossible to obtain. Possibly she derived this value system from Em.arson's 

''Circles," which exalts the possible over tbe actual. 'Eh.is theme runs through 

her letters: 
268 

A secure delight suffers in enchantment-

That Possession fairest lies 

• • • the finest wish is the 

269 that is least possest. 

futile one. 270 

271 Remoteness is the founder of sweetness; 

Charlotte Bronte said "Life is so constructed that the event does 
not, cannot, match the expectation. 0 272 

Judge Lord was with us a few days since-and told me the Joy we 
most revere--we profane in tak.ing.273 

Emblem is immeasurable-tha.t is why it is better than Fulfill
ment, which can be drained-274 

Success is dust, but an aim forever touched with dew. 275 

Consummation is the hurry of fools {exhiliration of fools), 
But Expectation the Elixir of the Gods-276 

For Emily Dickinson the most perfect understanding and appreciation of any ex-

perience was possible only with distance from it; the distance could be main-

277 tained by time• space, rentmciation • or impossibility, Within this frame 

calls in another place 'swaptuous destitution.' It is the reiterated theme 
of anticipation as a kind of experience superior to realization." Lyman .!:!!,
!!.!!..• p. 77. 

268
Letters {Johnson, ed,), II, 480. 269 Ibid. , II, 486. -

270
tbid., II, 500. 271Ibid., 11 1 504. 272Ibid., II, 543. 

273
Ibid., II, 566. 274

Ibid., III, 773. 275Ibid, • III, 822. 

276Ibid.' III, 922. 

277 
This poet's frequent metaphorical use of foreign names and exotic 

terms for joy may be considered the linguistic correlative of her esteem for 
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of values, fulfillment could never match anticipation; or if it SOl!lehow did, 

its joy would be so great that it woitld destroy the person. The psychologi

cal ambivalence of such a position tensions many of Emily Dickinson's poems. 

Heaven-is what I cannot reach! (239) 

'Tis Beggars-Banquets best define~ (313) 

111e fairer-for the farness
And for the foreignhood. (719) 

A charm invests a face 
Imperfectly beheld-- (421) 

Spices fly 
In the Receipt--It was the Distance-
Was Savory-- (439) 

Satisfaction--is the Agent 
Of Satiety-
Want-a quiet Comissary 
For Infinity. (1036) 

Rehearsal to Ourselves 
Of a Withdrawn Delight-
Affords a bliss like Murder-
Omnipotent--Acute-- (379) 

For Heaven is a different thing, 
Conjectured, and waked sudden in-
And might extinguish met (172) 

It might be easier 
To fail-with Land in Sight
Than gain-My Blue Peninsula
To perish--of Delight-- (405) 

Typically in these poems the voice knows a double fear: either reality will 

be less than she imagined and, therefore, it will disappoint her, or it will 

be equal to or surpass her anticipation of it aud, therefore, will destroy her. 

-
the distant in preference to the immediate. 
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In either case, there is a fear that keeps the persona from plunging into the 

lllOSt crucial experiences, or if she does, she does so with an unusual degree 

of ambivalence. The connection between these psychic patterns and the poet's 

handling of love and death is obvious 1n many lyrics in which the distant

person or satisfaction--is more appreciated than the immediate and the impos

sible relationship is more desired than the possible. 

Emily Diclc.inaon's instinctive need to dramatize was another psychologi-

cal trait that effected her artistic use of love and death. By temperament she 

was an extremest who found in expressive personal gestures an emotional outlet. 

She seemed unconsciously to recognize the psychic value of dramatizing her 

conflicts. She even spoke of human consciousness as the .. Only Theatre recordedJ 

278 Owner cannot shut-" (741). Her election of white, her little girl postur-

279 ing and other poses in her letters, her cryptic speech habits, her carry-

ing a white lily the first time she met Higginson, her sending a single flower 

with a gnomic greeting to a friend, her addressing a blank sheet of paper to 

her dead father and signing it "Emily, 0280 and her poetry were all symbolic 

27fl_ 
~While agreeing on its dramatic qualities, critics disagree on the 

precise symbolism of white for the poet: "For her, whiteness signified the Ab
solute, the final transcendence of time, change, and nature." Chase, p. 180; 
the color white "contained as many ambiguities for her as it had for Melville 
in his explication of 'the whiteness of the whale.'" Waggoner, p. 298; and 
"she wore white, as did the Greeks in mourning." Sister Mary James Power, !a 
,Die !!!!., .2! !!!!, !!!. (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1944), p. 12. 

279 "Reading through her letters, especially her early ones, one cannot 
help observing in them a fair amount of posing, another method for achieving 
detachment and disguise." Lindberg, p. 27. AB late as 1874 this same tendency 
is apparent in her signing a letter ''Vinnie's Sister." Letters (Johnson. ed.), 
II, 529. 

280 
"This incident-sincere as doubtless her action basically was--servei 

: 0 illustrate a certain element of self-dramatization to be detected also in 
er work." Willy. p. 101. 
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gestures that externalized her intense inner life. These ritualizations pro

claimed likewise her sense of the mystery and the meaning of life and protected 

her against the dullness that resulted from the loss of religious belief in 

Aniherst. Calvinism had been a religion of inner drama acted out in heroic 

dimensions. Generations of Puritan blood exhibited itself in a "certain self

eonscious, deeply felt necessity to contribute to her own myth~a readiness 

to assume her part with appropriate flourishes and fitting decor. 0281 Her 

flair for the dramatic was thus a quasi-protest against the colorless monotony 

of provincial life in New England. With her imagination, Emily Dickinson was 

able to project herself into highly dramatic--at times melodramatic--situations. 

When she was a yotmg woaan she created the following scene in a letter to a 

friend: 

'nle other day I tried to think how I should look with my eyes shut, 
and a little white gown on, and a snowdrop on nrt breast; and I fan
cied I heard the neighbors stealing in so softly to look down in my 
face--so fast asle;rso still--Oh Jennie• will you and I really 
become like tbist2 

AB a person and as a poet, Emily Dickinson appears to have posed much of the 

time, dramatizing her individuality, investing ordinary actions with dramatic 

proportions, and regarding "life under the rubric of its most sacred and 

dramatic occasions. "283 Both love and death held the dramatic richness this 

poet desired. A life-time of expectant waiting for death, as one would await 

the knock on the door annotmcing the return of a lover, gave her existence 

drama and pitch and her creative intellect strong stimulus. 

281Ch 7 ase, P• • 
282 Letters (Johnson, ed.), I, 197. 

283Ch 76 aae, p. • 
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In Emily Dickinson a need to dramatize and a discriminating sensitivity 

to the way in which the dramatic possibUitfes of love and death could be ar

tistically utilized intensified her interest in both experiences. These twin 

thelll8S were psychologically rooted in the dramatic bent of her temperament

personal and creative. Because of this propensity, she often presents love 

and death as ritualized experiences of mythic significance. In her better 

poems this emblematic quality enriches; in her weaker ones it becomes gratui

tous. '!11e poet's sense of the dramatic contributes to the concreteness of 

lyrics in which death enters as an ambivalent suitor. It also contributes to 

the sentimentality of many love poems in which the voice postures as a little 

girl. 284 In many of her more successful lyrics, Emily Dickinson's astringent 

wit keeps the dramatic from slipping into the melodramatic in her handling of 

love and death. 

'nle final psychological factor conditioning Emily Dickinson's attitudes 

toward these crucial experiences was her double vision. She felt that only 

by antithesis could truth be revealed. The contradictions of human existence 

were dy11amic mysteries that challenged her mind, for to her they held the em

bryos of truth hidden w1 thin them. That these paradoxes haunted her is evi

dent in the mental processes apparent in her integral use of antithesis, irony, 

and paradox in her poetry. 

284 
Chase associates this posture with the rococo tradition, which he 

terms "feminine and affectedly • infantine. ' 11 p. 229. He indicates the impli
cations of such a convention for Emily Dickinson's love-death poetry when he 
adds that "it eschews the grand passion of love for fear of spoiling the de
lightful playfulness of the game and dispelling the illusion of naivete and 
childish innocence." p. 229. 
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The Poverty that was not Wealth
Cannot be Indigence (771) 

1'he Zeroes~taught us--Phosphorus~ 
We lE~amed to like the '.Fi re 
By Playing Glaciers--when a Boy-
~nd Tinder-guAssed-hy pow"r 
Of Opposite-- (689) 

Best Gains--must have the Losses' Test-- (684) 

Forever--is composed of Nows-- (624) 

He was weak, and I was strong--then-- (190) 

I rose~because He sank-- (616) 

Delight~becomes pictorial-
When viewed through Pain- (572) 

''r"11as a Divine Insanity
The Danger to be Sane {593) 

A quiet--Earthquake Style-- (601) 

Cunning Ii.eds of Morning 
Make the Blind--leap-- (728) 

I see theebetter--in the Dark-- (611) 

The Brain--is wider than the Sky-- (632) 

Obviously• the mind in which these lines originated was a complex one. Emily 

Dickinson's attitude toward reality was correspondingly complex; as a result 

she lived in a suspension that was both painful and fruitful. In poems sep-

arated by at least a decade, she suggests consequences of this ambivalence: 

Staking our entire Possession 
On a Hair's result-
Then--Sees awing--cooly--on it-
Trying if it split- (971) 

In insecurity to lie 
Is Joy's insuring quality. (1434) 

In analyzing this duality at the root of her consciousness, Whieher 
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relates it to her response to death. "Things look different when seen in pros

peet and retrospect. Life is not precious save as mortality makes it so. 11285 

EJnilY Dickinson's handling of death is typically complex. In many of her poems 

the voice's posture is one of certainty about etemal life. This confidence 

came from the poet's emotional, intuitive, mystical assurance of immortality. 

But she also had a skeptical side and her confidence was vitiated, at times, 

by agonizing intellectual doubts. When she had the greatest personal need to 

believe in immortality, her privately structured certainty could not be de-

penned upon for genuine support. As a result, her art is tensioned by two 

different, opposed approaches to death. The attitudes of a hopeful. believing 

Christian qualify those of a skeptic whose mind is seared by doubt. Observing 

a parallel effect of the poet's double vision, Thackrey says: ''both idealist 

and realist, Emily not only dreamed of the mystical meaning of death, discover-

ing in him a benign divinity; she scrutinized a corporeal death, finding it 

286 terrifying and infernal." Her approach to love was equally ambivalent. 

Just as doubt qualified her faith as she confronted death, so fear and renuncia-

tion qualified joy and desire as she faced love. Unconscious fear of psychic 

annihilation and suspicion of physical union opposed conscious desire for 

transcendence in love. Part of the ambivalence in Emily Dickinson's love poetl)J 

arises from her Puritan's idealism interacting with her artist's response to 

the concrete. The negative and positive poles of her psyche were held in a 

•tate of almost continual tension and perfect balance. The effects of this 

psychological suspension upon her art are evident in her construction of a 

286 TI-lack.ray, p. 100. 
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love-death poetry of inclusion--one that is vastly enriched by the tension of 

ironY and paradox. 

Theological 

Although Emily Dickinson's peculiar handling of the love-death motif 

had historical, biographical, and psychological sources as well, probably the 

most decisive was the theological. For this woman the most gnawing tmcertain

t!es-and ones integrally related to both these experiences-were religious 

ones. Is love, indifference, or vengeance God's chief mark? Is traditional 

faith possible in a scientific age? Is itmn0rtality a fiction of man's imagina

tion? Is human suffering the vill of an Old Testament God? Can man find God 

in institutional religion? How can the individual have a meaningful encotmter 

with God? Emily Dick.in.son's constant religious hunger and spiritual quest 

were linked to these crucial theological questions. Although she spent her 

life existentially trying to solve these pivotal uncertainties and to experi

ence divinity, the decade following her year at Mt. Holyoke seems a particular 

time of religious strain. Without the help of church or sacrament or minister, 

she explored the unknown regions of her own soult searching for evidence of 

the nature of God. This inward quest was cosmic in scope and ultimately de

cisive in the poet's life and art. 

Part of Emily Dickinson's spiritual difficulties lay in herself and 

part in institutional religion in America in her life time. In an age when 

revivals were popular, church construction spiralled, printed sermons and re

ligious tracts were a literary form as well as a means of instruction, and 

Popular religious art and music were a part of mass culture, the church was a 

Part of American life for the majority, but doubt was growing among the 
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intellectual minority. As Emerson observed in his 1841 "Lecture on the Times," 

"our torment is Unbelief. "
287 

Higher Criticism, scientific advancement, and 

yankee materialism tmdermined the darker theology, evangelical literalism, and 

rigid moralism of the major denominations so strongly that Brownson Alcott de

scribed "the whole scientific culture of the age" as "not only ln'l-Christian, bu: 

anti-christian. 
11288 

Emily Dickinson did not seek any compromise with the 

scientific materialism of the mid-nineteenth century, but she did find the 

sin-conscious, hell-fire theology of her heritage unacceptable. Her own 

spiritual refinement, intellectual honesty, and strong individuality set her 

in conflict with the image of God present in the Calvinism that was still alive 

in the Valley. Her own religious hunger and spiritual intensity turned her 

away from the Calvinism that was already dead but remaining as a mere skeleton 

in New England; its pietistic moralism could not nourish the profotmdly spiri-

tual nature of this woman for whom God and her relationship to him '6ere the 

transcendent facts of existence. 

289 
Although a few critics have called Emily Dickinson a non-believer, 

her religious struggle did not so much involve doubts about the existence of 

290 God, whom she said "cannot discontinue himBelf," but ahout his nature e:u1d 

the ability of conventional religion to reveal it. As she fo\Dld institutional 

183. 

287 
Quoted in Mattheissen, p. 181. 

288 
Quoted by Carl Dode in !l!!;_ Anatomy .2f American Popular Culture, p. 

289
tt. • • on the whole an unbeliever 

290 Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 610. 

• • • , " Chase , p • 16 3. 
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Christianity less and less meaningful., her poems suggest how painful and 

ionelY was her approach to God. For someone less religious, the inability to 

reach the supreme being in the church would have been less critical. N\Dllerous 

of her early poems, which have been interpreted as evidence of the poet's long

ing for lost love, may also be read as a sign of her agonized desire for lost 

faith. The sense of absence in these poems may well be the result of the dep

rivation of orthodox belief--belief which she had not questioned as a child--

291 rather than of the loss of a lover. Later poems, however, provide less 

disputable landmarks in this woman's spiritual joumey. One poem directly 

wices adult nostalgia for a child's simple, Wttroubled faith which ''Never 

had a Doubt-" (637). Some poems reveal a realization of the emptiness of 

life without faith: 

To lose one's faith--surpase 
The loss of an Estate-
Because Estates can be 
Replenished--faith cannot--

Inherited with Life-
Belief-but once--can be-
Annihilate a single clause-
And Being's--Beggary-- (377) 

Because the poet now thought of God as "Presence ••• denied" (437), she felt 

desolate and questioned if there "dwells one other Creature/ of Heavenly Love 

-forgot--" (532). In other poems she graphically presents the apparent fu

tility of her attempts to discover the reality of God and to experience his 

presence: 

At least~to pray--is lef t--is left-
Oh Jesus-in the Air-

29L 
~.B. Poems: 121, 135, 167, 178, 203, 245, and 247. 



- - 128 -

I know not which thy chamber is
I 'm knocking--everywhere--

Thou settest Earthquake in the South-
And Maelstrom. in the Sea-
Say, Jesus Christ of Nazareth--
Hast Thou no Arm for Me? (502) 

Infinitude--Had'st Thou no Face 
That I might look on Thee? (564) 

Al.though Emily Dickinson feared that she had lost her faith when she could not 

accept Calvinism, her faith perfectly matched Tillich's description of it as 

a state of ultimate concern. For her the doubt she found a "scalding anguish" 

(193) was essential. Before a deeper, more interiorized spirituality could be 

reached, she had first to suffer skepticism. 

When one attempts to raise an edifice of spiritual conscious
ness, the rubble of lost meaning must first be cleared from the 
mind. Such a clearing process requires disinterested inquiry and 
skepticism. It requires that one refuse to clutter the spaces of 
the mind with furniture designed primarily for comfort.292 

For Emily Dickinson, however, the gradual realization of her psychological 

and theological estrangement from her Puritan heritage was not a coolly dis-

interested but a painfully purifying process. It involved existential anxiety 

and doubt and led to a state of theological shock--the essence of her crisis-

that resulted in an eclectic faith tensioned with skepticism. For this woman 

there apparently never could be the orthodox certitude she desired. Nowhere 

is Emily Dickinson's polarity more apparent than in her skeptical intellect's 

293 rejecting the absolute answers that her religious nature craved. As late 

292
Flick, P• 34. 

293 Other critics have agreed on the severe religious tension Emily 
Dickinson e:xperiencerd as "alternating doubt and belief held her mind unresolved 
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as 1877 she wrote to Samuel Bowles of: 

• • • that Religion 294 That doubts-as fervently as it believes. 

And the following year she wrote: 

How brittle are the Piers 
On which our Faith doth tread-- (1433). 

295 Years before Emily Dickinson came to this existential position, she 

began her religious quest. Brought up in strict Calvinism, she accepted Puri

"96 tan doctrine and practice for ". • • childhood is earth's confiding time." .. 

Her home, church, and school provided Emily Dickinson's early concept of di-

vinity. The Supreme Being that Amherst believed in was the one that the poet 

met as a child and, since there was no other church than the Congregational in 

town during her formative years, this was the fearful God of predestination. 

As a college town dedicated to Christian living, Amherst was conscious of its 

godly mission. It sent missionaries to far countries. It sponsored revivals, 

to the very end." Anderson, Emily Dickinson's Poetry, p. 285. N.B.: Griffith, 
Long Shadow, pp. 79-80; Johnson, Emily Dickinson, p. 239; Flick, p. 16; and 
Burkhardt, p. 7. A few critics maintain that she never experienced mature 
doubts or that she experienced an overwhelming conversion that resolved them 
in ecstatic confidence: "in later years when her faith was firmly realized," 
Capps, p. 29; her faith "as simple and strong as that of a child," Gilbert P. 
Voigt, "The Inner Life of Emily Dickinson," CE, III (November, 1941), 193; 
"After 1862, she ••• was pledged to God; her loyalties, and her asswnptions 
fixed," Sherwood, p. 179; and" ••• finally consecration of herself to God." 
Miller, p. 134. 

294 Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 574. 

295 The poet seemed well aware of the ambivalence of her belief and its 
relation to her complexity as a person. After George Eliot's death, Emily 
Dickinson called her "Now, .!I. George Eliot" and added: "The gift of belief 
which her greatness denied her, I trust she receives in the childhood of the 
kingdom of heaven." Letters (Johnson, ed.), III, 700. 

296Ibid. 
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like the "Harvest of 1850," to bring the tmconverted to God. It aroused the 

wicked to the dangers of alcohol. With badges and banners, the Cold Water 

IJ;'l11Y of North Amherst marched through town in 1850 and then listened to ad-

297 dresses by two ministers and the respected Edward Dickinson. As she shared 

less and less in this comm.unity of belief, Emily Dickinson increasingly felt 

her spiritual isolation. Not only did her differing vision of God cut her off 

from her friends and neighbors; it also, she felt, cut her off from God. 

During the winter of the nineteenth century's Great Awakening, her letters say 

298 again and again in varying guises "I am alone--,!!! alone." 

In the Dickinson home religion was a powerful force. Family prayer and 

Bible reading were daily practices just as church attendance was a weekly one. 

Because of their shyness, Emily Dickinson's family did not, however, talk of 

their religious experience; each one's encounter with his creator was a pri-

vate, unshared meeting. At the same time, in such an atmosphere one's relation 

with God had a social significance. The search for faith was solitary; but 

once a person experienced the inner conversion that was recognized as a sign 

of faith, he joined the church. The proof of faith was still private, but 

one's commitment to the church implied social responsibility that elicited 

social approbation. From the time of Emily Dickinson's infancy• her mother 

was a church member. During the great revival of 1850, her father, her sis-

ter, and her friend, Sue Gilbert, made their profession of faith as members 

of the First Church of Christ. Edward Dickinson's long delay in joining the 

297 Leyda, I, 179. 

298 N.n.: Gelpi, p. 12; Capps, p. 28; and Higgins, p. 47. 
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church seemed to have roots similar to his daughter's final refusal to join it. 

Bis delay was not a sign of his lack of religious sensitivity and concern, but 

instead of his hesitancy to make a covenant with God until his doubts were 

dissolved. 299 The dramatic surrender of himself to God symbolized by the 

~ritten pledge her father carried hidden in his wallet until his death indi

cates the intensity of the spiritual fire that burned unseen in the poet's 

home. After Austin joined the church in 1856, Emily Dickinson realized again 

how far she had moved from the God her heritage offered to her, 

In the church she also encountered the Puritan God whom she fom1d less 

and less attractive or believable. The sermons she heard and the ministers 

she knew were her two most direct contacts with institutional Calvinism. 

300 Generally she found the weekly sermon boring, trite, and narrow. Even 

Lavinia, whose nature was obviously less literary than her sister's, frequently 

criticized the sermons in her diary. 

JUNE 1, SABBATH. A Mr Holt preached in morning, Mr. Ober in after
noon, both dry & stale, did not attend evening meeting.301 

In a letter to Sue Gilbert in April, 1853, Austin makes an even more damning 

comment upon the quality of sermons. 

ve I been to church all day, as usual~in the forenoon to the Bap-
tist in the afternoon to the Congregational-& listened to very 
dull preaching in both--! was amazed this afternoon in looking 
through the pew in which I sat ••• & see every person but one-
nodding • • • I tried as hard as I could to find something in the 
sermon~but I cou1dnt & gave it up--302 

299 
Letters (Johnson, ed.), I, 83. 

300 
Her avid reading of Dr. Wadsworth's sermons in printed form. was a no~ 

table exception to her aversion for the kind of sermon available in Amherst. 

30
1r.eyda, I, 200. 302tbid., I, 269. 
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EmilY Dickinson's objections to local preaching went deeper than matters of 

rhetoric; the god presented was to her an unreal and distorted one. As dogmas 

about the Trinity, Original Sin, and predestination became less convincing to 

her growing skepticism, weekly sermons became more oppressive and repulsive. 

Although a recent critic's statement that "Meeting was, for her, an experience 

to be avoided if possible, endured if not, its ritual petty and fatiguing, 

303 its ministers bombastic, presumptuous, or dull," seems excessive, there is 

support in the poet's own words in a letter as late as 1859 • "Mr. S • preached 

in our church last Sabbath upon 'predestination,' but I do not respect 'doc

trines,' and did not listen to him. "304 In a later poem on the same topic, 

the diction and tone are particularly acid. 

He preached upon "Breadth" till it argued him narrow-
The Broad are too broad to define 
And of "Truth" until it proclaimed him a liar
The Truth never flaunted a Sign-- (1207) 

Despite the fact that Emily Dickinson equated "counterfeit presence" with some 

ministers, she had profound respect for those others whom she believed were 

truly religious. 'From these men she hoped to gain spiritual insights. The 

reverence in which she held Dr. Wadsworth partially stemmed from her conviction 

that he possessed the pearl of great price she longed for and partially from 

the spiritual discussions that constituted their correspondence. In a much 

lesser fashion, she looked to her distant relative, the Reverend Perez D. 

Cowan, and her friend and neighbor, the Reverend Jonathan Jenkins, for some 

Pastoral guidance. Although Emily Dickinson could not accept institutional 

303 Sherwood, p. 12. 304 Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 346. 
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religion, she did respond to the religious spirit in certain men within the 

institution. 

Some of Emily Dickinson's most tmorthodox theological ideas apparently 

came from her reading of the Bible. In school and church she came in contact 

"ith Calvinistic interpretations of Scripture. but her own private reading of 

the Bible seemed more formative. At first she must have read Scripture con

~ntionally; later her critical and artistic faculties modified her reaction 

to the Bible as theological or historical truth. "Her attitude toward Scrip-

ture, its teachings and stories, was puzzled, irreverent, and half-trusting 

by turns, as was her attitude toward the Christian dogmas.
11305 

The God of the 

Bible troubled her. In the Old Testament she discovered a deity she could not 

fully accept; in the New Testament she fotmd a man she could adtnire--but not 

accept as divine. For her Christ--especially in his suffering--was the symbol 

of human greatness. Her rejection of the Old Testament God for his lack of 

love and of the New Testament Jesus for his lack of awesomeness and mystery 

typifies her theological ambivalence. Although the poet's reading of Matthew 

for hope paralleled her reading of John as "an exploration of the subject of 

306 
faith," the Book of Revelations seamed to have satisfied most fully her 

spiritual needs and to have fulfilled her concept of God. Its sole11B1ity and 

symbolism corresponded to her use of .!!!.!. for the infinitude of God whose nature 

escapes human definition and, therefore, human naming. Emily Dickinson's read-

ing of the Bible as an often inspiring but humanly limited myth-in her 

305 Lindberg, p. 85. 

306 
Capps, p. 51. 
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"soberer moments" she called it "Romance" (597)--contributed to her picture of 

307 
God and further separated her from Puritan orthodoxy. During her year at 

Mt• Holyoke Seminary, the God of Calvinism came into sharper focus in Emily 

Dickinson's spiritual eye. This year was so significant in her spiritual 

308 
development that some critics consider it decisive. Although many of the 

young woman's religious conflicts became especially strong then, it seems that, 

rather than being a climax to, this year was the beginning of her mature 

spiritual struggle. The ail!l8 of Mt. Holyoke and the character of Mary Lyons, 

the head mistress, fostered an unusually introspective religious atmosphere. 

The very existence of a school of higher learning for women 
was at the time a bold experiment, justified only by its dedication 
to the interests of piety. Although the curriculum of the institu
tion even at its beginning might fairly be called liberal, the heart 
if not the mind of the college lay in its religious revivalism.309 

As Mary Lyons conducted her own brand of Puritan revival, the anxiety within 

Emily Dickinson grew. She would have liked to be able to conform, to detect 

within her own soul signs of grace, and to join her classmates in their declara 

tion of faith. Although she watched others "flocking to the ark of safety, ,.
3

lO 

she could not profess belief in theological tenets that violated her concept 

of God nor in a conversion that she did not actually experience. She may have 

307 See Gelpi, p. 48 and Flick, p. 200 for similar views concerning the 
poet's reading of the Bible as metaphor. 

308 "From the religious point of view the year was a crucial one for 
Emily Dickinson." Ford, p. 47; 0 The evidence indicates that this was the cri
sis of the poet's religious life." Chase, p. 55. Flick puts Emily Dickinson's 
religious crisis "in the years immediately following her brief but disturbing 
psychological experience at Mount Holyoke Female Seminary." p. 35. 

309Henry w. Wells, The American Way of Poetry (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1943), p."69. -

310 Letters (Johnson, ed.), I, 60. 
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refused to become a church member at this time because she also: 1) resented 

the psychic pressures used by the teacher; 2) distrusted the emotionalism under 

which the declarations were made; and 3) believed that man's most sacred rela

tions should not be so public. Whatever Emily Dickinson's reasons were, "the 

tlithholding of the solicited response to this essential aspect of her native 

culture put her under a severe emotional strain11311 and added to her sense of 

alienation from the God she sought. This experience undoubtedly added to the 

poet's questioning the nature of the God who seemed simultaneously to invite 

and to reject her and, therefore, to her moving further away from orthodoxy. 

Since the Edwardian God was the only one Emily Dickinson could find in 

the institutions of her culture, her religious quest had to turn inward if it 

was not to be destroyed by despair. Consequently, the young woman turned away 

from dogmatic to experimental Christianity. Because her faith was experiential 

rather than institutional, the poet spent over a decade trying to encomter God 

and to define her relation to him. During this period the seeds of doubt and 

faith-about the goodness, not the reality, of the godhead--developed in the 

rich soil of the poet's mind and soul, preparing for the final metaphysical 

shock that would leave her theologically suspended between the positive and 

negative poles of her being in a balance 

That tips so frequent, now, 
It takes me all the while to poise-
And then--it does'nt [sic] stay-- (576). 

) 
The 1850s were years of searching and suffering for Emily Dickinson as 

she tried to resolve her metaphysical quandaries. Driven by her nature to 

311Phillips, P• 179. 
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disco-ver definitive answers to her questions, she faced the inscrutability of 

the Infinite. Although she found the instruments available to her as a finite 

312 being painfully incapable of achieving the absolute certainty she craved, 

she did not give up the search. The cosmic questions that she grappled with 

during these years appear thematically later in her poetry. The nature of God, 

bumatl suffering, and personal immortality filled her mind during this decade. 

These were the three pivotal questions to which she found only partial or, 

aore typically, ambivalent answers. 

In Emily Dickinson's mind the nature of God was the first uncertainty; 

it was the basic one and served as a binge for the other two. If God was a 

loving father, then evil could be accepted and immortality could be both possi-

ble and desirable. If God, on the other hand, was an indifferent creator, then 

man was in a precarious state. Finally, if God was a malicious tyrant• then 

suffering would be man's fate in time and eternity. Because she never doubted 

the reality of God, the possibility of his being aloof or cruel was an uncer-

tainty that haunted her. When she WTOte: 

I know that Ba exists. 
Somewhere--in Silence--
He has hid his rare life 
From our gross eyes (338) 

the key words Somewhere, Silence, and lli, suggest how inadequate she felt her 

knowledge of God was. The imperfection of her knowledge was partly the result 

of her confrontation with the shallow and distorted conceptualizations of the 

Puritan deity. Doubting the "reality of the preposterous monster proposed to 

312 That she wanted in the realm of theology the kind of certainty 
Possible in the realm of science is apparent in Poem 185. 

I 

.1'l 

i:ll 
I 
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313 her by conventional religion," she had not yet filled in the featu'l'tls of the 

creator she could recognize. That he must exist she knew, but she oscillated 

betW'een the Old Testament God of vengeance whom she had been taught to believe 

in and the New Testament God of love whom she existentially knew. As a conse

quence, the tone of her poems treating the divine vary from the skeptical to 

the confident. from the bitter to the hopefui. 314 

In her desperate questioning, Emily Dickinson contemplated the existen~ 

of a distant, indifferent, or malicious God. A number of her poems present a 

voice who doubts the goodness and justice of a creator who: 1) smugly builds 

mansions but shuts out children in a storm (127); 2) withholds himself from 

those who seek him (564); 3) jealously snatches from man what could give him 

pleasure (1260); 4) withholds his help until man has perished from its lack 

(1270); 5) is ruthless and cruel in his dealings with man (1439); 6) uses 

duplicitz towards his creatures (1461); and 7) QProws of death. Two behavior 

patterns of the godhead that Emily Dickinson records in her poetry seem to 

account for her presenting an impassible and arbitrary deity. God's apparent 

unfeeling treatment of Old Testament figures and those now seeking him in 

prayer is a motif in her religious poetry. To this woman the Biblical story 

313wells, Introduction, p. 154. 

314nespite Chase's many fine insights into the poet's religious posi
tion, his comment on page 17~ that the "wry satire" in her poems about God "is 
not directed against God so much as against conventional ideas of God," seems 
a bit simplistic. If the poet had been able to free herself totally from the 
fear that hostility might be God's attitude toward man, her faith would have 
been less qualified by skepticism and her attitude toward God less polarised. 
Another critic's claim that Emily Dickinson's poetry "definitely repudiates 
the too anthropomorphic God of the Puritan tradition" also minimizes the am
bivalence of the poet's religious position. Phillips, P• 136. 
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of Moses and Abraham seemed a riddle of injustice and cruelty. She was simul

taneously fearful and scornful of a god who would treat his chosen serv-ants 

80 badly. The tone and analogy she employs to explain her reasons for thinking 

Moses wronged by God carry a sevet·e judgment. After saying that Stephen and 

Paul "were only put to death•" she adds: 

While God's adroiter will 

On Moses-seemed to fas ten 
With tantalizing Play 
As Boy--should deal with lesser Boy-
To prove ability. (597) 

In this poem and the later one in which she describes God's treatment of Abra-

baa, the poet finds moat fault in divine motivation. The picture of God in 

this second poem is equally harsh and unfeeling. In Poem 597 he is an immature 

bully; in Poem 1317 he is a petty tyrant who is "Flattered by Obeisance." In 

neither situation is there evidence of a loving god; in fact, he suffers from 

the worst kind of anthropomorphism by using his power arbitrarily and cruelly. 

Emily Dickinson's failure to find God in prayer seemed to contribute to 

her fear that he might not be after all a God of love. Iler sense of being re-

jected (248) or ignored (376) reinforced her suspicion that the Puritan con-

cept of divinity might be true. In a number of poems, the voice tells how fu-

tile prayer has become because God is too aloof from man to listen. 

I prayed, at first, a little Girl, 
Because they told me- (576) 

But I, grown shrewder--scan the Skies 
With a suspicious Air--
As Children-swindled for the first 
All Swindlers--be--infer-- (476) 

In the poems dealing directly with prayer, the speaker's attitude can be as 

Calmly disillusioned as it is in Poem 476 or as indignantly resentful as it is 
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in Poem J7G, which opens with a cynical rhetorical question and terrible simile. 

Of Course-I prayed-
And did God Care? 
~le cared as much as on the Air 
A Bird-had stamped her foot
And cried "Give Me"-

Emily Dickinson's fear that infinitude may be "a disappointing God" 

(l 751) is present in many forms in her poems and letters. In one poem she uses 

a biblical metaphor inversely. Tlle figures that one expects to reveal God's 

love here deny its reality. 

Was God so economical? 
His Table's spread too high for Us-
Unless We dine on tiptoe-
Crumbs~fi t such little mouths-
Cherries-suit Robins-
lbe Eagle's Gold.en Break.fast e tr angles-Them-
God keep His Oath to Sparrows-
Who of little Love--know how to starve- (690) 

l'be implications of the last two lines were especially frightening to one who 

looked to God for love. In a poem and a letter separated by about twenty 

years, Emily Dickinson pitted the connotations of friend against God's treat-

ment of those whom traditional religion claims are his friends to dramatize 

divinity's lack of love. Contrasting the expected "Hand of Friend" with the 

proffered "Claw of Dragon," the speaker implicitly condemns the way the 

"Heavenly Father" leads bis children nFar from Love" (1021). Writing to her 

aunt in 1884, the poet said: 

It is very wrong that you were ill, and whoa shall I accuse? 
l'he enemy, "eternal,. invisible, and full of glory"-hut He declares 
himself a friendt3b 

315 
Letter& (Johnson, ed.), III, 851. 
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tn another letter two years earlier, she questioned her friend Mrs. Holland: 

Is God's Love Adversary?
316 

!fter Dr. Holland's death a few years previous, she bad written to this same 

friend a letter that suggests how far her concept of God was from the qualities 

of friendship: 

I shall never forget the Doctor's prayer, my first morning with 
you-so simple, so believing. That~ must be a friend-that was 
a different God-and I almost felt warmer myself, in the midst of a 
tie so sunshiny.317 

Although the joyful, playful tone of this letter lessens the sting of the accu

iation, these words seem to fit the darker notion Emily Dickinson had of God's 

nature. Another letter reveals her disdain for, but apprehension of, the 

Calvinistic deity. After wittily referring to elements of Puritan belief, the 

poet closed with: 

Orpheus' Sermon captivated
It did not condem-318 

Since Emily Dickinson could not theologically accept a God of Wrath or 

indifference, although she could still fear the possibility of one, it would 

seem that Christ should have satisfied her requirements for deity. Her refer-

ences, however, to Jesus in letters and poems do not indicate that she accepted 

his divinity. Possibly her religious sensibility slanted too much toward the 

uon-physical to admit divinity in flesh and too much toward the inscrutable 

to admit a persott as infinite being. 319 A god of unapproachable light was 

316
Ibid., III 755 ' . 317 Ibid., III, 713. - 318 Ibid., III, 732. -

319 This statement disagrees with Johnson's that "the person of God was 
• reality to her." Emily Dickinson, p. 243. However, he later qualifies this 
cl.aim: "Her vision of Christ was almost entirely limited to his fellowship 
lrld humanity. u p. 245. 
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acceptable than one with recognizable humanity. Although she revered _,re 
Christ as the representative man, she never seemed to find in him the qualities 

320 
ihe desired in the supreme being. Whether her difficulties with the Incarna-

tion were theological or psychological, this poet was not a Trinitarian; coue

quentlY, Christology added few pieces to her mosaic of divinity. 
321 

As Emily Dickinson tried to penetrate the mystery of God, she discoverer: 

that theologically-philosophically she could grasp him only in abstract terms 

while artistically she could better present him in concrete ones. If flick 

is correct in saying that "Emily Dickinson regarded the term 'God' as too am

biguous and anthropomorphic to be meaningful, " 322 her preference for abstrac

tions is more understandable. '!be words Infinitude, Vastness, or Power would 

probably approximate her rather nebulous-and often ambivalent--concept of the 

divine nature. Other critics who have analyzed this poet's religious position 

have come to similar conclusions. 

Basically she conceived of God as infinitude, creative activity, 
motion, light, incomprehensible immensity. His boundless suffi
ciency awed her but never made her cringe. 323 

Codhead in Emily Dickinson's poetry is more often referred 
to in metaphorical terms such as Immortality, Eternity, the Infinite, 

320 
Her poetic references to Christ are usually incidental in poems 

dealing with love, suffering, or death. In these poeu Christ's example is 
introduced to support the speaker's position. N.B. Poems: 85, 1531 158, 193, 
203, 225, 317, 394, 432, 456, 502, 648 and 833. The experieuce of Poems 497, 
502, 964. and 1207 is religious and Christ's presence in them is more essen
tial poetically and orthodox theologically. 

321 
If belief in the divinity of Christ is required of one calling him-

•elf a Christian, Emily Dickinson probably could not qualify as one in the 
Orthodox sense of the term. 

322
Flick, p. 13. 323 Johnson, Emily Dickinson, p. 245. 
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Love, Bea~!' Truth, the Silence, lleaven, or Paradise, than as 
God ••• 

It would probably come as close as is possible for the imper
fect medium of language, to say that Emily Dickinson understood 
God to be the center and matrix of being • • • 325 

Emily Dickinson found her God incomprehensible as a Person; He was 
faceless, indeterminate-and hence menacing. Exposure threatened 
the integrity and identity of the individual by opening him to 326 obliteration by the Absolute, to engulfment by anonymous Being. 

In her poetry the comterpoint of opposites is apparent. lbe sublime concepts 

ihe formulated of God mixed with her fearful ones as she called God: Burglar 

(49), Banker (49), Papa (61), ICing (103), Saviour (217), Swindler (476), Great 

Spirit (476), Curious Friend (564), thrifty Deity (724), Jehovah (982), Awful 

rather of Love (1204), and Mastiff (1317). 

The ambivalence Emily Dickinson felt toward the supreme being, in whose 

reality she never lost faith, strongly colored her attitudes toward love and 

death. Just as she both desired and feared authentic encounters with God, en-

counters which promised a way to transcendence of her human limitations and 

also threatened her identity as an individual, so she simultaneously desired 

and feared the promise of fulfillment and the possibility of destruction in 

love and death. 

These ambivalent elements in Emily Dickinson's vision of God had a 

direct effect on all her other theological convictions and religious attitudes. 

They particularly molded her position on human suffering and personal immor-

tality. Rejecting the traditional dogma of Original Sin and the Calvinistic 

tenet of natural depravity, evil raised many questions for Emily Dickinson. 

324 Phillips, p. 36. 325 Flick' p • 219 • 
326 Gelpi, p. 123. 



-
- 143 -

If Gou is a loving father, then. he cannot be the source of hun1an suffering. 

lf, on the other hand, he is indifferent or ill-willed, he may easily be. If 

man does not sin in the orthodox sense, then his pain cannot be explained as 

porification or justified as penance. If, finally• there is no way to account 

for the anguish of the human condition, man could seem to be condemned to life 

in an unjust universe. 

Emily Dickinson recognized the reality of humau pain. Experientially 

and philosophically she realized how much suf ferlng is a part of man's lot. 

Pondering the dilemma of an all-loving, all-powerful C.od who permits man to 

suffer and die, this woman searched for a solution equal to her own uncertainty 

and her own anguish. Being neither a Calvini.st nor 8. 'l'ranscendentAlist in her 

confrontation with man's pain, her adjustment to suffering was neither theologi· 

cal nor philosaphical. Even though she treats the crucifixion as an example 

for all men, she seemed to regard it not as a redemptive act but as a paradigm 

of man's need to suffer. 327 The emphasis is not upon God's involvement in 

suffering but upon pain's part in man's full spiritual development. Although 

her rationale for the necessity and good of suffering resembles Emerson's idea 

of compensation, it is basically psycholor.ical rather than metaphysical. Be-

cause she believed that man gained only through loss, suffering to Emily Dick-

inson was essential for human JUturity. Because of her conviction about the 

inherent value of opposites, she saw a direct ratio between privation and 

psychic growth. She did not believe that a Mrciful God or beneficent nature 

CODlpensated man for each loss, but that only through pain could ~ properly 

327 
Flick, p. 254. N.B. Poems: 553, 567, and 571. 
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..iue the happiness be had had and be ready to respond more fully to it in the 

future• 

Who never lost 11 are unprepared 
A Coronet to findl (73) 

Best Gains--must haw the Losses' Test
To constitute them--Gains-- (684) 

Joy to have merited the Pain
To merit the Release- (788) 

J)espite her use in these poems of words with religious overtones. the poet's 

focus is primarily psychological; it can be called spiritual only in the 

broadest sense of the word. In other poems and letters, the persona recognizes 

8 related value of psychic tension for those "Ordained to suffering" (405). 

There is a strength in proving that it can be borne 
Although it tear--
What are the sinews of such cordage for 
Except to bear 
The ship might be of satin had it not to fight- (1113) 

Trial as a Stimulus far ~xreds Wine though it would hardly 
be prohibited as a Bewrage. 2 

329 
Por Emily Dickinson suffering was more than "the discipline of hindrance" 

honored in New England. It was also a necessary way to gain insights, to 

develop values, and to achiew full human growth. Because of her belief that 

pain was both essential and salutary, this poet could write: 

A nearness to Tremendousness-
An agony procures-- (963) 

'l'his emphasis on the positive value of suffering links Emily Dickinson with 

32
8tetters (Johnson, ad.), II, 532. 

329 
Bingham, ed., Emily Dickinson's Home, p. 42. 
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Halithorne and James, accounts for her prizing renunciation, and affects-in a 

radical manner-her handling of love and death. 

Emily Dickinson's life and art testify to the value she ascribed to re-

nunciation. Although she "possessed the Christian's capacity for self-disci-

330 pline," her motivation for this "piercing Virtueu (745) was psychological 

rather than ascetic. Two of her basic beliefs led her to prize renunciation: 

l) expectation excels fulfillment; and 2) loss means gain. These psychic pat

terns are evident in paradoxical statements such as: 

The Banquet of Abstemiousness 
Defaces that of wine-- (1430). 

"3, 
• • • the Joy we most revere--..we profane in taking • .., ~ 

Many of her poems proclaim that because loss heightens appreciation 1 t is 

really a gain.
332 

• • • finer is a going 
Than a remaining Face-- (1422). 

I see thee clearer for the Grave 
That took thy face between (1666). 

So deeply was renunciation embedded in her mind set that Whicher calls it "the 

most striking theme of her poetry ... 333 The value she attributed to self-

chosen deprivation did not lessen its pain for her. The violence of her 

330 Rollo Walter Brown, .,A Sublimated Puritan," in Lonel7 Americans 
(New York: Coward-Mccann, Iuc., 1929), p. 249. 

331i.etters (Johnson, ed.), II, 566. 

332 N.B. Poems: 313, 662, 1382, 1497, and 1764. 

333 
George r. Whicher, Emily Dickinson: ! Bibliography (Amherst, Mass.: 

The Jones Library, Inc., 1930), p. 13. 
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definition of renunciation as 

The putting out of Eyes~ 
Just Sunrise-- (745) 

and the sensuous richness of the language she uses here and in other poems to 

ctescribe it suggest the coupling of severe physical desire and its frustration 

that she experienced in. keeping what she most wanted at a tantalizing distance. 

This psychic posture is directly related to the many poems in which the lover 

or his presence are renounced or the consummation of love is postponed until 

eternity. The motif of rentmeiation unites love and death in this woman's 

mind and art and supports her polarity of response to them in both. 

In her existential attempts to discover the nature of divinity, Emily 

Dickinson confronted not only hum.an suffering but also man's mortality. Her 

vision of God was crucial to her repeated efforts to find conclusive evidence 

for personal immortality. "The relationship between death and religion became 

for her, in fact, a circular one. Doubts concerning traditionally held reli-

gious beliefs focused her attention on death. Intense awareness of death 

prompted religious concern ... 334 A poem 1 which Johnson places as late as 1882, 

can be read as Emily Dickinson's realization of the relation between one's 

concept of God and confidence in immortality. 

Those--dying then 
Knew where they went-
They went to God's Right Hand-
That Hand is amputated now 
And God cannot be found- (1551) • 

All of her life she found reason simultaneously to hope in and to despair of 

individual consciousness after death. She did not so mucb vacillate between 

334 
Ford 1 P• 20. 
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confidence and doubt as she did remain in almost perfect suspension between 

them• This ambivalence left her neither fully convinced of nor totally dee-

335 
pairing of immortality. Her desire for communication with the dead in time 

335A number of critics hold substantially the same position: "Almost 
snY aspect of doubt and belief can be found in her writings on immortality; 
ibe desired personal immortality and asserted that the soul never changed; 
et, she ••• feared that eternity would be cosmic annihilation." Pickard, p. 

L,1; "Of immortality as a future state she was never sure ••• " Ward, Capsule, 
P• 112; "Emily Dickinson did not want to be skeptical of immortality. She 
desperately wanted to believe that there was something after death." Ford, 
P• 150; "over and over in her last years • • • Dickinson had said that the .!!!
dance available to her • • • was insufficient to support any definite religious 
belief in the subject [Immortality} at all, so that all she had to go on was 
her 'uncertain certainty,' her 'guess' or 'surmise,' and her willed commit
ment to the Possible." 'Waggoner, 334; "To the end of her life Emily wavered 
between hope and doubt about an attainable paradise the other side of death." 
Higgins, p. 183; "• •• Emily Dickinson subjected her intuition of immortality 
to a spirit of scepticism." Phillips, p. 214; "She seemed to realize that in 
the final analysis even religion is uncertain about the afterlife." Flick, p. 
85; "• •• Emily Dickinson's estimate of death [and so of iDIPlOrtality] is 
shaped by whichever of two points of view she adopts in her poetry." Griffith, 
Long Shadow, p. 137; "Biographers have claimed that passing years and the 
deaths of friends forced a serene acceptance of immortality, but ••• much of 
the time she would have bean satisfied with the stoicism that she admired in 
Judge Lord, which neither feared extinction nor prized redemption." Gelpi, p. 
Sl. Other critics tend to weigh the scales more heavily in favor of her con
fidence in innnortali ty: ". • • she discovered some ground • • • for a per
sonal conception of such ideas as Heaven and Immortality." Wilbur, p. 128; 
·~er sincere and abiding faith in the immortality of the soul, seldom clouded 
by doubts ••• becomes an ever-recurrent theme of affirmation denying the 
finality of death." McNaughton, p. 55. Some other commentators maintain that 
Emily Dickinson had no doubts about personal iRllllortality. Many of these are 
the H~ writers who also cla:bt that her concept of r..od was tmtrouhled by any 
dark notions: 0 To the end of her life her belief that • • • death was only 
the interval between life and immortality sustained her tbrongh all her moments 
of doubt and despair.n Ida Fasel, "Emily Dickinson's Walden," !2!!, English 
Yearbook, No. 7 (Fall. 1962), 26; "The dominant note in her poems on time and 
eternity is one of uni'iwerving faith 1n the soul's immortality." Connors, 632; 
"The third article of Emily Dickinson's creed is her deep and abiding faith 
in the immortality of the soul." Gilbert P. Voigt, "The Inner Life of Emily 
Dickinson," CE, III (November, 1941) , 196 ; and .. To the doctrine of immortal! ty, 
•he Paid the full homage of her understanding. 0 Power, p. 28. 
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aad for reunion with them in eternity sometimes seemed an assurance of immor

tality; at other times it seemed merely another terrible sign that man's de

sires are at cross purposes with his natural limitations. At times her desire 

for transcendence and its impossibility of fulfillment in this life seemed 

proof of another; at other times her aspirations served only to remind her that 

1l8'l may be fated to the anguish of being an over-reacher. Richard Wilbur's 

claim that one's sense of time's being "subject to the moods of the soul seemed 

to her proof of the soul's eternity"336 can be questioned in the light of 

Charles Anderson's study of the existential consequences of time for this 

woman. 337 Isolated excerpts from either her letters or poems can be especially 

misleading in trying to ascertain Emily Dickinson's attitudes toward what she 

called the possibility of the "extension of Consciousness after Death. " 338 

frequently she uses the term immortality as a metaphorical vehicle. She some

time uses it as an analogy for "the attaining of insight"339 -in this life or 

in eternity. At other times, quite aside from any existence after death, she 

equates immortality "with the ultimate condition of completed personality ... 34o 

Besides this figurative use of immortality, there is also her antithetical 

treatment of it. The confidence in her words after her father's death: 

I am glad there is Immortalicy-341 

3.36 in Emily Dickinson, ed. by Richard Sewall, P• 135. 

337 338 "Trap of Ti•." Letters (Johnson, ed.), III, 667. 

339 
Griffith, Long Shadow, p. 258; Chase speaks of "her insistence that 

1->rtality is a form of knowledge" as a "strikingly Gnostic strain" in her 
Vork. pp. 183-184. 

340 
Porter, p. 18. 341i.etters (Johnson, ed.), II, 528. 
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••• this was mother's weekA.Easter in November. 
Father rose in June • .jq2 -t be balanced against the uncertainty in other letters and poems: 

of subjects that resist 
Redoubtablest is this 
Where go we--
Go we anywhere 
Creation after this? (1417) 

That it will never come again 
Is what makes life so sweet. 
Believing what we don't believe 
Does not exhilarate. (1741) 

The House of Supposition-
The Glimmering rrontier that 
Skirts the Acres of Perhaps~ 
To me-•shows--insecure-- (696) 

Jaalizing that "if human death has no meaning, then the whole of life is noth-

343 
:lng but emptiness," Emily Dickinson wanted to believe in personal immor-

tality, she tried to think of death this way (1558), but she could never dis-

cover the overwhelming evidence she craved. 

Emily Dickinson's Janus-like conception of divinity accounts for the 

essential duality of her approach to immortality and, consequently, for its 

imprint in her poems of love and death. Her ambivalence toward immortality re-

•ulted in poems dreading the annihilation of death and others anticipating the 

•cstasy of individual consciousness after death. Because of this same ambiva

lence, she created poems in which lovers renounce joy here and look forward 

342Ibid., III 851 , . 
343 Ladislaus Boros, S.J., The Mystery of Death, trans. by Gregory 

Bainbridge, o.s.B. (New York: Uerdu and Herder: 1965), p. viii. 
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illStead to consummation in eternity and others in which they prefer the enjoy

.-nt of love here lest there be no eternity. 

Rejecting so much of her Calvinistic inheritance. Emily Dickinson's re

]J.gioUS position was highly heterodox; in fact, some of its elements might as 

easilY be called literary-mythic as theological. Certain assumptions, however, 

trhich have metaphysical and/or theological implications, are evident in her 

lyrics. Three of these assumptions--which ironically seem to have roots in the 

Calvinism she threw of f--are relevant to her artistic treatment of love and 

death: 1) the symbolic nature of reality
344

: 2) the superiority of illumina

tion to reason in grasping reality; and 3) the inherent superiority of the soul 

to the body. 

Despite the inquiring and skeptical nature of her mind, Emily Dickinson 

did not have much confidence in the ability of human reason to reach ultimate 

truth. To her the rational process was too limited to discover the final au-

1Wrs. Only knowledge that flashed suddenly across the cousciouaness like 

lightning was capable of coming near to the mystery at the core of being. n 345 

In these moments of brilliant illumination and semi-ecstasy, the individual 

seemed to escape the boundaries of time and space and to plwge into the un

fathoaable. The poet's existential skepticism kept these intense influxes 

fl'Oll becoming mystical in the orthodox sense of the word346- 0 absolute at-

344 See pages 110-111. 

345 N.B. Poems: 420, 974, 1419, 1468, and 1581. 
346 

There is wide critical divergence concerning this point. All major 
critics aCknowlec:lge the poet's experience of supra-logical flashes and gratui
tous insights that exceed the ordinary. Whether they consider them spiritual 
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bC)1118ness in the universe through the experience of identification with the 

t or of it11347--but they were the moments in which she felt most fully 
ere• 
-1.ive and existence was most meaningful. They were moments of private revela-

tion and spiritual joy. Like grace, they caused an inner change; they expanded 

consciousness in a spiritual manner. She termed these flashes "The Soul's 

superior instants" (306); they occurred seldom but when they came, they served 

as ''Mortal Abolition° (306) for they allowed consciousness to be free of the 

limits of the human condition. They also functioned "as stimulants" (393) to 

rescue the soul from "Despair-/Or Stupor" (393). They were short-lived, re-

lated to infinitude, and longed for: 

A Grant of the Divine-
That Certain as it Comes-
Withdraws--and leaves the dazzled Soul 

or literary, mystical or not, depends upon their definition and qualification 
of these terms and their reading of certain poems. Generally speaking, the 
following writers do not regard Emily Dickinson as a mystic: ''Her attitude is 
not mystical." Blackmttr, 328; uEmily Dickinson was no mystic yearning for union 
with God ••• " Anderson, "Emily Dickinson," American Literary Masters, I, 979; 
''Though neither nm nor mystic ••• " Spiller, t.itera!Z Riston:. II, 908; and 
" ••• she was surely not a mystic in any closely defined sense of the word." 
Chase, p. 184. Other critics believe that although she had mystical tenden
cies, vision, or partial experience, she was not a mystic: " ••• she had the 
ability to conceive and to write about the range of mystical experiences." 
Flick, p. 27; and "Her mystical tendencies are the sequel to her break with 
orthodoxy." Wells, Introduction, p. 158. The last group of critics claim 
that Emily Dickinson was a mystic: " ••• the reverence that made her a mystic 
poet of the finest sort • • • " Aiken, 306; ". • • in the religious sense of the 
term-a Christian mystic," Voigt, 194; "Emily Dickinson, at least part of the 
time, discovered, as a result of mystical experience, a sense of complete and 
lasting fulfillment of her nature as a human being and as a poet." Thackrey, 
P. 44; and ". • • in some sense of the word a lover and a mystic • • • " Gelpi, 
p. 76. For a more complete survey of arguments for and against Emily Dickin
son as a mystic writer see Chapter I of Phillips' dissertation. For a percep
tive analysis of Emily Dickinson as a mystic poet see Louise Bogan•s essay. 

347 Phillips, p. 73. 
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In her tmfurnished Rooms-- (393). 

stiilY Dickinson structured a number of her poems around these experiences of 

heightened awareness. In some poems she employs the traditional imagery of 

the soul or consciousness as host and the divine intuition as guest to con

cretize the conditions necessary to prepare for these moments of revelation. 

The Soul that hath a Guest 
Doth seldom go abroad-
Diviner Crowd at Home-
Obliterate the need-- (674). 

The Soul should always stand ajar 
That if the Heaven inquire 
He will not be obliged to wait 
Or shy of troubling Her (1055). 

In other poems, Emily Dickinson describes the quality of the intuitive flash; 

it is not merely rational, it is a multi-leveled revelation that can be vio-

lently experienced but not verbalized (420). Once the thtmderbolt is gone, 

the consciousness recalls the vision gained in its blinding but revealing 

light (974). The moment of ecstatic awareness changes the psyche; it is now 

dissatisfied with its more ordinary, pedestrian mode of operating. So crucial 

were these experiences of private revelation to Emily Dickinson as a person 

and a poet that many critics have analyzed and tried to define them. 348 

Only certain occasions are associated in Emily Dickinson's poetry with 

this influx of divine energy--somewhat analagous to grace in the Edwardian 

348 Considering them a type of non-orthodox salvation, Chase calls them 
"the few forcibly revelatory experiences," p. 123; associating them with the 
Poet's symbolic use of circumference and awe, Johnson calls such an intuition 
". • • a lightning flash that illuminatesthe stupendousness of the most ordi
nary crises of living," Emii! Dickinson, p. 135; Gelpi speaks of them as "cli
matic capsule moments," p. ; and Ward describes them as "moments of sudden 
revelation of a spiritual nature." Theodora Ward, "The Finest Secret: Emo
tional Currents in the Life of Emily Dickinson," Harvard Library Bulletin, XV 
_(Winf'.er. 1Q60L 83. 
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and to inspiration in the Emersonian tradition. She strictly limited these 

wcandescent intuitive experiences. They excluded all but: 1) stirring cre

ative enlightenments; 2) quasi-mystical visitations; 3) love and marriage; and 

4) death and immortality. With the exception of immortality, every crucial 

eXt>erience required ascetic renunciation. Each experience of significance was 

related to the others and emblematic of the most characteristic one--death. 

These estates were characteristically narrow in their limitations, but deep in 

their spiritual connotations and intense in their emotional perception. Becausi 

of their joyful promise and devastating force. these crucial experiences 

elicited both hope and fear. 349 These experiences were so alike in affording 

vision into the realities of the spirit that she called love and poetry 

"coeval" (1247). In this mythical structure death was the principle of true 

value insights and the source of all consciousness. As a consequence of these 

relationships, in her assumptions about intuitive experience Emily Dickinson. 

connected love and death metaphysically. 

Emily Dickinson's ideas about the relation of the soul to the body also 

conditioned her treatment of love and death. She was obsessed neither with the 

horrors of human corruptions nor with the pleasures of human passion. In fact, 

her poetry almost totally ignores these aspects of both experiences. In her 

poetic exploration of love and death, she gave little attention to the body 

E!!. .!!.• Apparently the flesh interested her so little because the spirit 

349Emily Dickinson's choice of lightning as her typical image for this 
Powerful revelatory experience ie significant in its ambivalence. It suggests 
light, might, suddenness, destruction. 



- - 154 -

interested her so radically. 

In this poet there was no medieval conflict between the soul and the 

body• In her Calvinistic heritage there was a suspicion of the body and its 

demands. As a young woman Emily Dickinson was well enough aware of this tenet 

of Puritanism to use its terminology, with some playfulness yet some serious

ness, in a letter; "Colds make one very carnal and the api ri t is always afraid 

of them. 11350 In her reading of Emerson, she did not find any moral war between 

the spirit and the flesh, but instead such emphasis upon the non-physical as 

351 
"the principle of life" that "no accurate adjustment between the spirit and 

352 the body" seemed possible. In her writings Emily Dickinson speaks of the 

human body and soul as "Profound-precarious Property-" (1090) • She treats 

their relationship as either essential or casual. After using musical meta-

phors, equating the body with a violin and the spirit with its music, to demon-

strate the necessary union of the physical with the non-physical in man, she 

adds a further analogy: 

The Spirit lurks within the Flesh 
Like Tides within the Sea 
That makes the Water live, estranged 
What would the Either be? (1576) 

Her poems in which the mind is isolated from the body and self-existent are, 

however, more frequent and more typical of her concept of the relation of 

spirit and flesh. Often she employs house, clothing, and bird imagery to show 

how casual this relation is. After the separation of death, the soul becomes 

350 
Letters (Johnson, ed.), I, 89. 351 Emerson, p. 183. 

352Ibid., p. 263. -
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"Costumeless Consciousness" (1453). In another poem the spirit triumphs over 

death and proves its superiority to dust by turning away and: 

Just laying off for evidence 
An overcoat of Clay (976). 

Later, but with the same (casual tone, the speaker refers to the body as 11cor

poreal clothes-" (1399). In a similar fashion the house in Poem 948 functions 

both literally and metaphorically. 

Psychologically and theologically, if not artistically, Emily Dickinson 

was an adherent of idealism. This trait was noted by Herbert Child when he 

tel'IR8d her a Platonist and further defined his predication by commenting that 

''her Platotlism was essentially an ontological monism; a tendency to stress 

idea, spirit, rather than. matter."
353 

Because of this monism, in Emily Dickin-

son's mind there was a hierarchy of spirit over matter that was pervasive if 

not always enunciated. In her free use of theological terms, soul, spirit, 

and consciousness are usually interchangeable and signify the essence of indi-

viduality that implies self-awareness, spirituality, and immortality. Conse-

quently, in her writings the soul is generally superior to the body, gi'98s 

meaning to the body, and is freer released from the body. The spirit's prior-

ity in her mind seemed to rest upon its inherent nobility, its essential inde-

pendence of matter, and its claim to possible immortality. 

Spirit cannot be moved by Flesh--It must be moved by spirit--
354 

A Being-impotent to end-
When once 1 t had begun- (565) 

461. 

353"Em1ly Dickinson and Sir Thomas Browne," ~' XXII (January, 1951), 

354 Letters (Johnson, ed.), III, 918. 
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There knits a bolder One- (384) 

Glad to know you were better-better physically, but who cares for 
a body whose tenant is ill at eue? Give me the aching~' and 
the spirit glad and serene, for if the gem shines on, forget the 
mouldering casket.355 

Griffith notes the poet's tendency to personify the soul as feminine and to 

present her as "the best, noblest, and purest part of the total self" and in

different "to any except the most rarefied and other-worldly of human pur

suits .11356 Because of this dedication to the highest human aspirations, the 

eoul gives significance to the physical in this poet's view of reality. The 

power of the spirit to direct and give purpose to the flesh is clearly stated 

in Poem 1576. The spirit's basic freedom from the physica1357 and its ability 

to act unfettered in the body in this life or totally released from it in 

death is apparent in one of her later poema: 

With Pinions of Disdain 
'nle Soul can farther fly 
Than any feather specified 
in Ornithology-
It wafts this sordid Flesh 
Beyond it's dull-control 
And during it's electric gale
nie body is a soul-- (1431). 

lSSibid., I, 140. - 356 Lona Shadow, p. 210. 

357 This statement agrees with Anderson's observation about ''Her unique 
theory of the mind's entrap•nt in time as the essence of the mortal condi
tion, rather than the conventional one of the spirit imprisoned in the body." 
"T rap of Time," 420, but disagrees with llick '• usessment of her position: 
''Though spirit may be dependent on body• it nevertheless continues to seek re
lease/' p. 213 and "The spirit emerges through flesh only to be fettered by 
flesh. 11 p. 214 • 
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Emily Dickinson's idealism conditioned her handling of the body in the 

e""8rience of love or death. In neither situation does she highlight the physi· 

cal except as it becomes a sign of the spiritual. The emphasis in both Eros 

111
d Tbanatos is upon the psychic, not the camal. Consequently the love poetry 

18 strangely fleshless and the death poetry devoid of morbidity despite its use 

of physical details. 
) 

From her year at Mt. Holyoke until the early 1860s, Emily Dickinson's 

religious quest led her gradually to an existential crisis, a philosophic and 

theological shock that changed her life interiorly and exteriorly. 358 Severe 

feelings of spiritual inadequacy, failure, and alienation and unsettled ques-

dons about the nature of God preceded the crisis; some type of existential 

belief resulted from it. After her years of questioning and search and this 

period of extreme crj.sis, she was able to fashion a loose metaphysical struc

ture that included faith and doubt in a precarious balance. Although she never 

finally resolved her religious conflicts, after 1862 she was able to maintain 

this balance with more philosophic detachment and less involved anguish and, 

consequently, to achieve a maturity that deepened her personal and artistic 

life. 

As Emily Dickinson moved further away from orthodoxy, as she found she 

had to reject church membership, and as she struggled with the darkest theo

logical possibilities, anxiety and fear filled her tmconscious. Her dread that 

358-
~ost critics agree that intemal evidence, such as "the increase in 

••otional resonance ••• as well as the nature of the images and themes of 
the poems" points to "a major crisis in Miss Dickinson's life." Owen Thomas, ... 
&'&ther and Daughter: Edward and Emily Dickinson,'' M:,, XL (January, 1969), 518. 
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8 
sinister God--the one who hid himself from her--ruled over a hostile 'l.R'liverse 

spilled over into her conscious mind. Like Pascal and Melville, this woman 

,,,
88 

haunted by uncertainties about God. Like lleideggar or Unamono, she an

guished over the metaphysical implications of death. Like existentialists of 

lfflY period~ she felt a sense of cosmic loss that pushed her to cross "the mys

terious boundary which runs through things, persons and events" and to live "in 

359 
8 

constant expectation of infinite encounter and ineffable security." Her 

sense of having once escaped the limits of her mortal condition and her conse-

quent sense of restlessness and loss appear in a poem which can be read exis-

tentially: 

The lonesome for they know not What
The Eastern Exiles--be-- (262). 

'l'he alienation and isolation she suffered in her spiritual quest she suggested 

years later when she wrote: 

--we cannot believe for each other. I suppose there are depths 
in every Consciousness, from which we cannot rescue ourselves
to which none can go with us-360 

The completeness of her examination of all dogma left her little comfortable 

aupport. The absolute honesty of her scrutiny is found in her own words: 

The appalling trust (that God cannot discontinue himself] is at 
times all that remains--361 

The severe crisis that nearly shattered Emily Dickinson resembles many points 

in Boros' description of existential shock: 

• • • the shock with which we realize the uncertainty and mysterious
ness of existence.362 

359 Boros, p. 18. 360 Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 612. 

361Ibid., III, 916. - 362 Boros, p. 16. 
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••• our own existence is seen to be both bound up with imperma
nence and yet forever breaking out of its provisional limita
tions • • .363 

our shock when we discover that our existence is such a question
able thing, our sudden insecurity in the world to which we are so 
accustomed, awaken in us secret anxieties ••• 364 

• • 
365 • a mysterious feeling of not belonging. 

• • • sense of wonder at the significance of being and the insig
nificance of existence.366 

••• the being we grasp in our philosophical wonder is divided in 
two; bis figure is made up of contradictory elements. The two poles 
we find in him maintain a reciprocal and opposed tension and yet are 
inseparable • .36 7 

The existential shock that Emily Dickinson experienced was the climax of many 

years of spiritual searching. It involved her whole being. It was agonizingly 

difficult. personally decisive, and artistically fruitful. :From it emerged a 

new woman cotmnitted to an intense inner life and dedicated to art as a way of 

exploring and defining the dynamic data of consciousness. 

The effects of this crisis upon Emily Dickinson's low and death poetry 

are tremendous. Her attitudes toward God and her existential position set 

her attitudes toward all else: nature. sex, death. The natural polarity of 

her mind was confirmed. Her tortured postures in poems decreased and her de-

tached stances increased. "The lyrical. despairing outbursts of the bereawd 

bride come abruptly to an end. " 368 Her poetic treatment of love and death re

flect the new found serenity of her own life. 

363Ibid., p. 17. - 364 
~-· p. 19. 

365Ibid. -
366

Ibid., p. 20. - 367 Ibid., p. 22. -
368 Johnson, Emily Dickinson, p. 240. 
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CHAPTER III 

POEMS INCORPORATING LOVE 

In Emily Dickinson's canon love is a major theme. That a woman would 

write about love is not noteworthy. That a nineteenth century woman. living 

in a provincial society oozing with romanticism. would write about love is even 

1ess noteworthy. That a sensitive artist in any culture would elect love as a 

110tif is not surprising. That an intense. religiously oriented. existentially 

aware poet would select it is even less surprising. Although this particular 

poet's choosing to explore love is not surprising, it is significant fors 

The poetic object is selected by a free choice from all objects in 
the world, and this object, deliberately selected and carefully 
worked up by the adult poet, beco•s his microcosm. With a serious 
poet each minor poem may be the symbol of a major decision. If is 
as ranging and comprehensive an action as the mind ewr triedl 

That this isolated spinster produced "the moat intensely moving love 

pons ever written by an Aaerican poet,"2 is also psychologically and artisti-

cally significant. For. much as her milieu focused Baily Dickinson's attention 

on love and conditioned her responses to it, her creatiw use of it is individ-

ual. Her mythic manner of relating the stages of a woman 'a life to the stages 

of low is unique. Conferring a quasi-religious quality on low gives it a 

l John Crowe Ranson, The World's Body (New York: Charles Scribner's Sona, 
1938) t p. 272. -

2 George Frisbie Whicher, Poetq and Civilization, ed. by Harriet ro:x 
'Whicher (New York: Ilussall and Russell, i'iSS), p. 63. 
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dimension in her love poetry that is rare. Her tensioned presentation of love 

as a desirable yet threatening experience provides an unusually psychological 

cOlllPlexitY in her poems of this genre. Pitting a human lover against a divine 

creates metaphysical overtones in poems usually devoid of them. Her insistence 

upon renunciation gives her love lyrics a tragic grandeur. Relating love to 

immortality gives these love poems cosmic implications. Her astringent wit 

and ironic vision produces a complexity of tone often lacking in love lyrics. 

Eaotional intensity, coupled with bashful reserve, separates her poems from 

others of this genre. Her antiseptic idealism creates a strangely unearthly 

aura for poems of earthly love. Stressing the psychic reaction to love, 

rather than the lover, makes these poems peculiarly introspective love lyrics. 

Part of the originality and effecti'Veness of Emily Dickinson's love poetry 

obviously lies in her particular concepts of this experience and part in her 

3 
unique poetic techniques. 

3 These 1a0des of structuring are discussed in relation to individual 
poems analyzed in this and the next two chapters. For studies concentrating on 
aspects of this poet's par1!icular style see: Lindberg, The Voice of the Poet; 
McNaughton, .I!!!. Imagery _!?.! Emily Dickinson: Porter, Chap :-VI , .'!:!!.!. Art _!?.! iiiiUy 
J>ickinson 's Earl; Poetry; Johnson, Chap. IV, Emily Dickinson; Moldenhauer, 
'Emily Dickinson s Ambiguity"; Cambon, ''Violence and Abstraction in Emily Dick-
Uisontt; Gay Wilson Allen, "Emily Dickinson's Versification," in American Pros
odz (New York: American Book Company, 1935); James Davidson, "Emily Dic:kiiiSOii 
ad Isaac Watts," Boston Public Library guarterlz, VI (July, 1954), 141-149; 
M.artha Winburn Eni!and, .,Emily Dickinson and Isaac Watts: Puritan Hymnodists," 
Bulletin .2!. l!!.! .!!!!, .!!?!'l Public Libraq, LXIX (February, 1965), 83-116; William 
Boward, "Emily Dickinson's Poetic Vocabulary," PMLA., LXXII (March, 1957), 225-
248; Carroll D. Laverty, nstructural Patterns iii"Eid.ly Dickinson's Poetry," 
!nerson Society Quarterly, No. 44 (Fall, 1966), 12-17; Grace B. Sherrer, "A 
Study of Unusual Verb Constructions in the Poems of Emily Dickinson," AL, VII 
(Karch• 1935), 37-46; Suzanne M. Wilson, "Structural Patterns in the Poetry of 
Emily Dickinson," ~. XXXV (March, 1963), 53-59; Mary Cynthia DeJong, Structure 
l!. l!!!., Poet2 of Ralph Waldo Emerson, Emily Dickinson and Robert Frost (unpub
lished Ph.D. dISsertation. University of Michigan. 1968); Bernard Frank. 'nle 
.!!!le.!. .2f Words: Ambiguity.!!!, Emily Dickinson's Poetp (unpublished Ph.D. -
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Except for biographical interest, whether Emily Dickinson's love poetry 

4 
is the fruit of an actual or an imagined experience is irrelevant. According 

to her own words, the poet is able to distill "amazing sense/ From ordinary 

Meanings-" (448). When a critic says that her poems are autobiographical only 

"in the special sense of be:f.ne true to her imagined experience, .. 5 his meaning 

is the same as the poet's when she wrote to Higginson: "When I state myself, 

as the Representative of the Verse-it does not mean-me-but a supposed 

person. 116 The fact that these lyrics probably do not record any actual rela-

ttonship with an individual man does not in any way detract from their emo-

tional impact or their arti8tic value. 

Besides being individual and imaginative. Emily Dickinson's use of love 

in her poetry is also functional. She introduces this experience in a variety 

of ways and for a variety of purposes. Her consciousness of love enters her 

poems at different levels: 1) incidental reference; 2) dramatic backgromd; 

dissertation, University of Pittsburg, 1965); John Emerson Todd, Emily Dickin
son's Use of the Persona (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University of Wis
COiiSTn7T96s");E'dith Perry Wylder, '11le Voice of the Poet (unpublished Ph.D. 
dissertation, Uni:ve.rsity of New Me~, 1967):- - -

4 This study• therefore. makes no effort to relate these poe1llll directly 
to any incidents in the poet's life and instead supports judgments such as 
the following: " ••• one is justified in taking both lover and beloved as 
poetic figures," Anderson, "Emily Dicldnson," American Literarx Masters, I, 
978; and"• •• image of a man in the poet's mind,u Lee B. Copple, '11lree!!,
lated Themes ,g,! Hunger.!!! Thirst, Homelessness, .!!!! Obscuritt .!!. SY!!>ols ,.2! 
!'....rivation, Renunciation and Compensation in the PoemB of Efly Dickinson (un
published Ph.D. dissertatiOii, University Of iiic'bigan, 'i9s4 , p. 11. 

5 John Crowe Ranson, "Emily Dickinson: A Poet Restored," Perspectives 
.!lS,A, No. 15 (Spring, 1956), 15. 

6 
Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 412. 



-
- 16:3 -

,ad 3) essential experience. 

tTnlike her use of death at the metaphorical level, Emily Dickinson 

rarely incorporates love to illustrate a point by an imaginative and provocati• 

analogy. While she frequently utilizes macabre references to particularize, 

ctefine~ and differentiate. ehe hardly ewr uses erotic figures for the same 

purposes. Possibly she was unable to employ precise, realistic, or kinesthet• 

ic details relative to low as supporting or illuminating metaphors because of 

the vagueness of her couceptelization of this experience. In proportion to 

her incidental references to chamel house details, those to the marriage bed 

are significantly sparse and generalized. Her many sharp. concrete references 

to the tomb stand in contrast to her few, idealized ones to the lover. 

One of the poet's exceptional uses of love at the incidental level is 

contained in Poem 300, which explores possible meanings of morning. 7 In this 

short poem, Emily Dickinson uses references to lowrs three times to illustrate 

urying views of the same phenomena. Actually, in this poem the voice does not 

use erotic or nuptial allusions as metaphors but as provocative examples. 

Listings rather than comparisons reveal the speaker's mental '(>rocesses. At 

the same time that these examples advance the poem by an imaginative rather 

than a rational sequence, they suggest widely different reactions to 11\0rning-

and possibly to any new experience for which morning functions as mi inclusive 

sign. To the practical farmer dawn means work; to the high mountain peaks, 

the lovely first light of the sun; to the ill or dying, respite from the 

7 N.B. Poe11S: 64, 65, 424, 631, 661, 703, 1495, 1580, 1594, 1620, 1641, 
1711, 1756. The incidental references in these poems include: lover, wed 11 

!.fvish, suitor, bride, manz, dower, and betroth. -
• 
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oight's depressing darkness; and to those of faith, an exciting act of God. 

All of these people or things represent different responses to dawn or the un-

The speaker seems to set the masculine and the feminine reactions in 

opposition to each other. To the lover day "means Just Risk," but to the be

loved or bride it means "Just revelation" or "an Apocalypse." 'Ibis male

female contrast, the use of the limiting just, and the mixture of religious 

allusions with erotic ones seem to imply the contradictory and ironic· nature 

of reality. Whether the apocalypse and revelation mean new knowledge for the 

woman, or knowledge of her by the man, or both simultaneously adds to the 

poetic suggestion of the antithesis at the center of human life. 

Besides this incidental use of amative references, Emily Dickinson 

incorporates love to qualify or to dramatize other themes. At this second 

lewl of creative assimilation, love enters the structure in a more dominant 

role to perform more essential functions. When she introduces love to drama

tize or to condition another subject, it contributes to a dyn8Jllic rather than 

a static background. The presence of love provides imaginative and philosophic 

tension in some of her poems. Because her most typical use of love at this 

eecond level is to give an erotic background to a spiritual experience, it 

creates a sensuous dimension that helps to concretize what otherwise might 

have remained nebulous. 'lbe poet's use of nuptial tropes as a vehicle for re

ligious experience is not particularly original. The Song of Songs, the poetry 

of St. John of the Cross and John Donne, and the mystical writings of St. 

Catherine of Siena are examples of the imaginati w use of bridal conventions 

to convey the soul's experience of the divine. Not her choice of these tra

ditional nuptial figures but what she does with them in these poems constitutes 
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s.ilY Dickinson's inventiveness. While her use of erotic terms and nuptial 

_ to carry an essentially spiritual experience has certain conaon fea
!J181••J 

CU1'9• in a number of poems, the total ef feet can be as different as the wittily 

urewrent lyric, opening with "God is a distant-stately Lover--" (357) from 

tb• sublimely ecstatic one, beginning with "Given in Marriage unto Thee" (817). 

!b•te is also an essential difference between poems of this group and those of 

•other which they resemble; in this group the experience is spiritual, the 

carms erotic: in the other group the experience is erotic, the terms religious. 

Two lyrics that represent Emily Dickinson's use of bridal tropes as the 

1upporting imagery to convey and dramatize a spiritual experience are Poems 

461 and 473. Both lyrics open with a strong declaration. Following this ini

tial statement, a question indicates the speaker's attitude toward the expected 

cold.rag of the divine. Both poems mix nuptial and religious figures. Each 

lyric contrasts the speaker's state before the overwhelming advent of grace 

ad her transformation afterwards. The spiritual change is crucial in both 

ezperiences. The movement in each is toward the climax of the concluding 

11De1. As the speak.er moves from anticipation to immediate encounter with God, 

the last two lines of both poems ring with exultant joy. 

In "A Wife-at Daybreak I shall be-" (461), the speaker' a first words 

carry her attitude of confident jubilation. Excitement and awe fill her as 

1be anticipates the divine presence which will change her from child to bride, 

from .!!!! to ~· She realizes that while the transformation is primarily 

interior, it effects a change of status, not social but spiritual. She 

8 
See pp. 234-241 for poems of this other category. 
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celebrates the nearness of her passage from a midnight stage 1.n her life to the 

fullness of sunrise. Sunrise suggests light, warmth, newness, growth• and 

beautY• By equating her anticipated condition with !!!!. and V!ctorz 1 she re-

tnforces the connotations of sunrise and adds the suggestion of triumph over 

whatever forces previously held her in the dark of Midnight, particularly the 

sJ.oom of human mortality which could discourage spiritual aspiration. Nuptial 

and religious allusions mix in the second stanza. The angels who ''bustle in 

th• Hall" suggest the essentially religious nature of her longing and expecta

tion• These spirits indicate preparation for the divine encounter. His ap

proach is serene and majestic. In contrast to the bustle, the efforts of lower 

creatures, he softlt "climbs the Stair." The impersonal and abstract Future, 

which the voice first uses to iudieate the proximity of God, gives way toward 

th• poem'• ecstatic close to the more individualit:eJ yet respectful !!!. and 

finally to the climatic Savior. The voice' a surprise that the face she sees 

11 she encounters C..od is the face she has so long searched for and desired as 

1he attempted to discover God suggests that she prepared herself for this 

nwlation. Now that God has approached her. she realizes that he is more 

fad.liar than she had dared to hope. 9 

In "I am ashamed-I hide-" (473) 1 the speaker's initial attitude is 

opposed to that of the voice in Poem 461. She is uncertain and confused. Sen-

ling her unworthiness 1 she dreads the moment of grace. Rather than joyfully 

9
This reading differs from others in that it considers this radical en

C!Ountar a possibility in time rather than reserving it for eternity. While 
~Pting the alternate interpretation, this one seems equally valid. N.B.: 

1 
non, "The Trap of Ti•," 419; Sherwood, p. 150; Flick, p. 308; and Mc-

aughton, p. 62. 
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10ticipatins the divine encounter, she hides--psycholoRically if not physically 

-from God. She contras ts her poverty, her lack of spirltual beauty, her 

PQlitiirlas!, state Yi.th what she would like to offer to the bridegroom. Realizing 
....... 
che distance between what she would like to be and what she is, she questions 

ber right to be a bride. In het' mind there is no uncertainty about the fact 

chat she i6 soon to be a ht'ide t only about her worthiness to be. Her humble 

posture does not make her doubt her election to this new spiritual state. 

Again the recurring references to her soul's desire to pTepare itself emphasize 

th• spiritual nature of the anticipated experience. In stanzas two and three, 

the voice's concern about beautifying her spirit is conwyed in the most con

crete figures. She mentally casts off her formar dull dress, her "Gown of 

Dun, ,,J.O and. instead 1 selects Taiment "of Pompadour. 0 She talks of jewels, 

clothes, and hair styles-all that a woman might think of to adorn herself for 

urriage. Then she dreams of inner qualities to match this external beauty: 

a spirit quaint, wbit.a, quick, and gay. With these virtues she would feel less 

uaworthy of her divine bridegroom. As if her consideration of her lack of 

•rit and her desire for beauty to delight her spouse had been a prayer. her 

leUle of hUJ11ility becomes her claim to the communion promised. The paradox 

of the second fr01a the last line, ''Meek-let it be-too proud-for Pride/' is 

her reason for no lonSQr hiding, no longer being ashamed. The speaker's atti-

tude has come full circle. Mixing religiou& and nuptial terms, she ends with 

10 
"a dark color; of a color of brown and black." Noah Webster, An 

9ertcan Dictionary of the English Lans'!41! (New York: Harper & Brothers-:
PublishQrs 1849), 332:-
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i umphant confidence similar to the close of Poem 461. Joyfully she pro
• tr 

c:lailllS her inner change and her change of status, her double sacrament: 

"Baptized-this Day-A Bride--"
11 

In both poems the rapid pace catches the dramatic intensity of the 

•P•ak•r's movement from one spiritual state to another. The juxtaposition of 

auptial terms and religious ones puts the sublime significance and the ecstatic 

.-nsol'Y quality of the experience in a functional tension. Because of the 

nature of the soul's relation with God and the erotic richness of the tropes 

098d to individualize it, poems of this group demonstrate the creative value 

of the polarity in the poet's approach to reality. The interaction of the 

ethereal and the concrete elements in these poems and their consequent theolog-

~cal, psychological, and artistic enrichment reveal Emily Dickinson's effec-

12 tive use of bridal imagery as a vehicle for profound religious experience. 

At the third level of creative assimilation love is immediately met as 

the essential experience of the poem. Emily Dickinson undoubtedly uses this 

mode of artistic assimilation most frequently because love itself fascinated 

her emotionally and philosophically and provided an artistically rich theme.13 

Along with death, love supplied a dramatic and crucial human experience which 

•imultaneously attracted and frightened the poet. 

11 Others who have analyzed this poem also read it as an experience in 
" ••• the immediacy. the now, is emphasised." Flick, p. Jll. 
12 Other poems not already mentioned that represent this second level 

•rez 1297, 1314 1 1495, and 1555. 

13 Rosenbaum lists 101 uses of~. 7 of love's, 13 of loved, and 16 
of forms of lover. 
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The existential situation in these poems has certain common features. 

In almost all of them, time plays a crucial role. The metaphysical implica

tions of time color the experience and determine which aspects of it are ex-

plored. Distance also effects the situation. The lover is too far away to 

have any sharply human traits; he remains as disenabodied as their relationship 

is rarefied. The situation is structured by so ethereally sacred and pas

sionately human elements that: 

It is not always possible to tell in a given context whether she is 
delineating both sacred and profane love like Titian, embodying a 
spiritual essence in a sensual metaphor • • • or climbing the ladder 
from initial to celestial love with Plato.14 

The angle of vision is always psychological; the psychic reaction of the 

speaker is the primary focus through which the reader enters the experience. 

In her response to love, the posture of the speaker also has many 

connon traits. The poet, who wrote about "the delicious throe/ Of transport 

thrilled with Pear-" (1413), created speakers whose view of reality, includ-

ing love, is composed of antithetical elements. Sometimes the tone is plead-

ing and submissive, other times confident and commanding. Except in the 

earlier or sentimental poems, the typical mental state of the voice is mabi-

valent. Desire and fear, exultation and pain tension her posture. Conse-

quently, her stance is sometimes ironic, often paradoxical, usually complex. 

Wanting love as a fulfillment but dreading it as a threat, the voice typically 

idealizes love as a semi-mystical encounter while preferring to renounce its 

actual enjoyment. Despite her own renunciation, the lover's rejection of her, 

14 Anderson, Emily Dickinson's Poetq, p. 167. 
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t heir physical separation, unshakable constancy marks the speaker's attitude or 
toWard her lover. 

Besides a similarity of situations and attitudes in the love poetry, 

co.-on clusters of imagery bind these lyrics of !mily Dickinson. Typically she 

_.,1oys religious, royal, jewel, and coaaercial figures to define this experi-

Although Jung says that "religious symbols have a distinctly 'revela-

tor>'' character" because "they are usually spontaneous products of unconscious 

piychic activity,"15 since these figures so nearly approximate this poet's no

tion of love, her election of religious imagery may have been quite conscious. 

Tropes from Christian ritual provide an idealized dimension for love. The 

lovers become a congregation, their meeting a cOlllllunion service, and their 

16 
low a baptism. Transferring spiritual imagery to a human love reinforces 

the poet's sublime and non-physical vision of it and gives it the force of a 

religious commitment, Besides conferring this other-worldly splendor upon 

love, these figures also afford imaginatiw potential, which the poet effec

tiwly exploits; for instance, references to Eden suggest prelapsarian bliss 

as well as ecstatic immortality. Two recent critics comment upon this feature 

of Emily Dickinson's love poetry. 

Of the terminology of the Christian institution there are 
innumerable examples, most of them used mtaphorically and es
pecially in love poems: !J?OSt:aay, baptize, blaspheme, conse
crate, covenant, elect, grace, heresy, incease, judpnt, litany, 

15carl G. Jung, tt'l'he Soul and Death," in leidel, P• 8. 

16 In one of her letters to Judge Lord, the poet used the same type of 
1.aagery to consecrate their love. ''While others go to Church, I go to mine, 
for are not you my Church, and have we not a Hymn that no one knows but us?" 
letters (Johnson, ed.), III, 753. 
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matins. ordain, !!.!.!.• sermon. and vesper making up a random sample 
list.IT 

As aware of the resemblance of Amor to Caritas as the medieval 
courtly lover, she chooses to serve the religion of love and raises 
secular love to a holy state through investing it with religious 
imagery •••• In this respect she is more of a medieval poet than 
a metaphysical one ••• 18 

In her love poetry, Emily Dickinson uses royal imagery for the same 

reasons that she uses religious figures. These tropes from the secular realm 

also suggest the solemn dignity of love and its power to raise the individual 

to a higher level. In many poems, speaking of an experience that transforms 

her, the voice selects regal figures to dramatize "the desolate woman sacra-

mentally restored, the empty vessel newly replete with redemptive effulgence." 

She speaks of her lover as a prince (616), of a queenly status conferred on 

20 her, of the title she now enjoys (1072), and of possessing "the Crawn/ That 

was witness for the Grace--" (356). 21 These allusions to royalty indicate the 

honor, elevation, and dedication the poet associates with love. They also con-

tribute some tension to the experience by highlighting the earthly and the 

heavenly elements that characterize it. 

Most typically, Emily Dickinson employs jewel figures to assert the 

worth of the beloved or his royal treatment of her. The voice refers to her 

lover as "nry Gem" (270), "one pearl" (270), and "the Amethyst" (160). The 

usculine figure who pelts her with rubies (466) may be a human or divine 

lover; her calling him "the Emperor" may suggest hie kingly nature and regal 

17 Lindberg, p. 86. 18 
Sherwood. p. 90. 

19 
163. 

20N.B. Poems: 373 and 493. Chase, p. 

2~.B. Poems: 195, 231, 232, 336' 356, 508, and 1737. 
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control of her life rather than an absolute status. In some poe• the person 

io-ved but lost in death is compared to a precious stone, a jewel once held in 

th• voice's fingers (245) and (299). In other lyrics the speaker declares 

that she would give diamonds, rubies, and topaz to gain even the small atten

tion of a smile from the man she loves (223). She also claims that she would 

willingly give diamonds, gold, and rubies to pay the messenger who would carry 

ber words, "I am truel" (400) to her absent beloved. In Poem 493 the voice 

equals their relationship.to a pearl and gratefully acknowledges the man's gift 

to her. In all the love poems utilizing gem tropes, these figures illuminate 

the extravagance of the speaker's position, support her exalted view of her 

lowr and their relation,.hip, and reinforce the exotic and idealized quality 

of their love. 

Occasionally Emily Dickinson uses commercial imagery and house refer-

22 ences in her love poetry. In Poem 638, the lover brings fire to give light 

md warmth to the speaker's home. Poem 580 is a good example of terms borrowed 

from the realm of comnerce. To illumine love the speaker uses: R.!l.• contract, 

ratified, wealth, Eurchaser, merchant, .!?.!%.• .I!!!,. gain, debt, and insolvent. 

Poem 621, which tells of a rejection of the voice by a masculine figure, uses 

comercial terms. The "Mighty Merchant," who refuses the one thing the voice 

11ked and for which she willingly "offered Being," may be a human or divine 

object of her love. Her use of monetary allusions in this situation effective

ly contributes to the reader's understanding of the coldness of the rejector 

22 Allusions to banking and housing are more frequent in the poet's 
death lyrics. 
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•d the anguish of the rejected, who is so impersonally treated. In a com

pressed, later poem, the speaker emplays monetary terms for a quite different 

• in Poem 1248 she briefly explores the inner nature of love by an analpuri>ose, 

011 with investments. 

Another major metaphor that Emily Dickinson utilizes in her love poetry 

i• related to her simultaneous exultation of the lover to mythic-religious pro

portions and her belief "that the strongest of childhood emotions was the sense 

of deprivation. 1123 A group of her love poems demeans the speaker to a little 

girl's posture, her daisy position, and elevates the beloved to a superior 

etance, his master posture. These complimentary figures create a love poetry 

in which the lovers are oddly unequal, the voice pleads for her master's 

elightest attention and is annoyingly grateful that he in any way stoops to 

her (481}. In these poems the voice is shy (106} and ~ (124); her beloved 

11 ireat and majestic (102}. She equates him with the sun (106}, an "Immortal 

Alp" (124}, and Hiauleh (481). rroa her lowly daisy position, she refers to 

bi.a as her Lord (339). She adllits chosing a lover who does not choose her -
(85); yet she begs him to condescend to receive her (102). The poet's choice 

of these metaphors results in a poetry of adulation and idolatry rather than 

of reciprocal and mature love. At its worst, it encourages the senti•ntality 

of a "Broken hearted statelll8llt" (85} of unrequited love. 

In some of her most startling love poems. Emily Dickinson introduces 

24 
water and food to illuminate and concretize the speaker's desire for love. 

23 
Chase, P• 308. 

24Because of the openness of the symbolism in these poems, they can al
so be read as imaginative statements of any severe human need. This need may 
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UsinS basic necessities in this way supports the poet's belief in the absolute 

_.. need for love and the speaker's desperate situation. These analogies, 
bUl!l--

iJIPlyin8 as they do severe physical pain and even a life-death struggle• con-

tribute to the dramatic quality of these love lyrics. The extreme deprivation 

of hunger and thirst giws an immediacy and urgency to the experience of love 

ill these structures that is quite different from its ethereal, bodiless nature 

ill others. Analogies to hunger and thirst operate primarily in love poems of 

privation in which the voice speaks of thirsting in the desert (209) 1 of 

thirst that blisters (296) • of "lips long parched" (131) • of being "hungry all 

the Years" (579), and of ,.a finer Famine" (872). 

Physical desire is also a strong element of metaphors from nature which 

Emily Dickinson introduces in her love poetry. Tigers, leopards 1 snakes, bees, 

nowers, seas• and sun function in these poems as discreet figures for 1D0re 

overtly erotic desire. These figures also suggest the more dominant male role 

md the submissive female one in love. Through these analogies• ravishment 

and abandonment enter the usually spiritualized vision of love in this woman's 

work. Th.ey permit a natural release and unrestrained enjoyment of sexual 

pleasure in a frame of reference deceptively innocent of hUIB8tl passion. Whe-

ther erotic overtones came from the poet's conscious or unconscious is artis-

tically irrelevant; the implications are in the poetry and contribute to the 

quality of tbe imaginative experience. Sometimes the speaker describes the 

l!!.lpless or struggling flower (91) 1 its being subdued (38) 1 the flower that 

butterflies desire (380). aud the bee'• "sweet assault" (1224). Other times 

-
be interpreted as spiritual or artistic as well as emotional. 
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~quates herself to a drop of water and her lover to the sea in which she 
ibe ... 

18 
a})sorbed (284) • or herself to a lesser river that "runs to thee," the lar-

ger river, (162) and is docile to it (212), or herself to the sea and her lover 

co the moon who controls her with "amber Handa 0 (429). In a Poem such as 520, 

25 th• sea is an ambivalent aggressor who may represent love or death. All the 

figures imply male force and dominance. The metaphors from the natural realm 

dgr.iificantly expand Emily Dickinson's treatment of love and reveal her aware

aess of its physical. power. 

When love is the essential experience of Emily Dickinson's poetry, the 

lyrics fall into a number of larger groupings• These groupings are dependent 

upon the aspect of love projected, the attitudes of the poet toward it, the 

attitudes of the speaker toward it, the tensions that result, and the control-

ling tone of the poem. Because of the complexity of this experience and the 

polarity of the poet's conception of it, soae of these groupings exhibit a 

basically negative quality, others a positive one.. A movement appears in the 

ahift from negative to positive, froin fear to anticipation 7 from earthly to 

hea'¥8nly love; however, the line of movement is never a completely straight 

rise; it always shows the ambivalence at the center of the poet's being. Ten 

ujor divisions of Emily Dickinson's love poetry26 are evident in poems that 

25 
The sea as a metaphor for death is more typical in her canon than as 

a metaphor for love. Poems such as 249 and 368 are, however, other examples 
of the erotic connotations of water in this poet's sensibility. 

26 
Other critics have grouped Emily Dickinson's love poetry; their di-

'fision.s are fewer and less exclusive than these ten categories. N.n.: Gregor, 
p. 105; Griffith, Loug Shadow, p. 151; Pickard, p. 87: and Ward, Capsule, 
p. 73. 
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exPlore: l) lack of love; 2) love as a threatening or destructive force; 3) 

rejection by the lover; 4) renunciation by the speaker; 5) separation of the 

lovers; 6) protestation of constancy in love; 7) the nature of the relation

ship created by love; 8) love as an erotic experience; 9) love as a fulfill

ment or transforming grace; and 10) human love in relation to divine. 

The first category of love poems centers around the speaker's sense of 

27 deprivation. She suffers acutely from a lack of love. Her craving for love 

is so extreme that she typically uses physical hunger and thirst to convey her 

28 
emotional one. Because the desire for fulfillment through absolute dedica-

tion to a beloved is a peculiarly feminine need, the speaker usually seems to 

be a woman. 29 Only in love's service can this speaker spend herself. Transcen· 

dence is possible for her only through love. Consequently, love is as essen-

tial for her psychic vitality as food and drink are for her physical life. In 

a letter, the poet makes a direct simile that parallels many of the metaphors 

and symbols in these poems of deprivation: 

Affection is like bread, unnoticed till we starve, and then we 
dream of it, and sing of it, and paint it ••• 30 

Yet, because the voice demands so much from love, her craving must always go 

unsatisfied and she must suffer from the terrible burning sensation of thirst 

27see Copple for an extensive study of this motif in this poet's canon. 

28see pp. 173-174 for Emily Dickinson's reason for this choice of 
imagery. 

29Even when the craving is not human, when the voice as an outsider 
observing the plight of a starving tiger or leopard, the viewpoint is usually 
felllinine • 

30Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 499. 
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.nd the gnawing pain of hunger. Copple suggests that this final negatiw note 

persists because the poet's "sense of need was more powerful than her imagina

tion of fulfillment. "
31 

A further and related reason seems to be her ambiva

ience toward reality which led her to say: 

32 Longing, it may be, is the only gift no other gift supplies. 

111 this situation, the voice often shows opposed attitudes toward food and 

drink. She longs for them but at the same time fears them and bolds them at a 

distance; therefore, she dare not eat, though she starve (791). While she 

.. otally reaches for the cup, she pushes it away lest it be insufficient to 

slake her thirst (904) or so rich that it act like poison upon her parched 

throat and she "perish-of Delight" {405). Thus suspended between acute hunger 

and thirst and their dubious satisfaction, she does not know ''which, Desire, 

or Grant-/Be wholly beautiful-.1." (801). 

In poems of this type, 33 dramatizing deprivation of love in terms of 

eevere physical hunger and thirst, the voice speaks often of the crumb34 that 

would have sustained her and the ,!!:2l?. that would have tasted sweet (690}. The 

pitifully small request betrays the speaker's inferior position and suggests 

the extremity of her need. Irony contributes to the voice'• condition when 

•he refers to her little food as s9tuous {773). The terrible emptiness of 

the voice somati•s takes on Dick.ensian tones. Hungry, the voice stands outsi 

31 Copple, p. 42. 32 Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 499. 

904. 
33N.B. Poems: 119, 272, 566, 579, 690, 773, 791, 801, 815, 872, and 

34 
N.B. Poems: 579, 690, 791, 815, and 872. 
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100uns in on a feast. When she does enter. she trembles before touching nthe 

curious Wine." When she eats, her body's reaction tells how accustomed to 

fa111ine it is: "The Plenty hurt me--• twas so new-/Myself felt ill-and odd--" 

(.579). Sometimes in her dasire for love, the speaker feels she would become an 

!J?icure if she could just once gaze upon the beloved; his presence in her mind, 

"the Consciousness of Thee," is the crumb which sustains her. The implied con-

crast between the painful hunger, which a crumb eould hardly assuage. and the 

sensuous enjoyment and satisfaction. which epicure connotes, suggests the 

voice's sharp awareness of her emotional state. 11>.e voice in these lyrics 

typically plays the negative overtones of beggar, poverty, deprived, hungry, 

starve, famine, and freezing lips against the positive ones of bread, !!.!!,. 

~· riches, banquet, plenty, and sumptuousnes~. In some poems, the momentary 

taste of love, which the speaker had earlier experienced, only heightens her 

present state of deprivation. 

Of Emily Dickinson's poems utilizing famine and thirst as figures for 

lack of love, one of the strongest is "It would have starved a Gnat-" (612). 

This lyric depends upon a sustained and revealing comparison. 35 Opening with 

an arresting verb and hyperbole, the speaker sets up a comparison between her-

self and a gnat that captures her extreme anguish of spirit. She insists that 

111 insect would have starved on the little that sustained her existence. Using 

the past tense helps to give the speaker a controlling distance from the agony 

35oregor reads this poem instead as a literal equation of the speaker 
and the insect. By creating absurd images, this literal rather than metaphori
cal reading does destroy much of the poem's power. Gregor envisions a leech 
bloodsucking the gnat while a claw and dragon also attack it. pp. 94-95. This 
llli.sreading leads Gregor to criticize parts of the lyric, which actually con
tribute to its effectiveness. as ludicrous and grotesque. 
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sh• recalls in such vivid terms. The horror of her pain never escapes the dis

cJ.pline of the grammatic structure. After making her initial statement, the 

speaker qualifies it with the adversative ;yet, which here has a double signifi-

cance. As a human being, "a living Child," her needs-affective and psycho-

logical as well as physical--were greater than any lesser creature's. Despite 

ber lack of sustenance, she had to go on being "a living Child." This early 

allusion to a 11fe-deatll tension gives urgency to her situation and prepares 

for the concluding stanzas. 

In the second stanza, the voice further dramatizes the ravishes of 

hunger. The simile that relates "Food's necessity" to an immovable claw sug

gests the enormity of her pangs. Her need of food was insistent, gripping, 

painful, destructive, and overpowering. The claw of hunger was inflexible. 

Two other hyperboles convey her helplessness to remove it. She compares her 

efforts to coaxing a leech to move or piaking a dragon move. Neither rational 

nor physical power could lessen the terrible hold of hunger on her being. 

Stanzas three and four continue the comparison of the speaker to a 

gnat. She observes two areas in which this minute insect was superior to her. 

It had the power to fly and so to seek food to preserve its life and the 

opposed power to destroy its life. These negative stanzas reveal the speaker's 

helplessness to cope with her deprivation and the torture she suffered as a 

result. She was immobile and trapped by her humanity. Because she lacked 

this escape, she refers to the gnat's "privilege to fly. 11 Because she envied 

the insect its freedom to destroy itself, she considers him "mightier. 11 To 

have been able to gad her being out •'Upon the Window Pane," she ironically 

considers an art, which consciousness denies the human being but allows the 
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c11rectionless gnat. The final line, with its isolated again, reinforces the 

horrible effects of the speaker's lack of love36 which turned her from a life 

a death-oriented existence. While her deprivation reduced her to a level 
tO 

beloW the gnat, her higher awareness intensified her consciousness of pain and 

it• existential overtones. 

In the love poems of deprivation in which Emily Dickinson does not use 

hunger and thirst as metaphors, the posture of the voice is typically less ten

sioned. She pleads for love. She is submissive. She asks for the attention 

of a respected, superior being. Although the begging may be urgent, the voice 

i• aware that she can live without wealth in a way that she cannot exist with-

out food. In these lyrics, the poet selects gem, real estate, geographic, 

1Dd religious figures to carry the speaker's deprivation. The voice sometimes 

contrasts the wealth of the beloved with her poverty in lacking him (299) and, 

relying on the connotative richness of India, says "I'm sure 'tis India--all 

Day-/To those who look on You." More startlingly sometimes, she compares her 

present lack to the violence of having her eyes put out and confesses that now 

full sight would be so great that it would kill her (327). At other times, 

her attitude is more ambivalent. She wants the void filled, yet she fears--

and this could be read erotically--that his presence could not be contained in 

her "little Room0 (405). In some poems, the momentary taste of love which 

the speaker once experienced only heigh tens her sense of deprivation. 37 

36 Ward interprets this poem biographically as evidence of the poet's 
hunger for "a missing ele•nt-something deeply felt but unknown. • • • what 
•he needed was a way to alleviate the spiritual loneliness of carrying a bur
den she did not understand." Capsule, p. 12. 

37 Poems 472 and 559 employ allusions to heaven and paradise, while 
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The second group of love poems explores the threatening and destructive 

38 .iements in the experience. The poet presents love as a force capable of 

the individuat. 39 
crushinS In some of Emily Dickinson's poems, it becomes so 

,-erful and so fraught with suppressed psychic violence that the identity of 

th• speaker is in danger. Although Spiller seems to attribute her poetic as-

40 iociation of violence and love to repression in the poet's life, the essence 

of love itself seems to offer a better clue. To a woman so sensitive to her 

ielfbood, love, which she might well define in the following words, would 

naturally be at least partially threatening in her poetry: 

The nature of love is to be a surrender of one's very being, 
a removing of oneself out of the centre of one's affirmation of 
existence, a transferring into the other's being of the centre of 
gravity of one's exiatence.41 

ID other lyrics, the situation is more complex and the response more tensioned. 

'l'h• intensity of the experience of love attracts and frightens the speaker who 

Has the archetype of "the duality of man's attitude toward sex. 1142 Freud's 

law of ambivalence of feeling also operates in the voice's desire for ecstatic 

Poem 771 uses famine to portray the speaker's sense of loss after being once 
aear to love and/or death. Poem 296 uses banguet, .!!!!.!.• and thirst to de-
1cribe the voice's state after her taste of love one year before. 

38 N.B. Poems: 91, 313, 315, 443, 520, 561, 601, 644, 925, 928, 986, 
1224 1 1500, and 16 70 • 

39 Although Griffith's statement that "fear is the dominant emotion of 
laily Dickinson's poetry" ia too inclusive, fear ia an important posture in 
her work and often one of the elements in the speaker's polarity. Long Shadow, 
p, 273. 

40 41 Spiller, Cycle, p. 165. Boros, p. 69. 

42 
8 

Roy P. Basler, !!.!_, Symbolism, ,!!!.!! Psychology .!!. Literature 
l'Unswiclc, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1948 , p. 15. 

(New 
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43 and her dread of male power. As a feminine voice, she also of ten em-

di
es woman's primitive dread of sexuality. The collective fear is evident 

bO 

10 
the speaker's apprehension of female helplessness and passivity and male 

44 
lllression and dominance. At other times, the speaker's dread seems to re-

flect the poet's idea that all attachments are conditioned by time and change, 

d therefore, they all involve pain. Time conditions the experience in al
an ' 
_,.t all of Emily Dickinson's poems, but in her love poems its role is partic-

uJ.arlY crucial. The woman who wrote: 

I am sorry you came, because you went away. 45 Hereafter, I will pick no Rose, lest it fade or prick me. 

creates situations in which time colors the lo"Ve relationship and affects the 

ipeaker's attitudes. What Griffith says about her sense of time in relation 

to love also applies to her poetic treatment of Eros: 

••• Emily Dickinson's view of love was conditioned by her horror 
of evanescence. She had to see that human attachments, like all 
other experiences, will be fleeting and transitory. No sooner are 
they founded than the attachments become vulnerable to the inroads 

43 One critic sees an early example of this sexual polarity in Emily 
Dickinson's 1852 letter to Sue Gilbert. N.B. Letters (Johnson, ed.), I, 
J89l-210_artd Gelpil ·pp.:cl'!!3. '. •: 

44 In spite of Griffith's many fine insights in this area, his claim 
that patterns in Emily Dicltinson 'a life and work reveal her "pathological hor
for of everything masculine" is extravagant. "Emily Dickinson's Love Poetry," 
97 • Freud speaks of "the general female tendency to ward off sexuality," "The 
Taboo of Virginity," p. 197. Many contemporary psychologists also maintain 
that a certain fear of sex is natural in woman because of: 1) her unconscious, 
collective memory of male violence; 2) her conscious submission to man in car
nal union; and 3) her awareness of possible pregnancy. Especially in a per
iod when custom, culture, and law asserted masculine supremacy, feminine fear 
:! llaaculine aggression seems quite understandable. In all areas of male-
.. 11ale relations,_the woman was subservient in this poet's day. 

45 
Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 334. 
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precariousness and evanescence make the situation in these love lyrics poten

tiallY disastorous and, consequently, agonizing. In other poems, because the 

worst pain follows the greatest pleasure, love threatens the speaker for yet 

another reason. 

Emily Dickinson evokes a sense of female vulnerability in a variety of 

ways. Connotations contribute to the tone and create some of the feeling of 

danger: desire, struggling, blushing, stmg, !?.!2!,, !2m_, robbed, bisect, 

.umed, struck, scalps, assault, surrenderin&, defeat, consume, hissing, .!!!!.-- 47 
,guish, victorious, and .!!!'!.· The unpleasant !. aotmd so prominent in these 

words also adds to the feeling of uneasiness in these lyrics. The violence of 

these words reinforces the shattering quality of the experience. In some poems, 

the poet suggests the danger to the speaker by insisting upon the persistence 

of the male figure. In Poem 520, the poet details the steps in his relentless 

48 pursuit and repeats .h!;_. In other lyrics, the vague sense of dread comes 

46"Emily Dickinson's Love Poetry," 95. His claim, however, that "her 
tragedy was the neurosis which forced her to see only a decaying skull beneath 
every human relationship," seems both an extravagant and unjustified applica
tion of the poetry to the poet's personal life. Lons Shadow, p. 183. 

47 N.B. Poems: 91, 315, 520, 601, 925, 928, and 1224. 

48 Interpretations of this poem vary widely. Yvor Winters considers the 
Ila "the traditional symbol of death." "Emily Dickinson and the Limits of 
Judgment," in M.aule's Curse (lforfolk, Conn.: New Directions, 1938) • p. 151. 
George Whicher and Laurence Perrine read the poem as a delightful fantasy • 
.This Was a Poet, p. 185 and "Dickinson's 'I Started Early-Took My Dog,'" The 
!!flicator,XCJ'ebruary, 1952), #28. Other critics equate the sea with an -
erotic encounter-or fear of one. Griffith, Long Shadow, pp. 21-22; Kate 
llores t "Dickins OD' s t I Started Early-Took My Dog, rn .!!'.!!. E!Plicator I IX (May. 
1959), 1147; and Eric w. Carlson, "Dickinson's 'I Started Enrly--'rook My Dog,'" 
ll!!_ Explicator, XX (May, 1962), #72. 
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frOfl the speaker's reaction. In Poem 986, she experiences "a tighter breath

j.ng/ And zero at the Bone." In Poems 520, the implications of the speak.er' s 

,,ords are more subtle: "But no Man moved Me-till the Tide. 11 The mysterious 

49 50 
he of Poems 315 and 925 also contributes to the feeling of danger. His -
attractiveness only heightens his destructiveness and adds to the precarious

ness of the female situation. Near the end of the second poem, the voice de

clares that "Most-I love the Cause that Slew Me. 11 

The imagery Emily Dickinson employs in poems presenting love as a 

51 threatening experience falls into two main groups: religious and natural. 

She introduces Calvary,52 crucifixion (313), and cross (561) to give a spiri

tual dimension to the pain endured by the speaker. By relating the pain of 

human love to the pain of divine love, these allusions enrich the experience. 

In Poem 644, the voice refers to the "two Legacies" she received from her be-

loved: love and pain. The poet sometimes introduces metaphorical references 

to a hurricane (928), a volcano (601), an earthquake (601), the sea (520), and 

53 54 snakes to suggest the destructive force of erotic love. In a number of 

49 One critic considers the he to be death, Frank, p. 24; another, 
nature, God, or a human violator, Griffith, Long Shadow, p. 172; another, 
definitely a divine lover, Flick, p. 305; and still another, "an old-fashioned 
hell-fire preacher." Anderson, "From a Window in Amherst," 157. 

50 
Gregor believes the !!!. is "The beloved." p. 10 7. 

51 In poems using religious imagery, the painfulness of love is stressecl 
in those using natural figures, the destructiveness. 

52N.B. Poems: 313 and 561. 

5:'\i.B. Poems: 986, 1500, and 1670. 
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1llS the bee functions as a sexual image, but only in a few of them is his 
poe , 55 
role threatening. In poems such as 315 and 925, the violent assault may be 

erode, macabre, or divine. By comparing the speaker to a drop of dew and 

th• aggressive male to the sea ready to absorb her, the poet heightens the 

•ens• of impending danger in Poem 520. 

Of the poems that present love as a threatening experience, "In Winter 

56 
ill my Room" (1670) is one of the least disguised and most powerful. Its 

unified phallic symbolism, psychological implications, visual, tactile, and 

tillesthetic appeal, rapidity of movement, and dramatic tension give it urgency 

111d force. It makes effective use of contrasts at various levels. With the 

•tructure of a miniature four act play, the poem has a rising action that 

reaches a climax in the third stanza and a falling one in stanza four that 

contributes to the psychic complexity of the experience. 

The first stanza sets the stage psychologically and physically. The 

'fOice's recalling the meeting gives her distance that helps to control her 

notional involvement and the poem's intensity. The fact that the speaker's 

54 
These metaphors may also be interpreted as references to the over-

whelming and threatening powerof death. 

55 
In Poem 1224, his attack is feared, but in the majority of erotic 

Poems using the bee-flower cluster t the ecstasy of the enc01.mter is stressed. 
Poems of this tenor belong to the eighth grouping, treated on PP• 227-234 
of this chapter. 

56 
Of the critics who have commented on this poem all agree that the 

lllae represents male sexuality. Griffith, Long Shadow, pp. 180-183; Gregor, 
pp. 170-174; and Pickard, pp. 84-85. Griffith and Gregor believe that the 
hptile may also represent death. Griffith's further contention that this 
PGe1ll shows that Emily Dickinson was ''haunted by sex fantasies" seems unwarran 
llld unscholarly. p. 179. 
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57 
eocounter with the worm took place in her own room in winter is significant. 

t of her early security comes from being safe and warm and in familiar 
rar 
iurroundings. Her unconcern in stanza one contrasts effectively with her 

cerror in the last two stanzas. Her early lack of fear, which is manifested 

oalY at an tmconscious le'V'el, makes the later confrontation and fear more 

iurprising--to the voice if not to the reader. nie action of stanza one is 

initiated by the woman; she comes upon the worm, she is the aggressor who sub

dues and secures him. The Ja..!!!. of line four, pres9 of line five, and seeured 

of line seven reveal her unvoiced, unrecognized fear of the worm. Her ration

al• for binding him was his presuming and her not being fully at ease with 

bill; presume may here be read as his tendency to assume the masculine role of 

dollinance. Her unconscious motivation may also have included her desire to 

keep him as an innocent pet because he attracted her. 

Once she had secured him, the speak.er gave no more thought to the worm 

mtil their roles were reversed and her fear became conscious. In stanza two, 

the worm mysteriously changes into a snake, whose beauty, power, and movement 

fascinate and terrify the speaker. The change in the worm, like the whole 

SB experience of the poem, transpires only in the voice's mind. Once her imag-

illation and unconscious began their surrealistic drama, the worm took on more 

llld more male characteristics. He assumed the superior position; he was 

57
Pickard believes that the season indicates the "frozen dead state" 

of the voice's emotions. p. 84. 

58 
Griffith's claim that the change can be interpreted only "as the 

111.racle of tumescence" seems to reduce the psychological nature of the experi
tnce. 
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eoofident; he surveyed the situation; and he had power to awaken both an eDK>-

1 and a physical response in the voice. As she noticed his splendid uon• 
59 

"90ttl•S rare" excitingly "ringed with power," her blood crept. With rising 

-don, she realized the vital change in this male figure--really a change in 

]ler psychic and physical response which she projects upon the phallic symbol. 

18 
attracted and frightened her; he fascinated and repelled her. 

In stanza three the polarity of the speaker's reaction to sexual love 

~ apparent. As she encomtered the snake, she shrank from him yet said how 

Her mconscious physical reaction comtered her rational one. 

l8r terming her remark ''Propitiation's claw" indicated her fear and need for 

protection. fl!!. suggests animal defense, physical violence. The speaker's 

fear indicated her awareness of bis knowledge and control of the situation. 

Tb• snake's hissing connotes an mpleasant, threatening, attacking posture. 

Tb• erotic movement connotes a pleasing, attractive, inviting posture. These 

lllbivalent modes of the snake are the speaker's transference to her own polar-

ity toward a sexual encomter. 

After this shattering meeting, the voice ran from the male force. As 

lhe flew, she watched "lest he pursue" but also in terrified fascination. In 

1 fashion similar to the voice's reaction to the tide' s approach in Poem 520, 

the speaker rms from town to town. Although her escape is psychological rath-

•r than physical, the verbs .!!!'!!• pursue, and.!:!!!!. make the inner terror and 

llllltal flight graphic. '!be speaker's final comment brings the psychic drama 

59 
Pickard interprets this as "the coiled, deadly rhythm of a snake 

lbout to strike, which parallels rising sexual desire." p. 85. 

'' 

11i,! 

1

.l·1
1

; I 
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co a close: "This was a dream," an imaginatively free expression, artistically 

l d of the voice's response to erotic love. This reaction reveals how eootrol e , 

threatening such an encounter might be and typifies the pole of Emily Dickin-

60 
i.oo~s sensibility that could imagine love as a destructive experience. 

Experiences of rejection constitute the third category of Emily Dick

j,aBOll 's love poetry. The woman who wrote to her cousin: "Odd, that I, who say 

,
00 

• 80 much, cannot bear it from others. Odd, that I who run from so many, 

cannot brook that one turn from me, 1161 created many poems around the theme of 

iejection. In these lyrics, the speaker suffers the pain of being spurned or 

62 forgotten by a friend or lover. Unlike the poems of the two previous cate-

aories, the situation in these lyrics does not seem as crucial. There is an 

obvious lack of violence in the action; the person simply turns away, drifts 

63 
.,8y, or forgets. The voice's rejection by the man she loves is varied. 

Bl may never have responded to her love (85), he may be offended and distant 

(235), he may simply turn away (256), he may have grown tired of her (425), 

be may have grown indifferent (704) , he may gradually forget her (203), he may 

60 Although the number of poems that represent this approach to love are 
fever than the number in some other groupings, they are significant for they 
clearly reveal this facet of Emily Dickinson's response to Eros. 

61 Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 386. 

62 Poems 85, 192, 203, 235, 238, 256, 267, 425, 438, 444, 462, 492, 523, 
643, 704, 840, 881, 1098, 1210, 1559, and 1560 center around a lover's rejec
tion. Poe11S 156, 538, 727, 874, and 1219 center around a friend's forgetting. 
While PoelBf 621 could refer to a human lover, its bitter tone separates it from 
the others and seems to make the Merchant the God who denies her any assurance 
of love. 

63 The exceptions to this generalization are: 1) the verbs kill and 
!!.!!., of Poem 238; 2) the tone of Poem 621; and 3) the final imagery -anci' im
Pteaaion of Poem 874. 
-

'!' 

I 
ii 
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fail her (881) • he may shut her out of his life (523), he may frown, rebuke, 

111
d spurn her (492), he may tell her to leave (1210), or he may sneeringly 

19
fuse her request for love (621). The friend's betrayal of the voice is also 

varied. She may forget (727), grow distant and remote (1219), sting her (156) • 

exclude her from her life (538), or banish her (874). 

The feminine speaker's response to neglect and rejection is typically 

tubmissive and forgiving. She speaks of seeking ''his royal feet" (235). In 

th• majority of lyrics, she is resigned; she accepts her position without 

blaming her lover or friend for their failure. Besides pardoning them her

ielf, she asks God to forgive the offending parties: "Forgive Them--Even as 

ltJ&elf-/ Or else-forgive not me-" (538) • Despite the difference between 

her devotion and the other person• s lack. of it, in almost all these poems the 

rejected voice protests her loyalty and love: "Precious to Me-She still 

1hall be-/ Though She forget the name I bear-" (727). Sometimes she asks 

for pity (492) • At other times, she too coyly threatens her indifferent lover 

(704) or reproaches him for his neglect (256). In other poems, she ponders 

the difficult art of forgetting (433). In a few poems. her attitude becomes 

neentful and bitter (874). The sentimentality that mars some of the lyrics 

in this group is particularly destructive in Poem 192. 

Emily Dickinson employs a number of linguistic techniques to realize 

these experiences of rejection. The devices she selects contribute to the 

differing nuances of these poems and to their artistic success or failure. In 

•ome of the earlier ones she sets up a parallel between the voice's situation 

Ind attitudes and Christ's. Poem 85 compares her dishonor with Christ's in not 

being chosen by those whom he had chosen to love. In Poem 20 3, comparing 
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r 's denial of Christ with her lover's denial of her, the voice asks if her 
ret• 

nnnse could be any different: "Jesus merely 'looked' at Peter--/ Could I re•r--
clO aught else--to Thee?" (203). Her question reveals that she is incapable of 

•Y verbal accusation; the love in her eyes is itself a far more subtle though 

siieut reproach. Emily Dickinson often uses a rhetorical question in these 

64 poell6 to emphasize the speaker's posture. These questions sometimes help to 

contrast the speaker's attitudes with h{llr lover's. At other times, the voice 

directly states her awareness of the contrast: ''He forgot-and I remembered-" 

(203), "Sweet-You forgot-but I remembered" (523), and "Kill your Balm-and 

it's Odors bless you--" (238). In Poem 425, the poet merely juxtaposes day 

ed night, while she structures the two stanzas of Poem 1210 as parallel forms 

ltut opposed positions. The adversatiws in these lyrics also work toward the 

illplied or stated contrasts: but,
65 

thoglh,
66 and !!•67 

In some of the poems, 

the dialogue-stated or implied-advances the argumentative sequence and gives 

imediacy to the psychic action: ''You love me-you are sure" (156). The 

10ice's frequently addressing the other person also contributes to the dramatic 

tension and the intimacy of the action. 68 In some of the poems, the poet ex-

ploita various meanings of certain words: court carries both royal and 

64N.B. Poems: 

65N.B. Poems: 

66N.B. Poemat 

192, 203, 425, 433, 462, and 643. 

85, 433, 462, 523, 538, 621, 704, 840, and 881. 

538, 727, 840, and 1098. 

67N.B. Poemas 523, 840 1 and 881. 

68 
The vocatiws range from the informal and personal to the formal and 

tap.So rsonal: You, Heart, Sweet. Dollie. lbee, Sir, Master, Lord, Siggor. and 
-1 - -- - -_ .... ..,. e,. 



- 191 -

judicial denotations (325); ~suggests both less intelligent and less sensi

ti'fl! (433); and maddest connotes least rational. most exotic, and most unre

strained (238) • The imagery Emily Dickinson employs in these poems of rejec-

69 70 71 72 73 
tion includes: religious, royal, house• mathematical• commercial, 

74 
,..d geographical. By making an arresting comparison. intellectually rather 

than sensually perceived, the references to logarithm (433), guineas (523), 

IUll (523), farthing (523), fractions (643), merchant (62l)t and Bumber (727) 

----help to control the emotional quality in these experiences of rejection. When 

the poet speaks of "the Heart that goes in, and closes the Door" (1098), the 

personification functions organically to render the experience more concrete; 

but when she gratuitously personifies "Poor little Heart" (192), the poem be-

cams mechanical and melodramatic. In a number of these lyrics, the poet sym-

75 76 
bolically refers to a face turning or a door shutting. 

Poem 1219, "Now I know I lost her," is a good example of the more suc

cessful lyrics in this group. 77 It centers around the speaker's recognition 

that the other has drifted away t that what once may have been a mutually strong 

attachment is now one-sided, and that her emotional expenditure has elicited 

only a subtle rejection. By the choice of imagery, the reflective tone 

69N.B. Poems: 85, 203, 256, and 538. 70N.B. Poems: 235 and 704. 
71N.B. Poemsz 156, 874, and 1098. 7~.B. Poems: 433, 643, and 727, 

7~.B. Poems: 523 and 621. 74 N.B. Poems: 881 and 1219. 

75 N.B. Poems: 256, 840, and 880. 76 N.B. Poems: 874 and 1098. 

77 
Considering 

llOt been explicated. 
the general quality of this poem, 1 t surprisingly has 
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created, and the levels of contrast: employed, Emily Dickinson controls the ex

plosive emotional quality of this experience and creates a low-keyed, but 1n-

teDSe poem. 

The first stanza opens strongly with a trochee. The voice's direct 

statement of loss contains a t1111e contrast: ~' knew, and!!!!, represent two 

different temporal sequences. ~ suggests immediacy, while ~ allots the 

recognition to a past time and l2!,E. indicates a completed past action. The 

speaker then proceeds to explain her loss. She first defines by negation. The 

loved person has not 1110ved away physically; her distance does not involve spa-

tial factors. Instead, the loss is greater, less reparable for the voice. The 

but of line three introducen her awareness that tha distance separating her -
trora the ot11er is psychic. She qualifies her assertion of loss by telling the 

evidet\ce that coiwinced her of it. The emotional distance of the other be-

comes graphic when the voice says that ". • • Remoteness travelled/ On her Face 

and Tongue." The vagueness she sensed in their relationship becomes concrete 

in this personification. Face suggests tell-tale expressions which the other -
was unable to hide; these can be interpreted as signs of indifference, boredom, 

or even annoyance. Tonp suggests the verbal equivalent of these facial reve

lations; the words and expressions which betray the other person's attitudes 

can be interpreted as slight but revealing verbal gestures of ennui and inat-

tention. 

Stanza two intensifies the speaker's awareness of her loss. Just as 

•he had contrasted time in the opening, here she contrasts space. Her use of 

.!}.ien and adjoining, linked by the adversative thouaA, reveals her realization 

of how far she is separated from the other. Being situated next to the other~ 

l1J 
.I. 
•I ,, 

jl 
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close physical proximity the voice needed to notice minute facial reacin the 

could not overcome the subtle, inner differences that made them foreigntions, 

ets to each other. All the implications of "Foreign Race" make the voice's 

,w1e apt to convey the psychic factors dividing her and her beloved friend. 

'l'be spatial references in this stanza give the experience a concreteness that 

helps to illuminate it. Traversed can refer to action prior to and/or simul

taneous with the disillusioning meeting the speaker recalls in the poem. It 

-.y be interpreted as an allusion to the experiences which the other has had-

which the speaker does not share--which have drawn her away. Or the verb may 

be read as the distancing of the other during the encounter which made the 

voice aware of the change in their relationship. In eitber reading, 0 Lati

tudeless Space" implies psychic realms into which the speaker has no entry, her 

sense of their enormous expanse, and, therefore, her growing realization of 

clistance from the other. 

I11 stanza three, the speaker gains new insights into her altered rel.a-

tionship. Advancing earlier temporal and spatial contrasts, she continues to 

see in opposites. Psychologically this mode of vision is very fitting to the 

voice's 111ental and emotional state. Though she intellectually recognized 

"Love's transmigration," at the unconscious level, she continued to put her 

put relation against her present one and, consequently, to see reality in op-

posed tenns. Extemally reality remained the same, but internally all was 

changed. Extemally there was no action, all the motion was within. The 

YOice sets in tension the, to her, physically static universe and the inexpli

Cably altered inner world. Her use of but here suggests her inability to com

Pl'eheud: 1) how there could be such a drastic inner change without any 
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apparent outer cause; and 2) how nature could be so indifferent to her altered 

condi don. Somehow also indicates her failure to grasp the reasons which 

brought about the change. Its evidence was apparent; she recognized it in line 

one; but as she continued to reflect and the poem advanced, she could not dis-

co~r reasons. 

In the last stanza, the imagery changes and the speaker comes to a 

conclusion about her rejection. 'lbe previous allusion to nature's indifference 

to the speaker's loss is further advanced when the voice says that "Nature took 

the Day/ I had paid so much for-." Since to this poet nature meant change, 

the voice's use of nature here could be read as synonymous with time which ab

sorbs into itself the day for which she had paid so much. In this stanza, the 

poet's use of paid, penuJ!2 1 and restitution emphasizes the psychic investment 

the voice had made in the relationship. Her election of idolatey also sug

gests what the voice had given of herself to the other and her final recogni

tion that she had given too much, that the love was out of proportion to its 

object and, consequently, mistaken in hoping for a commensurate retum. The 

last five lines powerfully sum up the voice's awareness of her own emotional 

poverty and suggest that she had gained some insight into the causes for the 

change, causes significantly within herself rather than the other. A resolu

tion, however grim, is also implicit in these lines for the speaker is con

vinced that trying to revive the original relationship would only add to her 

penury. Such a poem of psychic awareness and inner change is far from the 

typical treatment of rejection by women poets of Badly Dickinson •a day who 

seemed sentimentally obsessed with the melodramatically deserted bride. 

Poems centering around the theme of renunciation constitute a 
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78 
significant group of Emily Dickinson's love lyrics. The mind set of the 

~oJD8ll who wrote to a man she deeply loved: 

Dont you know you are happiest while I withhold and not confer 
-dont you know that "no" is the wildest word we consign to Language? 79 

18 poetically evident in her frequent equation of love and remmciation. From 

ber Puritan back.ground, this poet associates the sacrifice of sexual satisfac

tion with a kind of religious fulfillment that transforms passion into a 

80 
spiritualized love. She also insists, in the best romantic tradition, that 

uofulfilled love burns most ardently, that since satisfaction is static it 

destroys desire. and, therefore, that the more intense the passion, "the more 

it recoils from being assuaged. 1181 Another reason renunciation is so persis-

tent a motif in her love poems is Emily Dickinson's belief that anticipation 

excels the ewnt, that reality may be disappointingly less than expectation, 

and that aspiration is purer than fulfillment: .. The Banquet of Abstemiousness 

/ Defaces that of Wine-" (1430) • ltentmciation had another appeal for Emily 

Dickinson; in her mind joy and sorrow, pleasure and pain, seemed interwoven in 

a peculiarly Dostoevskian manner. If "for each extatic moment/ We must an 

78 N.B. Poems: 260, 293, 313, 322, 349, 366, 379, 388, 458, 640, 745, 
863, 965, 1022, 1181, 1282, 1430, and 1736. Poems 293 and 379 can also be read 
as expressions of separation or loss. Which.er calls renunciation "the most 
striking theme of her poetry." Emily Dickinson:!. Bibliography (Amherst, Mass. 
The Jones Library. Inc., 1930), p. 13. 

79 
Letters (Johnson. ed.) 1 II 1 617. 

80nespite this connection of the sexual and the spiritual in Emily 
Dickinson's mind, Gregor's claim that these poems reveal a masochism that 
"becomes both a sexual-spiritual excitation and a ritual of purification" 
seems extravagant. p. 280. 

81 
de Rougemont, P• 142. 
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,oguish pay" (125), intense happiness is fraught with pain, and, therefore, 

tO be avoided. ntese poems also reflect the poet's greater interest in love 

itself than in the person loved. 

Although in her poems of renunciation, Emily Dickinson creates many 

different situations, three seem most typical: 1) a presentation of the 

dramatic moment of decision and/or parting82 ; 2) an analysis of the nature of 

renunciation83 ; and 3) a reflection on the reasons for ren\Dlciation or the pain 

84 
following it. In Poem 260, the speak.er gently encourages her beloved to be 

brave and strong enough to renotmce their carnal longings. With an archness 

radically different from the attitude in all the other lyrics in this category, 

ill Poem 1282 the speaker commands the other to recognize and accept her commit

ment "to Heaven divine," symbolized by her dressing in white to meet him (388). 

Sometimes the voice rationalizes why, despite her pain, denial is better than 

fulfillment (313). At other times, she recalls their last day together and 

the pain of parting {322). After the decision has been made, the voice some

times envisions the emptiness of the future because of it (458). Rather sen-

timentally, the voice sometimes day dreams about what their life together 

llight have been (366). Reflecting upon the nature of self-denial, the speaker 

aaphasizes its spiritual qualities (745). In another poem, she stresses that 

the interior act of the will separates her from her beloved as a physical ob-

•tacle never could (863). Sometimes the voice even glories in the shared pain 

82N.B. Poems: 260, 322, 388, 458, 640, and 1282. 

8~.B. Poems: 379, 745, 863, 965, and 1430. 

84N.B. Poems: 293, 313, 349, 366, 1153, 1181, and 1736. 
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of their 1I1Utual sacrifice (1736). At other times, she almost bitterly traces 

a passible effect of long self-denial and rejects what once she desired but no 

100
ger needs or craves (1282) • In Poem 1430, the voice presents a value of re

ouociation which keeps the desired object "Within reach, yet ungrasped." With 

p,ychological insight. the speaker in another situation analyses why she ex

periences both bliss and anguish in remembering the "Withdrawn Delight" (379). 

a.living vividly the misery of her renunciation, the speaker in Poem 293 voices 

111 ironic prayer for help against despair. In some poems, the speaker explains 

her renunciation by saying that the beloved was too far above her (366), that 

be would outshine Christ (313), or that the excess of joy would have destroyed 

ber (313). In her sacrifice, the voice manifests a variety of attitudes and 

85 emotions. Sometimes she is peacefully resigned; other times she is keenly 

aware of her loneliness and pain. 
86 

Determination is an important psychic 

87 88 
factor in some of these experiences. Sometimes the voice is triumphant 

and/or hopeful of reunion in eternity.89 This apocalyptic posture is opposed 

to the nostalgic, little girl one in Poem 366. 

Emily Dickinson uses her customary techniques in these love poems of 

renunciation. Her placing the action in the past or present is purposeful. 

She often employs time present in her efforts to define the nature of self-

ssN.B. Poems: 322, 349, and 1181. 

86N.B. Poems: 293, 313, 379, and 458. 

87N.B. Poems: 260, 388, and 458. 

88N.B. Poems: 388, 1181, 1282, and 1736. 

89N .I>. Poems: 332 and 366. 
I, 

f 1 .. 

1i 

:111i11·• ,11:1 
, .. ,11, 
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,... sexual sacrifice. When she is creating the crucial moment, Emily DickeJloS.,.•· 

n uses either the present tense for immediacy or the past tense for a conpso 

trolling distance. She effectively employs past temporal sequences in the re-

flective lyrics which concentrate on the speaker's rationale for denial or her 

.tserY following it. The presence of the beloved and direct addresses to him 

add to the tension and immediacy of the dramatic moment. The voice's calling 

the other Sweet in Poem 260 implies a different kind of relation from the one 

ill Poem 366 where she addresses him as fil:!.. Speaking to the beloved in i1'1pera

tfves also suggests the quality of their relationship; ~ (260), .!!I. (366), 

and ~ (388). Emily Dickinson uses contrast structurally in a number of 

these poems. Sometimes she sets the speaker's notion of what might have been 

or what she hopes will be in eternity against what is. 90 In other poems, the 

91 poet contrasts the ambivalence in the speaker's experience. Sometimes she 

92 1ets the appeal of what is withheld against the commonness of the possessed. 

Io Poem 260, the voice compares her and her lover's posture with the courage 

md hope of 1nartyrs. In another situation, the speaker implicitly contrasts 

her first sharply physical pain after renunciation with the later, duller mis-

ery of semi-despair (293). The voice twice compares her renotm.ced lover with 

Oirist.93 In two poems, the poet relates the danger of despair to severe 

90,l B • • • Poem.s: 313, 322, and 366. 

9~.B. Poems: 379, 458, and 1181. 

92N.B. Poems: 313, 1282, and 1430. 

93N.B. Poemss 313 and 640. 

1.: 

'' 

!'I 
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94 
,elf-sacrifice. The voice's mental process, following a rational, cause and 

effect pattern, contributes to the reflective tone maintained in many of these 

95 
paesn9• 

In one of them, Emily Dickinson opens with a question that clearly 

tsidieates the speaker's attitude: "Art Thou the thing I wanted?" (1282). 

ID another, the poet concludes with a question that reveals the voice's pos

ture: "What Comfort was it Wisdom--was-/The Spoiler of Our House?" (965). 
96 

The imagery Emily Dickinson uses also colors the quality of the e:xperl-

ence and indicates the voice's posture. The. poet apparently elects the clus

ter of figures to illumine the value of renunciation or to concretize its pain

fulness. Metaphors of vision function both ways. nle speaker alludes to her 

beloved' a saturating her sight (640). She equates the misery of renunciation 

with "The putting out of Eyes--/ Just Sunrise" (745) and the emptiness follow

ing it to "Eyes that looked on Wastes" (458) • Violent images define tbe agony 

of self-denial. Martyrdom by fire or drowning is a vehicle for the vol\.Ultary 

suppression of sexual love (260). References to wound, dirk, died, murder. 

torn sinews, and stapled breath vividly suggest the physical and emotional suf

fering of the voice. 97 Allusions to food and drink reveal the longing of the 

98 voice for the renounced lover. Religious imagery conveys both the pain and 

94N.B. Poems: 393 and 640. 

95 N.B. Poems: 313, 640, 745, 1022, and 1181. 

96If Wisdom refers to the lovers' decision, this poem is a reaction to 
loss through renunciation; if, on the other hand, it refers to God, then it is 
• reaction to loss through death. 

97
N.B. Poems: 293, 379, and 1438. 

9~.B. Poems: 313, 1282, and 1430. 
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..iue of the sacrifice and gives it a spiritual significance. 
99 

As they suffer 

"Cal varies of Love," the renotmcing lovers become sealed churches and each 

other's crucifix (322).100 

"I cannot live with You--" (640) exemplifies many typical features of 

BinilY Dickinson's low poems of renunciation. With dramatic intensity• con

trolled by a syllogistic sequence, the voice tells her beloved why their love 

18 90 hopeless. Stanza by stanza, she explores--and he apparently listens 

'llitbout effecting her thought proccss--the impossible possibilities that face 

them. One by one, she rejects the alternatives open to them. A1J she reasons 

why she can neither live, die, nor rise with her beloved. she reveals the in-

tensity of her lovo which is paradoxically the obstacle to its fulfillment in 

101 
time or eternity. The rational tone and syllogistic structure discipline 

the explosive emotional quality of the experience. 

In the first three stanzas; the voice presents her reasons for ranounc-

ing a life together. Her ironic reason she states in the opening lines: liv-

ing with the man she loves "would be Life." Life here implies a fullness of -
being that sha feels is excluded from the human condition.102 Referring to 

99
N.B. Poems: 260, 313, 322, '•58, 640, 745, 1282, and 1736. 

100 
"Her identification of religious duty with renunciation is fulfilled 

1n the numerous poems of the lovers' martyrdom on Cal vary." Gel pi, p. 22. 

101
0ne critic believes the obstacle to satisfaction is the ambivalent 

Posture of the voice "transfixed on the threshold of fulfillment," Gregor. 
p, 126. 

102 One critic comments that the poet's use of Life here implies that 
the speaker is "already dead, though alive." Eunice Gieii'ii, "Emily Dickinson's 
Poetry: A Revaluation," Sewanee Review, LI (Autumn, 1943). 584. 

I' 
I 

i1 ,', ,,, 
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4 as "over there-/ Behind the Shelf 9 " implies that the joy she would ex
Li~• 

in love's fulfillment is denied her in this life by the Sexton who pertence 

controls the keys. Shelf can be read as metaphor for the obstacles separating 

the speaker from the fullness of being she senses might have been hers, if the 

sexton so willed. In this context, Sexton can be interpreted as the Puritan 

God who does not permit his creatures such joy in this world. Keys suggest 

the divine will which restricts the speaker, making her life the equivalent 

of delicate porcelain not to be used 9 locked instead in the cupboard lest it 

crack. 

The next two stanzas touchingly tell why the voice cannot die with her 

lowr. As she thinks of dying together, this situation becomes as impossible 

in her mind as living together had been. Again the major obstacle is the in

tensity of their love. She feels that "One must wait/ To shut the Other's 

Gue down." Apparently their love is so strong that no one else could rightly 

clo this office. She realizes that her lover could never bring himself to close 

her eyes. Consequently, be must die first. But if he did, she could not wait 

to render him this loving service. Like Juliet seeing Romeo dead, she would 

have to claim "Death's privilege." She rhetorically asks. if she could "Stand 

by" without claiming her "Right of Frost." The objectivity in the poet's elec-

tion of freeze balances the speaker's involved tenderness. The voice's love 

of life is also set against her eagerness to die if he should. 

In the next six stanzas, the speaker rejects the possibility of life 

With her beloved in eternity. This is no poem of hopeful reunion after death. 

The main reason the speaker advances for not being able to rise with the other 

1e that her love for him is so great that bis face ''would put out Jesus' • " If 
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118 118re not there, heaven would be plain and foreign to her eyes homesick for 

bJJa• Realizing that in life he totally absorbed her, she feels that such a 

1~ might exclude her from heaven. Because of the quasi-idolatrous nature of 
. '. 

her love, which kept her from serving God, she refers to the "sordid excellence' 

of heaven. Her lover, outshining God, makes the divine seem inferior. Im

plicitly contrasting the joy of heaven with the joy she knew in her human love, 

sh• finds the possible divine rapture sordid. Because her love for her beloved 

11 an end in itself and impossible of rewarding fulfillment, heaven, which she 

envisions as a reward for loving God, seems sordid. In this sense, heaven 

could be considered a kind of divine bribery. Next she considers tlle implica-

ucms of his being lost and her being saved. In this hypothetical situation, 

heaven would be empty and she would be lost. Then she contemplates the re--
wrse. If he were saved and she were not, the essence of hell for her would 

be his absence. 

After she has exhausted the possibilities of living, dying, or rising 

with her beloved, the voice comes to a conclusion introduced by so. The logi--
cal apparatus of her thought sequence makes her final renunciation sen 

inevitable and possibly the terrible judgment of a hostile God. The ironic 

implications of 1ust in the conclusion expose the voice• s awareness of the 

agony involved in her sacrifice. Asserting her paradoxical conclusion, she 

remains separated from her lover by an act of will. She equates the "Door 

ajar" with the ocean, which has power to divide and to connect bodies far 

apart. She see• to affirm the possibility of a kind of psychic-spiritual 

•eting. Prayer and despair appear to operate in two ways. First, they may 

be predications of door. If they are like a door ajar, the possibility of the 
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yo:t.ce 's cormnunicating with the beloved is small. Second, they may be read as 

:lsldicadons of the voice's final, tensioned posture after making her renuncia

tioG• Prayer would then be a symbol of hope and her defense against despair• 

the "White Sustenance," which suggests spiritual death as much as the earlier 

-taphor, "Right of Frost," suggests physical death. Without him, neither life 

aor death is possible, yet the voice thinks that she must renounce him. 

The fifth group of Emily Dickinson's love poems explores aspects of 

103 separation. So much is temporality involved in all relations in this poet's 

mind that she calls man's awareness of it "Being's Malady." 'lbe majority of 

th• lyrics of separation focus on the absence of the beloved and the feminine 

wice's yearning for his presence. A minority center around the barrier that 

separates the lovers and the speaker's yearning for the possibility of the 

104 other's presence. In the first group, the essence of the separation is 

physical; in the second, moral. Whether the absent lover will or will not re-

tum, of course, further divides poems in the first group. Some of the lyrics 

concentrate primarily on the nature of separation and others, on its effects. 

Spatial and temporal factors are essential considerations in these experiences. 

Time and place 1n these poems are particularly relative to the beloved's 

presence or absence: "I scarce esteem Location's Name-/ So I may come-" 

103 N.B. Poems: 33, 47, 232, 240, 247, 253, 296, 339, 348, 398, 415, 
422, 474, 485, 494, 504, 511, 570, 603, 725, 781,786, 808, 825, 834, 877, 939, 
968, 1013, 1032, 1042, 1141, 1155, 1233• 1290, 1507, 1612, 1632, 1664, and 
1739. The large number of poems in this category may be partially accounted 
for by the fact that romantic lovers do not need "one an.others' presence but 
one anothers' absence." de Rougemont, p. 31. 

104 N.B. Poems: 415, 474, and 485. 

'i', 
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(725). 

These lyrics explore many nuances of separation. Sometimes the voice 

ctraaJDS of her lover as she tends her garden (339). 'Frequently she reflects on 

tb• nature of time in relation to her beloved' s absence lOS: "To wait an Hour 

-is long/ If Love be just beyond-" (781). Other times she projects her 

106 
ioneliness in spatial terms : ". • • Distance is/ Until thyself, Beloved" 

(ll.55). In some poems, the voice emphasizes the distance separating her from 

her lover: "He-is more than a firmament-from M.e-" (240). In others, she 

anticipates his joy in seeing her after years of being away (968). Sometimes 

the voice envies the ordinary things near to the man who is far from her.
107 

occasionally she makes hyperbolic statements of what she would give to see him 

(247). In her bereaved state, the voice dreads the first signs of spring whose 

brightness and joy are so different from her emotional posture (348). Some-

times the voice reflects on the moral obstacle, the "Single Hair," that 

Hparates the lovers (398). At other times, she considers "Jehovah's Watch" 

at fault (415). She compares the former positive effects of love with the 

present negative ones in his absence (232). She also reflects upon the psy-

chological essence of parting (1739). She rationalizes that the time of his 

lbsence is a means to growth so that she may be "Fitter to see Him" (968). 

Kore typically 1 however 1 she views their separation negatively; she debates 

mentally with her lover that she has suffered more than he (296), maintains 

lOSN.B. Poems: 415, 474 1 and 485. 

106N.B. Poemsi 511, 781, 825, 834 1 and 1141. 

107N.B. Poems: 240, 1155, and 1664. 
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that adjusting to the absence of the other is more painful than to his death 

(485), tells about her futile efforts to fill the void he left (786). thinks 

aaadlY on the lines of his face which are growing dim in her memory (253), and 

88
ys that because he is gone she breathes in her own grave (1632). 

'l1le attitude of the speaker to the separation contributes to the 

quality of her experience. Sta,agered by her loss, she sometimes feels feeble 

(232). As she thinks of him, she can become wistful and tender (570), or 

jealous (498), or resigned (1013). Knowing how destructive his absence can be 

to her emotionally, she sometimes asks "Severer Service" of herself (786) and 

lives with a ''Rigor unrelieved" (1022). If she believes that he will retum 

(968) or that she will find him (1664), she becomes visionary and/or joyful. 

In some of the earlier poems of this class, the tone is so light or so emo-

tionally detached and linguistically clever, that any deep involvement by the 

108 
voice seems questionable. In other poems, the rational tone controls, 

rather than denies, the reality of the speaker's experience and her emotional 

posture toward it. 

These poems of separation exhibit a number of Emily Dickinson's poetic 

techniques. The vast majority gain immediacy by using the present tense109 

110 and a first person point of view. Imperatives often contribute to the drama 

108ii.n. Poems: 33, 47, 232 1 240, 247, and 339. These lyrics appear 
to be verbal exercises rather than significant emotional experiences. 

109of all these lyrics only six are basically in time past: 232, 348, 
474, 603, 786, and 1022. 

1100n1y four of th d t fi h 232 ese poems o no use a rst person approac : , 
422, 781, and 1612. 
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gencY of the situation: ,od ur 
haste (47); stop, sav, and .!!E, (247); confess 

253) • snell (296); choose (422); tell (494); and give (1632). 
( 's; - -- Rhetorical ques 

S 
such as "What would I give to see his face? 11 (24 7) • reveal the voice's 

ci011 ' 
p09ition. 111 The poet's choice of vocatives also suggests the speaker's re-

iadon to the absent other: §.!!. (296), Brigb.t Absentee (339), Master (415), 

iabJB88l (504), Sweet (1013), Goliah (1290)• and Beloved (1155). Paradox plays -
911 

important role in some of these poems: 1) the burden of emptiness without 

him (834); 2) the idea of gain through loss112 ; and 3) the ability of a short 

113 time to be equal to a century or even eternity. Metonymy is evident in the 

speaker's making the face represent the.whole person. 114 Personification is 

115 particularly evident in this group of love lyrics. Love's arraying the 

voice (968), eyes' fondling the speaker (485), and morning's staring (570) are 

fitting and/or precise and. therefore, strengthen the poetic experience. A 

letter's guessing, pitying, or getting sleepy (495), however, resemble the 

pathetic fallacy and add to the essentially sentimental posture of the speaker. 

In some of these poems, Emily Dickinson employs a type of catalogue: listing 

116 117 flowers near the speaker or items near the absent lover. A rational tone 

11~.B. Poems: 296' 348, 495' 504, and 808. 

112N.B. Poems: 968 and 1022. 

113N.B. Poems: 781, 825, and 1141. 

114N.B. Poems: 253, 474, 504, 968, and 1141. 

115N.B. Poems: 47, 240, 253, 339, 348, 485, 494, 495, 570, 786, 968, 
1042, and 1290. 

ll6N.B. Poems: 247 and 339. 

ll7N.B. Poems: 498 and 570. 
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a11d/or conditional sequence heightens the reflective quality and controlled 

-don in a number of these lyrics: !2.• 118 ~. 119 m_. 120 
and thoug9

121 

,upport the analytic process and its conditional elements. In some of these 

poeJIS the poet simulates the mental shifts invol~d in a developing logical or 

argumentative sequence (296). She relates the painfulness of the experience 

122 co the danger of despair. Typically, she uses contrasts as essential struc-

tural forces. Opposition is the basic building device in some poems (725). 

Ia Poem 296, the speaker compares her position with her lover's. In Poem 834, 

she contrasts !!!!, before with!!!!,. after her lover's coming. In Poem 33, she 

sets recollecting against forgetting. In Poem 1013, she contrasts the ease of 

dying with him with the pain of living without him. In the majority of these 

poems, there is also the subtle tension of the implied contrast of the "dilemma 

of isolation and the necessity of human love."123 

The imagery of these lyrics suggests the speaker's view of isol•tion. 

She compares life with the beloved to: spring (232), h2!!, (725), and~ 

(1739). She equals his absence to: a sudden eclipse (415), lost eye sight 

(474), an "awful Vacuum." (786), "dying multifold" (1013), "a newer wilderness" 

11~.B. Poems: 240, 296, 348, 415 1 808 1 896, 1632, and 1664. 

119 N.B. Poems: 240, 253, 296, 348, 398, 415, 474, 494, 504, 511, 877, 
939, 1013, 1022. 1141, 1233, 1290, and 1664. 

120N.B. Poems: 339, 498, and 1022. 

121if .B. Poems: 240 and 348. 

122N. B. Poems : 725 and 1612 • 

12'--Porter, p. 24. 
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126 
involvement of the speaker and the suffering of separation. 

127 
travel generally indicate the distance dividing the lovers. References to 

128 
food and drink suggest the speaker's longing for the distant lover. Medi-

129 ea1 images indicate the painfulness of separation. Violent images also sug-

gest the physical and psychic agony of separation: stapled feet (474), eyes 

wrenched away (485), and slashing clouds cutting off her vision (504). 

"If you were coming in the Fall," (511) is a simply constructed, power-

fully understated, representatively poignant poem of separation. It clearly 

reveals how relative time is to the separated speaker. Each time the voice ad-

dresses her distant lover, realizing more profoundly how far he is from her, 

ahe employs teaporal and conditional references. The first four stanzas, all 

beginning with g, lead up to the climax which reveals that these introductory 

12A.._ ·N.a. Poems: 47, 232, 240, 247, 296, 339, 348, 398, 415, 422, 474, 
498, 504, 511, 570, 786, 808, 825, 1042, 1155, 1233, 1664, and 1739. 

125N.B. Poems: 296, 348, 415, 485, 725, 968, and 1612. 

126N.B. Poems: 247, 1616, and 1664. 

127N.B. Poems: 808 and 825. 

128N.B. Poems: 296 and 339. 129 N.B. Poe111&: 786 and 877. 
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qualifiers are more than conditional. In the light of the last stanza, they 

m markers of a contrary-to-fact supposition. The allusion to ever greater see ... 
tiJDS spans, the speaker's indifference to them if at the end he will return, 

od the repeated .!£!. build up to a dramatic, but low-keyed, climax in the 

final stanza. 

In the opening stanza, the speak.er says in a matter-of-fact way that 

ber lover's return in fall would make the months until then unimportant to her. 

&er use of brush and spurn, her condescending ''half a smile," and her equating 

summer with a fly indicate her attitude toward such a short wait. His return 

would rob time of its regular value; to wait a few months for him would be 

nothing. 

The second stanza extends the time to a year, continues the mental 

process begun, and introduces new domestic imagery. If she could see him in a 

year, the time would still be brief to the speaker. It would be more meaning-

ful though, for she declares that she would "wind the months in balls" and 

put each in a separate drawer "for fear the numbers fuse--." This household 

•taphor suggests a slight shift in the voice's attitude toward time. Winding 

wool is a deliberate action. It suggests a rational sorting out and conscious 

saving of what might othen1ise be tangled or lost. Since time to the speaker 

is meaningful only in relation to her beloved's retun1, she seems to be saying 

that she would store events in distinct psychic slots lest in the period of 

Waiting everything blur in her mind. She may also be implying that she would 

save the memory of events during this time for his coming so that they might 

then share them. 

TI1e subjunctive sequence and the mental and emotional posture it 



-
.-sents continue in stanza three. reP•-

- 210 -

Irony and hyperbole reinforce the voice's 

•ttitude toward time and her absent lover. Her juxtaposing only with centU?'ies 

:1.Ddicates how totally meaningless time would be to her if she could only be 

sure that at some point in it he would return. Even in her eagerness to see 

bi•, centuries would be nothing. She claims that she would keep count of them, 

iubtracting each one as she neared the point at which they would be rewited. 

She would continue cow.ting, mindless of all but his return, until her fingers 

dropped. Iler reference to an island in the South Pacific suggests her reason 

for no longer keeping track of the centuries. Exhaustion would be an obvious 

one, but not meaningful in context. Instead, the only reason she would stop 

130 
would be his return. Their joyful reunion, suggested by the heart-shaped, 

exotic island, would make any future counting meaningless. Present fulfillment 

would negate any sense of time future. 

In stanza four, another uncertainty makes his absence painful. Just as 

she would be willing to wait any length of time for his return, if she could 

be certain of his coming, so she would be willing to wait until eternity, if 

she could be certain of immortality. If she could be positive that be and she 

would s\l?'vive in another life, she would!!?!.!, present time aside as one would 

a rind, subject as it is to decay. The contrast between time and eternity in 

her mind is conditional; the condition and her uncertainty about it add drama 

to her position and tension to the poem. 

The last stanza sums up her wcertainty in a concrete figure. She can 

130 This interpretation differs from the only other reading presently 
IVailable. Gregor, pp. 118-120. 
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00 
longer brush the fly aside as she earlier did. Without eternity, time would 

__ a new and menacing power. Without immortality, she could not continue -·-to wait serenely indifferent to time. She is caught in a middle state between 

faith and despair--a state the bee represents. Although she elsewhere intro

duces him as a vehicle for death or sexual union, the bee here is an image of 

her doubts and their persistent, disturbing attacks. '111e macabre and erotic 

overtones may also operate in this lyric, for the primary reason the voice is 

eoncerned about time and eternity is her longing for reunion with her beloved. 

The introduction of the bee, therefore, may subtly imply that time, death, and 

love mingle in the speaker's unconscious. 

The movement from these first five categories of love poems to the 

other five is essentially one of degree. In the last five groupings, the ex-

perience is a more positive one, there is more possibility of fulfillment, and 

the voice's attitudes reflect this shift from longing to realization--even if 

it is a highly spiritualized one, the man loved seems more symbolic than real, 

and consummation can be expected only in a vague realm after death. 

In the sixth category of love poems, the speaker proclaims the depth 

and constancy of her love.131 These declarations are generally personal and 

intense, often exclamatory, and tYPically deceptively self-regarding. Tracing 

the voice's etllOtional posture, they focus more on her than on the beloved. 

132 Some of the earlier lyrics, especially the Master-daisy poell'IS, are devoid 

131 N.B. Poems: 31, 102, 106, 124, 186, 200, 223, 246, 268, 270, 275, 
303, 317, 400, 438, 456, 464, 480, 481, 549, 587, 729, 740, 775, 961, 966, 
1005, 1189, 1237, 1357, 1398, 1496, 1555, 1737, and 1754. 

132 N.B. Poems: 102, 106, 124, and 481. 
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of 
111
ature emotion; while others , presenting a more adult experience, are 

itronger artistically. Because of her idealization of the man and her corre

,pcnidinglY at~ed love, the speaker often declares her happiness in merely 

iittinS at the feet of the beloved, who remains majestically aloof •133 Because 

of her love, the speaker voices a secular prayer that she might give joy to the 

.an she loves (31) and be forever at his side (246). Poem 246 also effectively 

expresses her sense of shared identity: "Two lives--one Being--now--." Some

times the voice asks for a way adequately to reveal her love: "My Mesaage

llUSt be told--" (400). In trying to reveal her love, the speaker admits that 

she is as powerless to tell her reasons for loving as the grass is to say why 

the wind moves it (480). Sometimes the voice wishes her beloved were in vari-

ous painful situations so that she might prove her love through service to him 

(961). In Poem 740, the voice thanks her lover for what he has given to her 

ad asks to be worthy of him. In a number of other poems• the speaker also 

134 proclaims the depth of her love. When she states that her beloved "consti-

tuted Time," the voice economically suggests how great her love was; she im-

plies that to her he was reality, the supreme fact of her existence, and the 

only meaningful measure of time (765). At other times she simply says "I have 

uo Life but this-" (1398) or "My Heart ran so to thee" (1237). Sometimes she 

rationalizes that he is of such value to her that it is better to lose him 

than to gain any one else's love (1754). In some poems, the voice tells what 

the beloved means to her although she realizes that to others he is 

13
\..B. Poems: 102, 106, and 124. 

134N.B. Poems: 303, 456, 765, 966, 1398, 1555, 1737, and 1754. 
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oothing.135 Because of the nature of the experience they present, these last 

t11o poems have more objectivity and serenity than most of the others in this 

grouping. Along with Poem 480, they also posit an existential recognition of 

a reality that cannot be rationally explained. Many of these lyrics are 

136 c1eclarations of the voice's constancy. Sometimes she speaks as if she was 

challenging her lover's unspoken accusation: ''Me, change! Me, alter!" (268), 

"Doubt Mel My Dim Companion!" (275), "Alteri When the Hills do-" (729), and 

''Rearrange a 'Wife's' affection!" (1737). 'lbese defiant protestations of 

fidelity have an emotional urgency that colors the experience. Whether the 

voice asserts the subjective worth of the man she elects, confesses the depth 

of her devotion, or declares her constancy, these poems share an essentially 

positive approach to love. 'lbe voice's posture, therefore, is often joyful or 

grateful. She humbly refers to herself as shy (106), !!!!!, (124), timi.d (275), 

least (400), and low (481). Mindful of his superior nature, she is content to - -
be "the smaller of the two" (246). As an archetype of the wise, older man, 

he is virtually a deity so far above her that she finds his knee a dizzy 

height (186). In the declarations of fidelity, the speaker's stance is deter-

mined, dedicated, and sometimes defiant. In the weaker poems, her posture is 

too coy and sentimental (186) or too pleading and coquettish (223). 

Emily Dickinson uses many linguistic devices to structure these poems 

137 of const.ar:y, 'lbe vast majority use the first person point of view and the 

135N.B. Poems: 1189 and 1555. 

136N.B. Poems: 268, 270, 275, 317, 438, 464, 587, 729, 775, 1005, and 
1737. 

1370n1y Poems 102, 303, 481, and 1357 utilize a third person point of 
'View. 
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138 ent tense to create a sense of involvement and immediacy. Rhetorical pre• 
stiOOS frequently allow the speaker to voice an intensely emotional declara

que 
139 t:f..oP of her constancy. Sometimes the rhetorical question instead closes the 

pae111• 140 In at least one case, the entire poem is a sustained rhetorical ques-

141 
tiOll (186). Hyperbole is an important feature in these poems. Often the 

,peaker makes extravagant claims saying she will be faithful until "Deity 

eooclude" (400) or the sun questions "His Glory" (729). In many of these 

itructures, the other person's presence is felt even though he does not engage 

111 a dialogue. The voice addresses him as "Great Caesar" (102), Marauder (106}1 

Sir142 ''My Dim Companion" (275}, Caviler (275}, Heart (317), and Sweet. 143 -
These vocatives suggest the voice's attitude toward the beloved as well as his 

144 dramatic presence. Imperatives also indicate the speaker's posture toward 

the other as well as contribute to the situation,'s tension: condescend (102}, 

aswer, saz, ~ (400), prove (456}, and forfeit (775). Argumentative se

quences dramatize the voice's one-sided debate with the beloved.145 In spite 

138 Only Poems 200, 481, 765, and 1237 employ time past. 

139N.B. Poems: 438, 456, 480, and 775. 140N.B. Poems: 124 and 223. 

14~.B. Poems: 268, 400, 549, 729, 1005, 1398, 1737, and 1754. 

142N.B. Poems: 106, 223, and 729. 143N.B. Poems: 549, 961, and 966. 

144 In only a few poems is the beloved absent and, therefore, referred 
to in a third person form: 246, 400, 1189, and 1555. These lyrics are 
typically more reflective. 

145 N.B. Poems: 275, 549, and 775. 
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of the speaker's obvious emotional involvement, her use of syllogistic steps 

Prove her fidelity makes the final conclusion seem reasonable.146 Condico 
p.onals and adversatives also support the rational quality of these poems: 

if 147 !?.!!t,148 and yet (740). Metonymy operates in the imaginative equation of 
!;!.' 149 
cb• total person with his face. In many of these lyrics, personification 

150 
00ocretizes the emotion. Characteristically, contrast is a vital structural 

el••nt. The poet sets the voice's lowly position against her beloved's lofty 

oa•• 15l The voice compares her constancy with others' (438). She sets his 

poasible action and her response in opposition: "Bind me-I still can sing--" 

(1005) • She contrasts her love of him with the indifference or scorn of others 

152 
who do not see him as she does. She compares losing him w1 th gaining all 

others (1754). 
153 Twice the voice forcefully c01Dpares her love with Christ's. 

Once she sets her lover's power against Christ's (464). In the earlier poems :In 

this group, Emily Dickinson employs exclamations of ten to convey intensity •154 

To prove her love to the other, the speaker also presents hypothetical 

146N.B. Poems: 480, 587, and 961. 

147N.B. Poems: 246, 400, 729, 775, and 966. 

148N.B. Poems: 775, 961, 1237, 1398, 1754, and 1357 version II. 

149N.B. Poe1118: 1189 and 1237. 

lSON.B. Poems: 200, 246, 480, 729, 1237, and 1737. 

15~.B. Poems: 102, 106, 124, 156, and 481. 

152N.B. Poems: 1189 and 1555. 153 N.B. Poems: 317 and 456. 

154In Poem 102 there are two exclamations in four lines; in 268, three 
in six lines: and in 275, two in the opening line. 
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situations more frequently than in the previous groupings. The opening line 

of 1118111 of these poems is exceptionally arresting. The poet uses three main 

c1evices to achieve these strong and dramatic first lines: 1) placing an action 

. 156 157 
1'8rb in the initial spot; 2) setting opposites in tension; and 3) using 

158 fresh imagery. Most of Emily Dickinson's allusions in this category are 

159 . 160 161 162 163 
religious9 royal, commercial, legal, and mathematical. The 

bigh incidence of figures from the world of finance, law, and mathematics is 

•iSl'lificant for their presence helps to balance the emotional quality of the 

experience and contributes to the poem's tension. The poet employs many ref-

164 165 166 167 arences to nature. some to music, gems, and food. The shift to 

a more positive approach to love probably accounts for the fact that in only 

168 
two poems is the imagery violent. 

155N.B. Poems: 268, 587, 729, and 961. 

156N.B. Poems: 275, 438, 587, 729, and 1737. 

157N.B. Poems: 966, 1005, and 1754. 

158N.B. Poems: 765 and 1237. 

159N.B. Poems: 317' 765, 115. 1237, and 1555. 

160N.B. Poems: 270, 303, and 1398. 

161w.B. Poems: 223, 270, 400, 1189, 1237, and 1357. 

162N.B. Poems1 275, 775, and 1357. 16~ .B. Poems: 275, 587, and 
1189. 

164N.B. Poems: 31, 102, 106, 124, 186, 275, 481, 587, 966, 1189, 1555, 
and 1754. 

165N.B. Poems: 31 and 1005. 166N.B. Poems: 270 and 400. 

167N.B. Poems: 246 and 1.555. 168N B .. . . Poems: 275 and 1005. 
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Among the poems declaring the speaker's constancy, "Empty my Heart, of 

fbee--" (587) is one of the best. It also contains a ntnnber of features common 

to' the more successful lyrics in this category. It is simultaneously argu

J1811tative and reflective. Although he never makes the poem a dialogue, the 

presence of the other is felt. The speaker is always conscious of him and 

directs her attention, words, and emotion toward him. The logical development 

of the three stanzas prepares for their individual conclusions and builds up 

to the arresting i111age in the last two lines which is the final conclusion. 

The syllogistic tone helps also to control the speaker's intensity. This poem 

is condensed and pithy. The analogies, which are the core of the poetic ex

perience, are apt and expandable. The poem's compression and imagery require 

the reader to enter intellectually as well as emotionally into the experience. 

The active, concrete verbs and the chosen imagery allow the fourteen lines to 

carry an impressive weight of meaning. The punctuation reinforces the rhythms 

of speech which catch the mind as it moves in a rational, yet emotionally 

tense, pattern. The retardation and speeding up of lines and the omission of 

all but the essential words match the speaker's mental process. Diction, 

illl8gery, and rhythm make the feminine voice's declaration of her total de

pendence upon her beloved and the meaninglessness, in fact, the impossibility, 

of life without him a satisfying and dramatic experience in this poem. 

The initial line strikingly sets the mood of the poem. Beginning with 

a trochee in an action verb makes a strong opening which functionally indicates 

the voice's posture. The dominance of the verb suggests her dedication and 

determination. Iler addressing the other so early in the poem reveals that this 

ia not a solitary experience. Although the reader has no way of knowing what 
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60 impassioned a protestation of love, the vehemence of the opening 
protDPts 

,nd the argumentative quality of the entire poem suggest that the voice feels 

111 
urgent need to convince the other of her constancy. Since the speaker 

apparentlY never feels the slightest hesitancy about her love, the challenge 

ehe is answering seems to lie outside of her, in the.!'!!!!. of the first line. 

In this line heart functions at two levels: 1) the physical of the biological 

98
taphor and 2) the symbolic one representing her affective commitment. Modi

fied by single, the artery metaphor is peculiarly effective. Because the voice 

thUS limits the source of blood to her body to just one tube, the analogy be

comes more telling; her whole life depends solely and totally upon him. Once 

this relationship is established, her reasoning in lines three and four is 

perfectly consistent. Opening the third line with begin and demanding a pause 

after it place emphasis on the verb. The compression of lines three and four 

supports their meaning. Paring the lines to their core words demonstrates 

formally the implications of simplz: without him no life is possible for the 

1peaker. 

In the second stanza, the voice makes a new analogy to show how utterly 

dependent she is upon her beloved. She compares her immersion in him to the 

billows that make up the sea. By again deleting any linking verbs, the poet 

forces ti1e reader to supply the syntactical links to work out the metaphor. 

Establishing the fact that many billows are one Baltic prepares the reader for 

the next hypothesis. Addressing the beloved 1 the speak.er commences another 

line with a concrete verb. Subtract seems to be a conditional subjunctive 

rather than an imperative form. By adding "in play" as a qualifying phrase, 

the speak.er implies that in reality he could not withdraw from her life, but 
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tb•t if he could, then she would be destroyed. The only run on line in the 

lyric follows the conditional clause and indicates the speaker's mounting ex

citement. As the voice considers her condition if the other could withdraw, 

sh• responds with emotion but in the mathematical language begun by subtract. 

Although the syntax is reversed and a verb connects the pronouns, the last line 

of this stanza matches the thought pattern of the second. 

The third stanza advances the speaker's arguments. Syllogistically, 

she sets up the premise of the relation of the root to the tree. Beginning the 

stanza with the action verb erase and omitting connectives add force to the 

line and suggest the speaker's emotional state. The conclusion follow• with 

logical inevitability. Just as the tree depends upon its roots, so she depends 

on him. In the second line, by deleting the verb but including the connec-

uves, the poet emphasizes the reasonableness of the voice's conclusion. The 

last two lines advance the earlier conclusions to their ultimate one. The 

final result would be more terrible than the previous ones. If he could witt1-

draw from her, all her dreams would be destroyed. The graphic figures carry 

a result that is more painful to the voice than mere physical death. The 

heavens and eternity represent her spiritual aspirations which, without him, 

169 are impossible. Just as the poet rhymed the final word in the opening line 

of each stanza for emphasis. so she slantly rhymes the last two lines to draw 

attention to the concluding imagery which concretizes the speaker's hypo

thetical condition without the beloved. The negative aspects of stripped and 

169 Although Flick maintains that the 0 last two lines make it fairly 
certain that the lover is identified with God, for her loss means the loss of 
heaven too," this reading seems at least equally acceptable. p. 315. 
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-"ed contribute to the effectiveness of the final metaphors and to the 
~ 
forcefulness of the voice's assertion of constancy in this poem. 

170 Poems rooted in the nature of love make up the seventh category. 

Although these are love poems, there is a definite attempt to stand back and 

obl8rve the experience objectively, to analyze it critically, and to define it 

11100
tionally. Whether these qualities betray a lack of emotional involvement 

in the poet's life is irrelevant; their presence in the poetry is not. Be

cause of their reflective nature, these poems are less dramatic and tense, con

tain fewer imperatives and exclamations, exhibit less awareness of the beloved, 

•d address themselves less frequently to him than poems in some other cate

aories. Their theoretical approach affects the diction, imagery, and rhythm 

ot these lyrics as well as the speaker's psychic and affective posture in them. 

In this grouping three subgroups are evident: 1) the speaker calmly and ob

jectively reflects on the nature of love171 ; 2) the speaker more personally 

172 couiders the nature of her own relationship ; and 3) the speaker talks to 

the other in a less detached way about their love.173 

In trying to analyze and define love. Emily Dickinson reveals many of 

its complex facets. She presents love as a sudden, unexpected, and joyous 

170 N.B. Poems: 180, 208, 273, 453, 568, 580, 638• 673, 738, 751, 754, 
756, 909, 914, 917, 1248, 1438, 1725, 1729, and 1765. The he of Poems 208 
ID.d 751 could easily be a di vine as well as a human lover. Ruth Miller 
claims that in Poem 208 the dedication is to poetry, not to a beloved. 

17~.B. Poems: 208, 453, 568, 909, 917, 1248, 1438, 1725, and 1729. 

172N.B. Poems: 273, 284, 580, 638, 751, 754, and 756. 

173N.B. Poems: 180, 738, and 914. 
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174 ..,erience. She traces external signs of love's presence (208) and the 

-10ute incidents which give it reality (1248). At other times, she presents 

it as the great experience of life (1725), so great that it eludes rational ex

planation (568) or precise analysis (909). In some lyrics, the poet praises 

175 
10'f8 as overwhelming, human fulfillment or exalts its glorious power to 

176 
transcend human limitations. In others, she emphasizes the risk (580), the 

,.rn.ce,177 the surrender,178 and/or the paradoxes involved in love. The poet 

aiso isolates two other aspects of love: 1) the speaker's desire to please 

(738) or to be worthy of (751) the beloved. To discover the nature of love, 

th• voice observes herself and others from various perspectives. As she tries 

1.Dtellectually to scrutinize the experience, her posture is typically objec

uw. Wonder and humility are her dominant attitudes. As she reflects upon 

the complexities of love, she feels a sense of awe. As she considers her own 

low, she experiences delight and gratitude. The privilege and responsibility 

of being loved render her imperial (273). 

To explore the nature of love, Emily Dickinson utilizes a variety of 

ftrbal pattems and techniques. Because of the personal nature of the experi-

179 ence, all but three of these poems are in the first person. Because of 

their reflective quality, more are in the past temporal sequence than is 

174N.B. Poems: 180 and 638. 175N.B. Poems: 754 and 756. 

176N.B. Poems: 909 and 638. 177N.B. Poems: 273 and 914. 

178ti.B. Poems: 273, 909, and 1729. 

179N.B. Poems: 917, 1248, and 1438. 
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i cal .180 The exclamations used conwy a sense of awe and wonder rather 
tYP 

181 182 
thall emotional tension. The other is also less often present ; conse-

183 184 quently, vocatives and imperatives are rarer while third person refer-

..,ces to the beloved are more frequent •185 Rational sequences support the 

anaJ.ytic tone: !2. (751), because (914), and for (754). Conditionals and ad-

186 tersatives perform a like function. Personifications typically concretize 

what might otherwise remain vague: a flower puzzles (180), speech staggers 

(208), and a house!!!!,. and rocks itself (638). Rhetorical questions help to 

187 reveal the speaker's posture. Contrasts operate in a number of ways in 

these lyrics; the voice sets her unworthiness against his merit (751), lists 

opposites to discover what will please him (738), looks at the antithetical 

elements in love (1438), and contrasts abstract theory with experiential under-

standing (568). Three devices seem especially operative in this category of 

188 love poems: 1) the poet relates love to eteroity ; 2) elects one controlling 

180 N.B. 

181w.B. 

182N.B. 

Poems: 

Poems: 

Poems: 

208, 568, 580, 638, 756, and 1725. 

180, 568, 1725, 1729. 

180, 738, and 914. 

183Tbe only one occurs in Poem 453 and is addressed, not to the be
loved, but to low. 

184 These appear in Poems 738 and 1438; tell, say, and behold. 

185N.B. Poems: 273, 580, 638, 751, and 909. 

186 N.B. Poems: 180, 284, 738, and 1438 for,!!.; 754 for thoush; and 
453, 568, 580, 673, and 909 for~· 

187N.B. Poe1119: 180, 284, 453, and 738. 

18~.B. Poe111S: 208, 453, 638, and 917. 
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189 190 snalogy to explore the experience ; and 3) uses abstractions often. The 

paet's desire to define love probably accounts for the frequency of words like 

bliss (453), wisdom (568), .!!:££. (580), and l?.22!1. (1438). Emily Dickinson draws 
::::----

. 191 192 
JDOSt of her imagery from her usual sources: nature, religion, monar-

193 194 195 chYt law, and commerce. The natural figures often suggest the wonder 

and vitality of love; the religious, its sacredness; the royal, its nobility; 

the legal, its binding power; and the financial, its risks and rewards. In 

this category, the poet also uses literary (568), political (909), and hunt

ing196 allusions. The high incidence of domestic197 and geographic198 figures 

seems significant and functional. 'l'he poet appears to elect domestic refer-

ences to carry experiential and geographic to carry theoretical knowledge. The 

f8111iliarity of buckle (273), hearth (638) and bowls (756) suggests the person

ally realized. On the other hand, the tmfamiliar ring of Chimborazo (453), 

.!!!!!, .2!_ Spice (580), and Vesuvian (754) suggests the distant, unknown, and 

exotic. 

189N.B. Poems: 180, 284, 580' 754, 909' and 1729. 

190N.B. Poems: 738, 751, 754, 756, 909, 917, 1248, 1438, and 1725. 

191N.B. Poems; 180, 208, 273, 638, 738, 754, 756, 909, and 914. 
~ ' . I 

192N.B. Poems: 180, 568, 673, 751, 756, 1438, and 1725. 

193N.B. Poems: 273 and 738. 194N.B. Poems: 273 and 580. 

19SN.B. Poems: 580, 756, 1248, and 1725. 

196N.B. Poems: 754, 1438. and 1729. 

197N.B. Poems: 180, 208, 273, 638, and 756. 

19~.B. Poems: 180, 453, 580, 754, 756, and 914. 



- 224 -

Among the poems whose core is the nature of love, "I gave myself to 

"(580) is one of the better.199 It examines the risks and rewards inSiin-' 

~lved in love. It reflects upon love as a complex experience, which can be 

tulfilling and disappointing. Although recognizing that reality may be less 

thatl expectation, it insists that unless a person takes this chance and opens 

herself to its possibilities, some precious potential in her will remain un

realized. Erotic overtones tension the dignity of love which the poem posits. 

financial and legal iw.agery play against the poem's personal tone and emotional 

quality. Conversational directness and connotative richness operate together. 

The concept of love presented and its mode of presentation interact to convey 

a complex experience. 

Emotion in the first stanza is finely controlled. With the detachment 

of commercial and legal terms and the distance of past tense, the speak.er tells 

of her commitment to the other. The verbs gave and took concretize the inner 

and suggest the outer exchange she associates with the commitment. With dis-

arming directness, the voice says "I gave myself to Him." Since she gave her-

self to the beloved, the speak.er' s use of J?!I. is unexpected. The only thing 

she expected or wanted in return was him. Pay here can represent three levels 

of their exchange: physical, emotional, and spiritual. The importance of 

this exchange to the voice is evident in her electing cc:mtract and modifying 

it with solemn. The relation of the phrase "of a Life" to contract is twofold. 

199 
Al though some critics read this poem solely as an experience of 

di Vine love, there does not seem to be any internal reason for not reading it 
as an experience of human love. N.B.: Miller, p. 81; Sherwood, p. 163; and 
nick, p. 313. Internally the implications of the lover's lack of omniscience 
and externally the similarity of the imagery of cargoes and spice isles to 
figures in Poem 368 seem to require a human lowr. 
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'1'b• phrase suggests that the contract involved the giving of her life to the 

other and that it was the great commitment of the speaker' a life. The method 

of ratification also indicates the voice's concept of love's nature. The un

qualified gift of themselves to each other humanizes the cold overtones of .52!!.

tract and ratified. The voice evidently sees love as both an inner and an 
~ 

outer relationship, as a spiritual and a physical union. 

The second stanza moves from past to present tense, from declarative 

to subjunctive forms. The directness of the speaker's initial statement in 

stanza one prepares for her honesty in this one. She faces the possibility tha 

her gift of herself might be less than the other expected. Continuing the com-

•rcial references begun with J?!l.• she uses wealth, poorer, purchaser, and 

'1t1D
200 to concretize the beloved's possible response. These terms suggest the -

voice's ability to stand emotionally outside of the situation and scrutinize 

it objectively. Since the speaker's own emotional involvement is evident in 

stanza one, these terms indicate the maturity of her love which can afford to 

be so understated. The run. on lines in this stanza build up the emotional im-

pact of the uo.derstatement. The connotations of purchaser imply that the 

lowr gave to the speaker just as she did to him. Calling him great would 

negate any suspicion of miserly calculation on his part. That reality could 

be different from what he anticipated would also seem to negate the possibility 

that the lover is omniscient and, therefore, divine-in fact, his lack of 

foreknowledge would seem an adequate argument against the existing interpre

tations of this lyric as a poem of divine love. 

200
0wn is here a substati ve used in the archaic sense of that which 

belongs to Oile as property • 
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The opening line of stanza three completes the thought pattem begun in 

,canza two. Depreciate carries the financial figures begun when the voice 

.oaders if the intimacy of daily living together might not lessen the love ex-

,.rieru:e • Vision suggests the lover's possibly unrealistic concept of the 

,peak•r or of love and so another reason for her wondering whether disappoint

-t might not follow a life lived in conjugal closeness. After facing the 

potsibility that the ordinariness of life together might destroy romantic 

idealizations. in the next three lines the speaker clearly demonstrates her 

approval of taking the chance. .!!.!!.!. introduces her reason for preferring test

ing reality to holding back from it in fear. As she speaks of the •rchant 

buying, the co111DBrcial figures take on exotic and erotic coloring. Until love 

11 experienced, it is merely a fable. exciting but unreal. In context. "Isles 

of Spice" and "subtle Cargoes" assume strong sexual overtones. 

After malting her original statement about her dedication to the other. 

speculating about its disappointing possibilities. and establishing her rea-

ions for risking them, in the last stanza the speaker comes to an erotic con-

clusion disguised in cOll8rcial imagery. The fact that the risk love involves 

is mutual reassures her. Mutual here could mean not only that both parties 

face the same danger but that they share it. Her careful qualifications. as 

she further reflects that for some love baa been a mutual gain, indicates how 

inclusive the speaker's posture is. Echoing the allusions of stanza one, the 

imagery of stanza four brings the poetic experience to an artistically and 

P•Ychologically satisfying close. The last two lines: "Sweet Debt of Life

Eech Night to owe-/ Insolvent-Every Noon-" bring the voice's view of love. 

the co1D1Rercial imagery, and the erotic implications into a final relationship. 

I 

1

111 

II:, 
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the conclusion, sweet, debt, owe, and insolvent tension the voice's attitude 
lO --

Co"ard love and sexual union. She finds them fulfilling and destroying, de-

lightful and draining. The exchange of love is a debt which she owes, pays, 

,..d claims. That she can be insolvent yet each night pay parallels her para

ctosical view. The contrast of night and~· the juxtaposition of sweet and 

.i-"t and the tension between erotic implications and commercial language aptly 
~· 
conveY the poem's C011Plex view of love. 

201 The next category of poems focuses upon the erotic aspects of love. 

Al.though the sexual nature of love is more evident here than in any of the 

other groups, it is still usually disguised if not always restrained. Possibly 

202 
puritan idealism kept more overtly erotic desires in the poet's unconscious. 

Another reason may lie in the poet's sensibility, which led her to write: "Of 

our deepest delights, there is a solemn shyness. "203 Certainly the literary 

temper of her day would have discouraged any more open artistic celebration of 

uxual love. Whatever the cultural and psychic causes of the poet's 

201~ 
~.B. Poems: 76, 138, 162, 206, 211, 212, 213, 249, 284, 368, 380, 

429, 682, 869, 896, 1224, 1339, and 1734. The sea in Poem 76 may represent 
death and immortality as well as love. Ward restricts it to eternity. Cap-
1ule, p. 43. James Reeves, however, considers the sea as "some overwhelming 
force, or great destructive power-death possibly• or love, or perhaps both." 
p. 125. 

202 Any such observation is conditional and hypothetical for: "Granted 
that images which spring to the poet's mind spontaneously may be significant 
of personal experience even though consciously elaborated imagery may not be, 
we are not in a position to draw the distinction between 'conscious' and 'un
conscious• creatiw activity." Lillian H. Borstein, "Analysis of Imagery: A 
Critique of Literary Method,"~. LVII (September, 1942}, 641. 

201 -Letters (Johuson, ed.), III, 926. 

,, ' 
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direction and however innocent her imagery may appear, the erotic nature of 
f.11 204 
c1aese Poems is too evident to be denied. Submerged sexual metaphors and 

,_J>i•alent fear of ravishment and delight in carnal union characterise this 

,rc>11P of poems. The erotic nature of the attitudes and the tone of these poems 

astinluish this category from the other nine which are so of ten marked by a 

taarful or spiritualized approach to the physical aspects of love. The focus 

of these lyrics as well as their peculiar imagery, strong trochee line be

pnainss, and run on lines or breaks within emphasize the naturalness, excite-

91Dt, pleasure, and power of sexual love. 

The experience in these poems seems to fall into three major divisions. 

!be speaker equates "Their Moment consummated" (1339) with exultation (76), 

felicitv (206), Eden (211), ecstasy (249), and rapture (1339). She also speaks 

205 
of their relationship in terms of her wanting to be absorbed into him. At 

other times, she more subtly presents her view of woman's inferior position: 

the 1ll8l1 assaults, takes, and leaves while the woman is passive, submits, and 

mains. 206 The voice's concept of the difference between the masculine and 

feminine role in human sexuality is apparent in her diction. She refers to 

woman as: pleadina (162), bashful (2ll), docile (429), least (212), obedient 

(429), worshipping (869), and vanquished (1224). She pictures the woman as 

"withholding not a Cresent" (1339), but the man as taking ''his felicity" (206). 

204
Pickard even claims that "few American poets before or since had 

been so concerned w1 th describing the effects of love and passion." p. 87. 
[Italics mine] 

-

205N.B. Poems: 162, 212, and 284. 

206N.B. Poems: 206, 211, and 213. 

,' 
'', 
'' 
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She vi,.sualizes the male's being lost in Balms (211), hallowing the female (213) 

but rejecting her once she submits (213). She refers to the man as a traitor 

(S96) who is victorious (1224) in his cupidity (1339). At times, the voice 

presents the physical attraction of the lovers (138). At other times, because 

she is not used to such intoxication, the feminine speaker asks the other to 

approach her gently and slowly (211). The posture of the woman in these poems 

ranses from unrestrained excitement and erotic release to defensive resentment 

of man's sexual assault. Ravishment and rape seem uncomfortably near to each 

other. The poetic success of these poems also varies widely. Artistically 

effective poems such as 76, 213 1 and 249 stand in sharp contrast to such a 

poetically weak one as 1734. 

The emotional intensity of these experiences apparently determines the 

poetic devices which Emily Dickinson uses. 

208 time present intensify the situation. 

207 First person point of view and 

Besides adding poignancy, talking to 

209 the other makes the lover's power over tho speaker felt. The voice, how-

210 ever, generally addresses her vocatives, not to the other, but to love. 

211 212 Imperatives, adversatives, and argumentative sequences are rare; 

2070n1y Poems 206, 211, 213, 896 1 and 1339 are in the third person. 

208 Only Poem 1339 is in past time. 

209 N.B. Poems: 249 1 368, and 869. 

210 N.B. Poems: 162, 211, and 1734; 429 is an exception. 

211 __ 
~.B. Poems: 162 and 211. 

212 N.B. Poems: 206, 249, 284, and 682 for .2.!:l: 284 and 429 for I!!.; 
and 368 for thousa. 
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..,.0 nifications213 and rhetorical questions,214 average; and exclamations,215 
p•·-

216 217 rapid run on lines. and omissions of connectives and verbs• high. The 

elllOtional build-up in these lyrics is related to the presence or absence of 

'the poet makes special use of 

219 emphasize words, and breaks to 

these structural and imaginative techniques. 

strong trochees to open lines,
218 

italics to 

220 
isolate key words. A patterned parallelism tends both to underscore and to 

221 eootrol the emotion in a number of these poems. Certain clusters of imagery 

222 223 224 
are peculiar to these poems: flower-bee, river-sea, and boat-port. 

Al.though none of these sets of analogies is original, in the better poems 

Emily Dickinson freshly explores their possibilities. In the flower-bee 

figures, she exploits the association of heat, liquor, and mid-day. She uses 

the river-sea figures to suggest a shared identity. The boat-port set offers 

213N.B. Poems: 284, 380, and 429. 214N .B. Poems: 76, 162• and 213. 

215N.B. Poems: 162. 206, 211, and 249. 

216N.B. Poems: 76, 213, 682,, 896. and 1224. 

2171;.B. Poems: 162 and 212. 

218N.B. Poems: 76, 138, 211, 213. 249. and 368. 

219N.B. Poems: 162, 213, 284, and 368. 

220N.B. Poems: 162 say, 211 enters, 212 thee, snd 249 tonight. 

22~.B. Poems: 138, 249, 368, 869, and 1339. 

222N. D. Poems: 138, 206, 2ll, 213, 380, 682, 869, 896, 1224, 1339, 
and 1734. 

22\.B. Poems: 162, 212, and 284. 

224N.B. Poems: 249 and 368. 
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ber particularly erotic possibilities. She employs religious figures here to 

,uggest the joyful results of union: Paradise (213), hallow (213), ~. 225 

and eace (896). She introduces royal allusions to indicate the male's posi

tion: .!lovreie (380), !!!:!. (213), and~ (138). One of this poet's rare 

references to mythology is here in Poem 284. She uses allusions to warfare 

to carry her concept of male dominance in carnal union: ambuscade (138), sub--
due (138), ~ .!!£. pearl (213), defeat (380), surrender (380), bravest (380), ---
assault (1224), chivalry (1224), victorious (1224), and vanquish (1224). She - 226 
uses references to transportation as vehicles for the male's approach, the 

voice,'s relation to him,227 and her delight in love's satisfaction (76). 

"Wild Nights-Wild Nightsl" (249) is one of the most successful of 

228 Emily Dickinson's erotic poems. Its intensity and brevity, its stress on 

the non-rational drive toward sexual pleasure, and its sense of vitality and 

excitement make its celebration of earthly passion artistically satisfying. 

The poet's fine formal control, the speaker's now unfulfillable desire for 

225N.B. Poems: 211 and 249. 

227N.B. Poems: 249 and 368. 

226 N.B. Poems: 1224 and 1339. 

22~st critics agree basically about the erotic nature of this poem: 
Whicher, This Was a Poet, p. 274; Wells, Introduction to Emily Dickinson, p. 
253; JohnSOii":" WlY Dickinson, pp. 98-99; .Anderson, Emil'y Dickinson1s Poetry, 
pp. 169-170; Lindberg, p. 77; and Suzanne M. Wilson, 353. 11Emily Dickinson 
llld Twentieth Century Poetry of Sensibility," AL, XXXVI (November, 1964), 349-
358. Some critics, however, disagree. l'aris,for instance, considers despair 
"its central point." 269. James T. Connelley considers the sea a macabre 
force and reads the poem as "an apparent death wish." "Dickinson's 'Wild 
High ts• '" E9licator, XXV (January, 196 7) • #44. Miller predictably claims 
that the poem expresses a longing for Jesus. p. 91. Thomas Arp reads the 
P<>em as "an expression of spiritual unrest and desire." p. 145. Dramatic 
!!?see .!!, !!!.!, Poetry 2£. E)ly Dickinson (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, 
Stanford Uni"9rsity, 1962 • 
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,..ual ecstasy, and the reader's necessary intellectual and imaginative re

spocise to the erotic symbolism refine the sensual quality of the poetic ex-

,-rtence. Transformed by art, the poem's delight in human passion is both in-

cense and restrained, erotically spontaneous and intellectually disciplined. 

While the sexual impulses and desires threaten to erupt at any moment, they 

are kept within the confines of a tightly organized form. The resulting ten

eiOD between the primitive abandonment desired and the restraint imposed by 

form is an essential factor in the lyric's effectiveness. 

The strong opening line demonstrates this pull between the speaker's 

turbulent eroticism and the poem's formal channeling of it. The connotations 

of wild suggest naturalness and lawlessness, tempestuous emotion and turbulent -
excitement, and freedom from restraint and lack of rational control. The 

patterned repetitions, on the other hand, put the voice's overpowering impulses 

under the restraint of art. The many w sounds 11 the rapid run on lines, and the -
two exclamations suggest the voice's aroused state. Time present and first 

person point of view add to the urgency of the speaker's words. Her election 

of luxury carries forward the implications of !!!li, and modifies some of their 

overtones. Luxury here connotes opulence, emotional and sexual, not finan-

cial. Abundance and voluptuousness would mark their shared delights. just as 

they do the feminine voice's fantasy of them. The etymological relation of 

luzu!'.I and~ contributes to the connotative richness here. The voice's 

reference to the absent lover and her use of a subjunctive, contrary-to-fact 

structure makes her desire t110re poignant. The insistent reality of her drives 

Plays against the fantasy of their fulfillment. 

The second stanza opens arrestingly with futile isolated from the rest 
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of the line. As if by association of thought, the speaker chooses futile. 

eer conscious mind recognizes that the winds of passion are powerless to dis

quiet the person already enjoying sexual satisfaction; her mconscious seems 

co posit the futility of her desires in the given situation as well as the 

torment she suffers from her unfulfilled physical drives. There is an implied 

contrast between the person buffeted by violent desires, who must exercise 

rational restraints, co!Pass and chart, to move safely out of the storm. and 

the person resting tranquil after sexual release. Although the second line 

18ems to reverse the male-female position, the serenity suggested by a "Heart 

1D port" partially explains the poet's choice. Repetition of done and the -
patterning of the two lines it begins allow form to control the speaker's 

exultant expectation of release from erotic strain and from unwanted restraint 

The third stanza begins with a graphic action verb229 which continues: 

1) the imagery of stanza two; 2) the reversal of sexual postures; and 3) the 

mticipation of explosive erotic pleasure. !!!!!l suggests the speaker's final 

vision of perfect pleasure and peace in the beloved's ecstatic embrace and 

protective presence. The voice's crying "Ah, the Seal" operates in two ways. 

The sea ambivalently represents the turbulence of passion and the joy of its 

1atisfaction. The cry. therefore, carries the voice's frustrated and excru-

dating desire to be united with the other and her anticipated delight in thei 

union. The isolation of tonight focuses attention upon the immediacy of the 

Yoice's desire. It may also function with might to reveal her belief that 

229 Although rowing may be read as a verbal, it here seems to be part 
of an understood subjunctive phrase expressing desire. 
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one night would satisfy her or, as Anderson observes, that "Since the fall, 

,..n is limited to only an instant in Eden. "
230 

At one level, rowing and .!22!. 

JJB'l be equivalents of strenuous fore-play and satiety. At another, they may 

represent the voice's psychic and physical excitement and her emotional 

eecurity and sexual fulfillment with him. 

Although the nwnber of poems making up the ninth category is rather 

small, this cluster constitutes an important division of Emily Dickinson's 

231 
love poems. The positive pole of her view is readily evident here for 

these lyrics present love as an experience capable of changing the person and 

232 
lifting her to a new position. The transformation is~ therefore, both in-

ternal and social. Since love here has a spiritual significance, it is often 

233 
1ynonymous with grace. Since love confers rank, it frequently is equated 

with a type of royal elevation symbolized by a crown234 or a diadem. 235 Since 

love initiates a girl into a woman's role, it typically is linked to nuptial 

236 experience. In these poems, Emily Dickinson exploits the ceremonial nature 

230 "Emily Dickinson," American Literary Masters, I, 1004. 

23~.B. Poems: 195, 199, 343, 356, 387, 466, 493, 506, 508, 732, and 
1072. 

232 This position resembles Chase's reading of the marriage poetry: 
pp. 147, 157-158. It differs basically from Griffith's interpretation of the 
marriage poetry: Lons Shadow, p. 177. 

233N.B. Poems: 343, 356, 387, 506, 508, and 1072. 

2~.B. Poe11S: 195, 336, 356, 508, and 1072. 

235N.B. Poems: 356, 466 1 and 508. 

236
N.B. Poems1 199, 493, 508, 732, and 1072. 
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of baptism, coronation, or wedding to portray her idealization of love's power 

to redeem, to raise, and to transform. Allusions to religious, royal,. and 

puptial ritual intermingle to convey the poet's vision of love as a fulfilling 

and ennobling change. Because of her lofty concept of the dignity conferred 

by love, she typically presents it as a sacramental experience. The idealiza

tion of this view probably accounts for the frequency--especially in the 

earlier poema~of vagueness237 and abstraction.238 It also partially explains 

the emphasis upon the transforming effects of love rather than upon the be-

loved who, even in the marriage poems, remains shadowy and distant. In these 

lyrics celebrating the emotional awakening and new life effected by love, the 

poet tends to relate this transformation in time to a final elevation in 

eternity. 
239 

The essential experience of these love poems is one of significant and 

radical change. The transformation EuU.ly Dickinson envisions as a result of 

love in these lyrics parallels an assertion she made in 1878 that "Love makes 

us 'heavenly' without our trying in the least. 'Tis easier than a Saviour. 1124 

Besides presenting love's effects in terms of grace, royalty, or marriage, 

these poems also equate the inner change with a trance (195); a soft eclipse 

237see Poems 195, 199, and 343 for an unspecified use of this and that. - -
238 Examples abound: glo!l, necessity {195); state, comfort, pain (199) rard, being, eternity (343); heresy, faith (387); modesty, doubt, gratitude 

393); renoun (506); choice, ~, !!.!!!, (508); requirement, 9litude, .!!!!. 
(732); title and swoon (1072). 

239 N.B. Poems: 195, 336, 343, and 1072. 

240 Letters (Johnson, ed.) 1 II, 601. 
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"Reward for Being," a premium, or a bliss (343). As the voice real(199); a 

1185 
and tries to describe the alteration she feels within, she says that love 

clothes her in majesty (356), that it makes her a queen (493), or that she is 

transfigured by it (506). In other lyrics, she refers to her ring (1072) or 

oew name241 as signs of the emotional, spiritual, and social change love pro-

duces. Sometimes she speaks of putting away her dolls (508) or other play-

things (732) as evidence of her womanly rank. In all these poems, the voice 

ascribes her new dignity to an action outside of herself which she describes 

as being "Called to my Full-" (508) or even ravished (506). She is the 

passive receiver; the masculine figure or love is the active force that trans

forms her and brings her life to maturity. 

The speaker's attitude toward the inner transformation she experiences 

is quite consistent in all these poems. She feels modesty and gratitude (493) 

that she has been chos.en (356). She speaks of being I?ermitted and of grace 

being conferred (1072). She is humble toward the male figure whom she terms 

a Master (336) or an emperor (466). She refers to him as houadless (506) and 

his stooping ~ to her (195) as munificence (493). She considers the woman's 

role as one of rising to the man's requirement (732). Exultation and awe re-

inforce her position of humble gratitude. She feels elevated because of the 

psychic and social change love has caused: "And now, I'm different from 

before,/ As if I breathed superior air--" (506). 

Emily Dickinson employs many of her usual verbal patterns to present 

the effects of love. The majority of lyrics in this category have the 

24L 
~.B. Poems: 493 and 508. 
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242 243 

~diacy of present time and first person. Contrast is an essential 

Ctural element in many of these poems for the voice typically sets her 
1tru 

244 
former state tmfavorably against her present one or she contrasts other con-

245 clidons with her own. She hyperbolically claims that realms are "just 

Dross'' (343) in relation to her wealth, which she equates with owning "the 

...,ie sea" (466). To convey her sense of exaltation, the speaker refers to 

her crown that death can not touch (195) and her diadem that is so large it 

fits a dome (466). She compares her new beauty with the setting sun's (356). 

246 247 Rhetorical questions f\Dlction in two poems and exclamations in six. Voe 

248 249 ttves are restricted to Poem 336; personifications, adversati ves, con-

250 251 ditionals, and imperatives are relatively few. Repetition of.!!:!!!_ as 

th• initial word in seven out of nine lines in Poem 528 effectively conveys 

the voice's stance. Just as the ellipses in three lines of the first stanza 

of Poem 343 suggest the voice's emotional intensity, so the retarding pauses 

2420n1y Poems 356 and 732 are wholly in a past form. 

2430n1y Poems 387 and 372 are in third person. 

244N.B. Poems: 199, 356, 506, 508, and 732. 

245N.B. Poems: 343 and 466. 246N.B. Poems: 197 and 1072. 

247N.B. Poems: 195, 199, 336, 493, 528, and 1072. 

248N.B. Poems: 195 and 732. 

249N.B. Poems: 195, 199, 356, 387, and 1072 for .2:2!; 356 for yet; and 
387 for though. 

250N .B. Poems: 493, 506 and 732 for !!· 
251N. B. Poems: 195 for get and 199 for stop. 
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10 
the opening line of Poem 493 indicate her reflective posture: "The World

•tands-solemner--to me--." Powerful trochees strengthen the opening of many 

lines which are essentially iambic: haunt (195); ,!!k (506); crowned (508); 

~e (528); title, e!eress, !?.2!!!,, royal, and stroking (1072). 

----- Because of the poet's concept of love's power to elevate, religious 

and royal imagery abound in this group of poems. Allusions to coronations 

252 
,upply vehicles for the immense dignity love confers. Tropes involving 

253 gems pet,'form a similar function. Religious allusions-especially to grace 

and conversion-suggest the type of change Emily Dickinson envisions as a re-

254 255 
sult of love. Imaginative references to nature are relatively sparse. 

256 257 
Legal allusions are present in only two poems and political, in three. 

One of the most effective and representative poems in this category is 

"I'm ceded--I've stopped being their's-" (508). 258 In it Emily Dickinson 

employs royal, religious, and nuptial tropes to convey the voice's exultant 

252N.B. Poems: 195, 199, 336, 343, 356, 466, 493, 506, 508, and 1072. 

253N.B. Poems: 343, 356, 466, 493, and 1072. 

254N.B. Poems: 195, 199, 336, 343, 356, 387, 493, 506, and 1072. 

255N.B. Poems: · 195, 199, 356, and 506. 

256N.B. Poems: 508 for ceded and 528 for charter. 

257 199 for .£!!!:,; 343 for election, ballot, and votes; N.B. Poems: 
and 528 for election and veto. -

258 
See the following for similar readings: Chase, pp. 156-158; Ward, 

S!Psule, pp. 57-58; Pickard, p. 87; Lindberg, pp. 174-175; Anderson, "Emily 
Dickinson," .American Literary Masters, I, 1005; Flick, p. 60; and Cambon, 
451-453. Sherwood1s reading is basically different; he denies any erotic im
plications and regards the experience as wholly spiritual. pp. 147-148. 
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t defiant-consciousness of the change love has caused in her. Aware 
..-aJ.llOS 

new status of emotional and spiritual maturity, the voice contrasts 
of ber 

Jirlhood with womanhood. She now finds her former interests and attitudes in-

ferior. 
Her earlier occupations and rank she feels are appropriate to a 

_.tden but unsatisfactory for a wife. As she looks back upon her dependence, 

•be proclaims her new freedom to choose and to stand erect as evidence of her 

c)laaged position. Self-awareness and the ability to accept or reject the 

,race offered seem essential qualifications of her superior rank. Because of 

1~ her life has been brought to a fullness which she recognizes and welcomes. 

Sb• consciously and joyously opens herself to this transformation. 

In the first stanza, the voice proclaims her independence of the past. 

She compares her baptism with her marriage. Both sacraments involve grace, a 

change of name, a new relationship, and a radical transformation. As the 

1peaker stands on the threshold of adulthood and wedlock, she turns away from 

reminders of her girlhood: her maiden name and her dolls are symbolic of her 

virginal state. The voice's use of ceded is significant for it suggests a 

legal transfer with full property rights. She insists that she no longer be

longs to her family, she is not their's [sic]. Her passivity in having water 

dropped upon her face in baptism is different from her present state of full 

consciousness and willing acceptance. The lack of end punctuation in lines 

two and three suggests her emotional intensity. Her sense of superiority ex-

cites her and informs her attitude toward her girlhood and family. 

The contrast-cmaparison of the rite of baptism and marriage continues 

in the second stanza. The adversative .!?.!!£. indicates the difference the voice 

•ees in the two rituals. The consciousness and choice that were lacking in 
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t sacrament are present now. There is, therefore, an interaction beth• firs 

f:'l'een the grace given and the person receiving it. No longer passive and un-

she responds as an adult with self-awareness and an act of will. These 111are, 

qualities in her reaction to love's gift make her joyous. Because she .. ture 

feels that she is being brought to the fullness of being, that "Existence's 

ole Arc" is being filled, she exults in her womanly response. Three things 

ill this stanza indicate the speaker's regard for her initiation into womanhood: 

l) her calling her new name supremest; 2) her comparison of her new condition 

to Diana's; and 3) her reference to her diadem. 

The final stanza advances the contrast-comparison, the imagery, and the 

attitudes of the first two stanzas. Still using baptism as the basic trope, 

ly Dickinson mingles coronation and nuptial figures to present the voice's 

in the transformation love has caused in her. The speaker ex-

that in comparison with her new state, her second: rank, the first 

Her lack of awareness and choice in baptism made her a "half 

conscious Queen." The voice does not deny the efficacy of grace itself in 

sacrament, but finds the experience of grace recognized and re-

ponded to a more fully human one. Her description of herself as crowing on 

er father's breast may indicate the quality of her awareness of the great 

ft she then received. As a half unconscious queen, the level of her response 

Y rightly be compared with an animal's. Or crowing may suggest her cries as 

dropped on her forehead. Crowing can, therefore, indicate the 

lack of awareness or positive cooperation in the earlier rite in 

consciousness and choice now. As an adult• initiated into 

ove, her reaction is joyous, aware, and active. Love has transformed her and 
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second baptism becomes the vehicle for the voice to celebrate this change. 
chis 

The final category of love poems had divine love as its core. Two 

fundamental approaches to celestial love seem evident here: the first stresses 

cbe relation of the beloved and God in the mind of the speaker and so results 

in 
8 

kind of divine triangle and the other stresses the speaker's ecstatic 

..u.on with the divine. In the first group• the voice either prefers the human 

lover to the divine and, consequently life in time to any possible happiness in 

eternity,259 or she symbolically elects God in preference to any earthly man. 26
C 

ID the second group, the human and the divine merge and the voice experiences 

the ineffable as a person, a guest who lives in her soul or a bridegroom who 

both ravishes and sanctifies her. 261 

The experience of these poems, therefore, reflects Emily Dickinson's 

aibivalent attitude toward God. They indicate that she envisioned some type 

of competition between divine and human love that necessitates a choice between 

the two
262 or their fusion. 263 They also reveal the poet's personal experience 

259N.B. Poems: 464 and 765. See Poems 577 (stanza seven), 640 (stan
zas six to nine), and 1260 (stanza six) for a similar posture in poems whose 
essential experience puts them in other categories. 

260 N.B. Poems: 320 and 1269. Poem 1555, which appears earlier in this 
chapter as a proclamation of depth in love, can also be read as belonging to 
this last category. 

261_ 
11.B. Poems: 674, 817, 1495, and 1496. See footnote 263 for other 

Poems which can be included in this category. 

262 This view of God as a jealous competitor may be considered evidence 
of the distortion of Edwardian theology in Emily Dickinson's time. 

263 This ambiguous mingling of the human and divine lover in this poet's 
WOrk can be viewed biographically or artistically. Flick claims that the 
clifficulty in separating the image of God from the image of the lover lies in 
the fact that "God often is the lover, especially in the poems after 1861." p. -
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of Goi64 or her ability to imagine and to celebrate an epithalamiun t.mion 

265 
-1th the di vine. 

In these poems of heavenly love. there is usually some distance between 

the speaker and the experience. A high percentage--f our out of seven-are in 

the past tense and/or third person. Even Poem 320, which uses a present mood• 

refers to a previous time; the insight of the present is founded upon the 

earlier experience. Possibly the very nature of the voice's encounter with God 

results in a dignified, calm, grateful posture. As she attempts to define 

111stic 1.lllion, the speaker realizes that much eludes her. In Poem 1721, she 

confesses that she does not know whether God was her host or her guest and 

that their intercourse, which was both infinite and intimate, cannot be 

111alyzed. Realizing that her values previous to her experiential knowledge of 

the divine and sense of union with him were those of a fool (320), she is -
grateful for the wisdom (1269), the rapture (1495) and the promise of immor

tality {817) that have come to her because of her heavenly love. When she 

speaks of God's enamored mind pursuing her (1496), his omnipresence is like 

the eye of a lover following his bride. In these lyrics, the voice is less 

302. This mingling of the two images can be considered an aesthetic weakness 
or it may be seen aa "a double frame of reference and hence a means of attain
ing a larger significance." Miller, P• 117. It certainly permits overlapping 
in categories such as this study uses and explains why poems such as 461, 
473, 506, 508, 587, and 1072, which are in other areas in this chapter, can 
also be read as experiences of diVine love and so as part of this last area. 

264
Whether these 1 i h i ial i i i i yr cs ave an exper ent or mag nat ve source s, 

of course, aesthetically irrelevant. 

265 
This View of God as a loving it1timate may represent the positive 

Pole of the poet's religious tradition. 
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,.it-regarding than usual. Although the experience itself fascinates her in 

meaning, power, and elusiveness, she is essentially directed to the other. 
it9 

The functional combination of peaceful detachment and intense emotion 

iO these poems is evident in a number of formal details. In the two most 

ee1tatiC in the group, Poems 817 and 1495, tightly wrought form controls the 

,peaker's joy. The rhytlms are simultaneously rapturous and restrained. The 

repetition of .!.2. as the opening word in two lines of Poem 1721 and bride in the 

, ... position in Poem 817 and numerous run on lines suggest the emotional 

posture of the voice, while the could qualification in Poem 464, the use of 

arbitrate and ratified in the rhetorical question in Poem 1269, the retarding 

266 267 
of lines to explain, the high incidence of abstractions, the frequency 

268 
of factual statements as openings, the lack of vocatives, exclamations, 

ad imagery all contribute to the serenity of the poems. The simple declara-

th• forms rather than the typical and more complex relationships created by 

adwrsatives and conditionals also contribute to the sense of calm in these 

pons. With restraint, the voice presents the divine action in her soul, 

which she equates with "ravished Holiness" (1495). Instead of using imagery 

to convey her experience of the divine, the speaker relies on a type of 

'Yllbolism or allegory in these poems. Playing with paste (320) or working for 

chaff (1269) represents this trend. 269 270 Contrast and personification 

266N.B. Poems: 320 and 464. 

267N.B. Poems: 464, 674, 817, 1495, 1496, and 1721. 

26~.B. Poems: 320, 674, 765, 817, 1495, 1496, an~ 1721. 

269N.B. Poems: 320, 464, 674, 765, 817, and 1269. 

270N.B. Poems: 674, 1269, and 1495. -
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ibute to the speaker's rational-imaginative process as she tries to 
coatr 

re in words her experience of God. 
captU 

Although a number of fine poems could be selected to represent a mysti-

cal encounter with the divine, since four of them are explicated in other 

271 
t s of this chapter, one that presents tension between divine and human par 

lo#, ''You constituted Time-" (765), is elected as representative, if not 

totallY typical, of this last category of Emily Dickinson's love poems. The 

eight lines of this compressed poem effectively condense a complex experience 

of love. The speaker finds God a jealous and determined lover and her response 

to him a paradoxical idolatry. 

The speaker's detachment from the experience is qualified by certain 

elements of the poem that suggest her emotional position. The matter-of-fact 

opening, 
272 

the predominance of Latinate nouns and verbs, the past temporal 

273 the many abstractions, the analytic process indicated by there-sequence, 

fore, and the voice's apparent adjustment suggest the serenity possible only -
in retrospect. On the other hand• opening with the personal you, using rm on 

lines, telescoping the experience so economically, setting time and etemity 

and the divine and human lovers in opposition to each other. subjectively 

equating time with her human lover, and closing with "slow idolatry" suggest 

271 N.B. Poems: 461, pp. 165-166; 473, pp. 166-168; sos. pp. 238-241; 
and 587, pp. 217-220. 

272Time and deemed are the only words other than prono\DlS and relatives 
and the singrc;-adjective.!!!?!. with O.E. roots. 

27~.N. time., etemity;, revelation, deity, absolute, relative, and 
!_dolatq. 
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Personal involvement. _.e, 
When the speaker says that "You constituted Time," she implies three 

about her relationship. To her the first love was so great that he be
tbinSS 

~ reality, the supreme fact of her existence, and the only meaningful measur 

of ti•· In the next two lines, she implies that he also constituted eternity 

for to her heaven would be a revelation, not of God, but of her human lover. 

'Ibis switch in theological roles prepares for the final irony of the poem. 

since to her man had taken God's place, when God takes this man's place in her 

J.ife, her adjusting to the change involves a paradoxical irony. Therefore in 

the last line of the first stanza indicates that to the voice God's reaction 

co her initial idolatry was not arbitrary but logical and inevitable. 

With an almost syllogistic progression, the voice accounts for God's 

intervention. As the Absolute, he removed the Relative. When she says that 

ber reaction to her loss was a slow adjustment, the adjective operates on two -
J.ewls. Besides indicating the long period of time needed, it suggests an 

unwillingness on her part to make the adjustment. Since God forced her to put 

bill in the place of her cherished human lover, who had assumed a God-like role 

in her life, any love she might now give God could be termed idolatry. The 

Wice may also be implying that the change was not due to direct action on 

God's part but to a change in her as she recognized the difference between 

nlative and absolute love. If .!1:2!. and adjust are interpreted as indicating 

a gradual development of value response on the part of the voice, this second 

hading is also consistent with the last two lines. Idolata would then be 

llOre startling than paradoxical. It could suggest the nature of her love, 

Which is so great, that it could be hyperbolically termed idolatry. Because 
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th 
radical difference in final attitude toward God contained in these two 

of e 
ieadings of the second stanza. 

an ambivalent closing is .,,.r, 

one tentatively excludes the other. If, how-

artistically accepted, the very openness of 

cbe iast stanza to such divergent interpretations enriches this poem just as 

it• rational and passionate, abstract and personal factors tension the expert-

eace• 
In Emily Dickinson's love poetry, critics discover various patterns. 

0 
some the thread is primarily biographical and so they trace a "development 

274 
ffOll aggrieved woman to disembodied intelligence." Most critics, however, 

discern a development in these poems, concern themselves with an aesthetic 

involving content and/or fol'Dl. Thematically they see a progression from 

275 celestial love, and formally, a progression from sentimentality 

276 immediate, sometimes violent intensity." Although the. poems in 

are arranged topically rather than chronologically, they give 

era! support to the argument that Emily Dickinson's love poetry exhibits 

dual movement. Moreover, they suggest another development, one of shift-

g emphasis rather than of definitive steps, from a negative and fearful to a 

re positive and joyous approach to love. While acknowledging this general 

274 Whicher, This Was a Poet, p. 272. A few other critics make similar 
ms, McNaughton ;;;&:-,..Eii'iYDickinson 's love became sublimated from an 

rthly to a spiritual one." p. 61. Copple believes that ber poetry reflects 
a normal, progressive adjustment to this need for love." p. 53. 

275 See the following for similar assertions: Pickard, p. 22; Wilbur, 
§nilz. Dickinson, ed. by Richard Sewall, p. 134; Van der Vat, 257; and 

ors 1 630-631. 

276 
Johnson, Emily Dickinson, p. 53. 
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$>vement, the polarity in these poems must be recognized as an essential part 

of their expression of love. 

Critics generally agree that Emily Dickinson's love poetry, taken as a 

lfhole, is not the best in her canon. Although most admit that a few of her 

iove lyrics are excellent, the majority find many weaknesses in this group and 

believe that the poet is "rarely at her best on the subject of love" and that 

"compared to any other area of her work, the love poetry as a whole seems 

thin and brittle. "
277 

Some claim that Emily Dickinson's love poetry relies 

too much on literary inspiration and conventions to be convincingly authentic 

278 
aesthetic experiences. 'l.11ey find the intrinsic value of the amorous lyrics 

marred by sentimentality, abstraction, or melodrama. They criticize their lack 

· · ali 279 d h i I th mid f i u~ d of origin ty, concreteness, an uman ty. n e - ort· es, ucmar 

De Voto anticipated these criticisms in his own poetic one when he said that 

these love poems are: "light without heat ••• flanie without fire ••• 

splendor without substance.11280 The major faults ascribed to this poet's love 

277Griffith, "Emily Dickinson's Love Poetry," 93. Anderson's judgment 
is similarly adverse 1 "In spite of some freshness of phrasing, and an occa
sional haunting image, these poems tend to fritter themselves away in a series 
of images." Emily Dickinson's Poet;ry, p. 169. 

278 
"They are • • • experiences of the idea of love rather than of the 

experience of it, products of fancy rather than imagination." Sherwood, P• 
86. "One suspects that most of them failed because their inspiration was 
literary." Anderson, Emily Dickinson's Poetrz, p. 169. 

279 Griffith asserts that the "love poems are clogged with '<'.liches' 
and stock responses." "Emily Dickinson's Love Poetry," 94. 

280 
"Emily Dickinson," Harper's Magazine, CXC (June, 1945), 605. Al-

though it might be argued that this statement has more wit than profundity, 
it does succinctly sum up many others' adverse reactions to this area of 
Emily Dickinson's work. 
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_, lie in its tendency to become pure emblem rather than realized experipaet•,, 
to be self-regarding rather than turned to the other, and to escape 

.oce• 
,reistic control.

281 
In view of the excellence of some of the poems expli-

cated in this chaptor and acknowledging the peculiar unevenness of Emily Dick

iJISOn's canon, regardless of the experience of the poems, some of these nega

tive observations on her love poems seem too exclusive to be valid. The lack 

of depth or technique in some of the love poems should not prevent critics 

from looking more objectively at others. 

In spite of these general criticisms of this area of Em.1ly Dickinson's 

canon, some critics claim that these are "at once the most delicate and the 

ll08t intense lyrics in American literature and some 0£ the most beautiful in 

IQY language. 11282 'rhe value in this area of the poet's canon, however, seems 

11Dre accurately assessed by the major critics who find her reflective poews 

of love more effective than her rhapsodic ones, her poems of spiritual love 

mre convincing than those of human love, 
283 

and her poems of deprivation. 

renunciation, and separation superior to those of fulfillment. Among tho poems 

presented in t.1lis chapter, especially those selected for extended study, are 

IOM of the highest artistic value in this poet's canon. 'I'hey are intense yet 

281 11'111ey lack the artistic control necessary to raise them beyond the 
biographical and the personal. tt Pickard, p. 87. Although this judgment 
applies to the sentimental love poems, it does not take into account the 
•uccessful ones. 

282 
Edwin Mosely, "'!be Gambit of Emily Dickinson," University of Kansas 

Q!tl, Rev:l.ew• XVI {Autumn, 1949), 18. McNaughton also claims that thepoet1s 
loft lyrics are "some of her greatest." 58. 

283 
Anderson, EmilX Dickinson's Poetry, p. 190. 
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coo.trolled, highly tensioned, and original in their approach to love. · 'nley 

aJ.so exhibit the wide range of postures Emily Dickinson conceives as possible 

reactions to love and the essential ambivalence at the heart of her creative 

response to love. In this ambivalence lies much of the originality, tension, 

and control that individualizes her better poems of love. 

I' 
'I 



CHAPTER IV 

POEMS INCORPORATING DEATH 

Because of the imprint of Emily Dickinson's whole mind set upon her 

rt, the poems of love are closely related to the poems of death in her canon. 

th• sensibility that responded to all of life with a peculiar curiosity, fresh

a1ss, intensity, honesty, and polarity was as fascinated with the mystery of 

•ath as it was with the complexity of love. 'lbe creative imagination that 

could escape the limits of its own experience of Eros could also peer into the 

,rave and beyond. 'lbe psyche that could simultaneously see love as desirable 

•d threatening could also envision death in this same ambivalent fashion. 'lbe 

theological 1.mCertainty that made absolute faith or disbelief equally impos-

lible for this woman also made love and death sources of both hope and appre-

ion. Like God and love, death could neither be totally accepted nor 

totally rejected. The poet who could present the experience of love from so 

lllDY diverse and often opposed angles could likewise present mortality from 

Ylrious points on a spectrum wide enough to include antithetical positions. 

artist who created lyrics with psychological and symbolic dimensions in 

the area of love also approached death as an existential phenomenon whose 

physical realities were of value only as they revealed the psychic and spiritua 

•1an1ficance of the experience. 

Similar qualities of Emily Dickinson's mind as a person and her 

ltaources as an artist are evident in her poems of love and her poems of death. 

- 250 -
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'l'h• philosophic interest in both areas of hmnan experience, the ambivalent 

titudes taken toward them, the emotional stances assumed toward them, the 
•t 

lfllthesizing imagination that so of ten relates them, and the techniques used to 

create s•~isfying aesthetic experiences whose core is Eros or Thanatos link 

cb••• two large areas of Emily Dickinson's poetry. The successful macabre 

lyrics are as psychological, intense, ambivalent, compressed, and tensioned as 

cb• successful erotic ones. Poems from both areas tend to explore the inner 

••ing of experience, to dramatize its contradictory impulses, to see it in 

19iation to time, to locate it in an existential frame, and to concretize it 

rich immediacy yet to analyze it with necessary distance. 

In Emily Dickinson's poetry mortality is central. As early as Poems 1 

•d 3 death enters the lyric experience; and as late as Poem 1684 it persists 

ill haunting the speaker. Because of the precariousness of the poet's balance 

between faith and doubt, death fascinated and frightened her. Because of her 

aensitiv.1.ty to the transitoriness of the human condition, she felt death's 

piesence all aromid her. As she tried personally and artistically to penetrate 

this primordial mystery, Emily Dickinson's responses reveal both the attrac-

tion and the terror death held for her. The gamut of attitudes toward mor-

tality contained in her letters and poems is extremely inclusive. At times 

the poet seems obsessed with the implications of the "Granite Lip" (182), 

"•oldered mouth" (187), ''Mortised Ear" (592), and "mouldering band" (169) of 

the dead. At other times, she speaks of death as a "thoughtful grace" (141), 

a "Gentle Miracle" (499), a "privilege" (536), a "Good News" (947) 11 "A Miracle 

for Alli" (1626), "the White Exploit" (922), and "a wild Night and a new Moad." 

1t.etters (Johnson, ed.), II, 463. 
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Both quantatively and qualitatively, death's presence in Emily Dick.in-

•Gil's poetl'Y is significant and unique. 

~rectlY or indirectly with mortality. 

Over one-fourth of her canon deals 

But even more characteristic than the 

._
1
ght it carries in this poet's work is the polarity that marks its presence. 

lfidence of this ambivalence exists at many levels. Emily Dickinson is able 

CO treat death realistically and idealistically. Concrete imagery, objective 

clinical details, and emotional distance, which rescue her better poems from 

th• prevailing sentimental orgies of death poetry in her day, also tend to 

itrip death of its spiritual overtones and, therefore, to reduce it to the 

2 
•rely physical. At the same time, Emily Dickinson is capable of ignoring 

th• biological and presenting death as transcendence. Then symbolic, subjec-

tive significance displaces corporeal concerns, the time-space relationship in-

3 .,.rts as it helps to define the experience, and a cosmic view replaces a 

llicroscopic one. She can also conceive of death as the source of man's aware-

ness of his individual consciousness and as a means to transcend or to destroy 

it. She relates death to life in time and to its possibility in eternity. She 

presents death experientially and abstractly as an index of human values. And 

finally, within the imaginative construct, she presents death as fulfillment 

111d as destruction. 

This final ambivalence is crucial in Emily Dickinson's death poems. 

2so strong is this approach in some of Emily Dickinson's macabre poems 
that one critic clai• that the poet transferred "death as event to death as 
a mechanistic function." DiSal vo, p. 139 • 

3see Frederick Hoffman, ''Mortality and Modern Literature," in The 
!:!aning .2! Death for further insights into time-space . consciousness as -;vidence 
of a negative or a positive view of immortality. 

II 
,,II 

'I 
''I ii1

' 

i 

:I 

111 
111 I,, 

1,1: 

,: 
i1 

ii' 
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prolDising both completion and annihilation, mortality is simultaneous·ly de

sirable and threatening. As a positive encounter, it rounds out man's self

hood, completes his spiritual cycle, and brings him to the fullness of being, 

for in death "the soul achieves the consummation of its own personal self

affirmation. 114 As an act of inner self-realization and transcendence of the 

lilDitations of the human condition, death is a joyful experience and eternity 

an attractive reality. 

Emily Dickinson's awareness of death as fulfillment is evident in the 

poems which stress the dignity, insight, freedom, joy, status, or immortality 

it confers. In these lyrics focusing on the non-physical aspects of human 

mortality, the tone and vision, which carry the conviction of death as trans-

cendence, depend especially on rhythm, diction, and imagery. Many of these 

lyrics have the majestic sweep of "Safe in their Alabaster Chambers-" (216) 

and "Behind Me-dips Eternity-" (721). nie poet equates death with extasy 

(165), privilege (583), worthiness (799), and a journey already taken by Christ 

(698). Besides these positive identifications, the poet claims that death is 

''but our rapt attention/To immortality" (7) and the grave "but a Relay/Supposed 

to be a terminus" (1652). In a similar manner, she asserts that mortality is 

a trifle (57). She speaks of a soul's escaping "the Uouse unseen" (948) and 

taking "her fair aerial gait" (1691). Besides giving the soul new freedom, 

death is the source of new values: "Death sets a thing significant/The Eye 

5 6 
had hurried by" (360). She repeatedly calls heaven a .!.!.2!!!.• In keeping with 

1961)' 

4 Karl Rabner, .Q!l ~ TheologY ,g! Death (New York: Herder and Herder, 
p. 30. 
5N.B. Poems: 386, 906, and 1100. 
6 

N.B. Poems: 7, 104, 335, 1024, and 1573. 
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cJiiS illlage, she refers to death as the "Porter at my father's Lodge" (608) 

,od those not yet dead as exiles (499). She describes existence after death 

.,: a "truer Land" (5), "better Latitudes" (335), and a "Paradise of Light" 

(ll45). When she designates immortality as "that Great Water in the Wast" 

(7Z6) and "Costumeless Consciousness" (1454), the imagery aptly suggests man's 

thirst for eternal life and its non-physical quality. lier use of cocoon

butterfly figures in Poem 1099 utilizes ancient Christian symbols for the 

resurrection and implies both the naturalness and the miracle of man's change 

from a mortal to an immortal state. 

In spite of her presenting death as only the "Drift of Eastern Gray" 

(721) or a cordial mystery (1626) and immortality as the "only thing worth 

larceny" (1365), Emily Dickinson's death poems also present mortality as a 

fearful and destructive experience. As a negative encounter, it sets absolute 

silence and insurmountable distance between the living and the dead, it leaves 

the body cold, rigid, and motionless, it destroys individual consciousness, 

md therefore, annihilates the person. As the irrevocable, final step in man's 

existence, death is a solitary act that reduces man to bis ultimate limitations 

u a finite being. In this existential perspective. death is a terrifying e~ 

perience. 7 

7 Even to the believer in immortality, death is terrifying. The ex-
planation of this terror includes the following theological, philosophical, or 
P•Ychological ones. "In death the soul is ontologically exposed to real and 
effective annihilation." Boros, p. 74. "This breaking up of his existence is 
1n the deepest sense a painful process. 11 Boros, pp. 135-136. ". • • death as 
the end of the biological life is simultaneously and in a way which affects 
the whole man, an irruption from without, a destruction, the intervention of 
the Fates • an external event that turns up tmexpectedly, so that a man's own 
death, from within, through the act of the person, is at the same time an event 
of the most radical spoliation of man, activity and passivity at once." Rabner 
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Emily Dickinson's awareness of death as destructive is evident in poems 

tlhich stress the condition of the body in death, the isolation of the grave, 

8 ,od the anxiety arising from doubt about immortality. In these lyrics focus-

iOS on the biological aspects of immortality, the abyss separating the living 

,od the dead, and the possibility that there is no life after death, the tone, 

trbich carries a psychic if not a physical shudder• again depends on the conno

cati ve value of the diction and the vividness of the imagery. as well as on 

judiciously placed qualifications. 

Because she believed that "the meaning of existence is consummated in 

9 
its end," Emily Dickinson never presents death as merely meaningless cessa-

tion. Concern with mortality as the end of a biological process is, however, 

as crucial in these poems as is anxiety about it as the beginning of a new 

life. Diction and imagery convey the utter passivity of the corpse as it lies 

P• 31. " ••• death is a threat to the intact Ego and as such must be 
handled by all humans no matter what their religious conviction ••• " Irving 
B. Alexander and Arthur M. Alderstein, "Death and Religion," in.'.!'!!!.. Meaning .2! 
Death, p. 281. "The more a man is conscious of himself as an individual rather 
iiiiila member of a group. the greater is his fear of death." Ignace Lepp, 
Death .!!!.2, ~Mysteries (New York: The Macmillan Company• 1968), p. 35. "For 
the ordinary man, the thought of death inspires a fear concomitant with his 
sensitivity and imaginative capacity." Lepp, p. 41. In the light of these 
ftrious explanations of man's fear of mortality, this poet's sense of her own 
condition as a being toward death, her feeling for her own individuality, and 
her heightened sensitivity and imagination make the ambivalence of her creative 
response to death more understandable. 

8 Howard's study of Emily Dickinson's poetic vocabulary supports the 
implications of this observation: "She talks about death more of ten in terms 
of !1_e, face,~. and~ than she does in terms of so'Ul and spirit." p. 
246. "Tb.ere seems to be little doubt that Emily Dickinson wrote more about 
death as a physical phenomenon than as a mys tic experience." p. 24 7. 

9 Carl G. Jung, "nie Soul and Death," in .I!!!. Meanina .2! Death, P• 8. 
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iilclifferent, chilled, and motionless. The poet most frequently equates death 

trith frost, cold, and freezing. Just as she functionally employs tropes of 

baoger and thirst to carry a lack of love, so she employs these figures as 

.,iiiclee for the absence of life. She speaks of the fingers growing "too cold/ 

fO ache" (519), of a brooch frozen on the body (665), and of the entombed 

freezing as easily in summer as in winter (592) • Frequently she emphasizes the 

bard rigidity of a corpse. Someti•s she refers to "adamantine fingers" (187), 

1818 ''The Forehead copied stone." (519), or compares the dead to a "Tier of 

Wall" (592). Other times the description is more directs "Too cold is this/ 

To warm with Sun-/Too stiff to bended be" (1135). The passivity of the dead 

18 carried by allusions to its "listless hair" (187), "fastened Lips" (1527) • 

and nailed dawn eyes (561) • The unresponsiveness of the dead is evident in its 

"1tiff stare" (338), its indifference to chanticleer's song (592), and its 

"metallic peace" (1230). To convey further the negative side of mortality• 

the poet calls death a murcler (426), an assassin (1624), and a thief (1296), 

presents him as a hostile (705) attacker (1136), and notes his "•tallic grin" 

(286). The frequency of allusions to the lips• of the dead being clasped by 

death's fingers (56), silenced by moss (449), or bound by awful rivets and 

hasps of steel (187) concretize; the impossibility of any comat.m.ication between 

the living and the dead. References to distance as well as to silence indicate 

how inexorably the dead are "Set separate" (529) • That death could •an utter 

IXtinction is implied in the poet's reference to being molested by doubts 

(1646) and in her calling etemity a ''House of Supposition" and "Acres of Per

haps" (696) • In these poems 11 however, diction and imagery do not carry the 

full weight of the anxiety caused by uncertainty about immortality. Often the 
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.,oet effectively presents an experience as if it were one of hopeful expecta

cJ.oll of immortality and then subtly undermines the confidence by a word or two 

fb:lch radically changesthe entire poem. After creating a positive picture of 

l:f.fe after death and encouraging the addressee to trust, the poet, for instance 

cJ.oses Poem 350 with: "Eternity is ample/And quick enough, if true." Condi

tiOllals such as this one, especially placed in the decisive final position, 

drSJllB.tically • economically, and deftly yet forcefully suggest the terrible 

doubt which sees death as possibly the annihilation of individual consciousness 

These lyrics presenting the fearful and destructive elements of human 

90rtality reveal one set of responses to death in Emily Dickinson's poetry. 

Possibly the bitter denunciation of a perturbless God who not only permits 

death (724) but approves of it (1624) most openly and fully reveals the horror 

90rtality is in some of this poet's aesthetic experiences and suggests some 

probable theological roots for its dominant and ambivalent role in her canon. 

Death in :Emily Dickinson's poetry can be classified in the same manner 

that love is, i.e., according to the basic ends the poet introduces it to 

achieve. As an incidental reference, mrtality enters the structure as the 

llinor term in an analogy. 'lbis juxtaposition of terms illustrates, defines, 

and differentiates. At the metaphorical level, macabre figures are intended 

to illuminate and define through exact, concrete imagery. The poet uses death 

also as a conditioner or dramatizer of other themes. At this second level, 

she may use death as a backdrop to qualify an abstract theme so that a fuller 

tXperience results. But this poet's haunting awareness of the grave is most 

typically and frequently realized at a third level where mortality itself is 

the essential matter of the poem. When mortality is her major subject, the 

11' 
I 
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paet's ideas about it, antithetical as they are. are most apparent. 

Emily Dickinson incorporates death most frequently at the metaphorical 

te\181 to illustrate a point by an imaginative and provocative analogy. lO 

TYPicallY the poet uses these references to explore abstractions such as doubt, 

paint despair, consciousness, fear, silence, solitude, and suspense. In a 

lighter vein, she employs allusions to death to describe the activities of co

eooos, bees, and spiders. The attitude of the speaker ranges from the witty 

od playful, or sentimental and coy, to the objective and philosophic. Ampli

fication by analogy complements the colloquial tone and subjtmctive sequence 

of these introspective monologues. Related to this reflective yet dramatic 

quality is the use of imaginative references to death to enrich the tone by 

intensifying the emotional nuances and to enrich the whole poetic experience 

by enlarging the realm of significance and paradox. Because of the absence of 

logical links• exact meaning is not usually anchored in a rational process. 

The poet introduces accurate, realistic, kinesthetic, and paradoxical details 

to indicate the relatedness of apparently dissimilar elements whose manner of 

correspondence can best be recognized intuitively. Although this poet also 

utilizes references to mortality to dissect and advance thought in process, the 

111alogies still have a psychological rather than a strictly logical base. 

Consciousness fascinated Emily Dickinson and she often employs death imagery 

10 N.B. Poems: 1, 3, 14, 165, 167, 169, 241, 310, 358, 376, 384, 399, 
4SS, 479, 510, 517, 561, 608, 629, 660, 705, 777' 786, 799, 822, 883, 893 1 899, 
945, 1031, 1046, 1138, 1193, 1209, 1216, 1296, 1310, 1422, 1522, 1695, and 
1712. The incidental references in these poems include: worm, mortal, 
,!!Dlento .!!2.!1, ashes, moulder, ~. dyigg, death, .!.!!.!.• felled, marble, !2!!?,, 
!Qrtalitz., entomb, sepulchre, grave, um, funeral, carrara, shroud, bier, and 
!!arse. 
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Co delineate and objectify its various qualities. This use is not only artis

p.callY 60und as an effective objective referent, hut as one critic notes it 

~ aiso psychologically sound: 

The many different uses which Dickinson made of death as meta
phor or symbol, not only correspond in a general way to constructs 
recognized as valid in classical psycho-analysis, but also can be 
found to correspond in more specific instances to specialized psy
chic state .11 

Use of macabre allusions is part of the effectiveness of "It was not 

»eath, for I stood up," (510), a rather long, but tightly organized experienti 

12 
.. finition. In this poetic frame. death enters twice; the first time to 

tunction negatively and the second time positively. Death's presence helps 

to create a sensibly exact and dramatic delineation of the experience. whose 

precise name is effectively withheld until the last word of the last line. 

The first two stanzas define by exclusion. The voice realizes her 

91Dtal and emotional state is not a consequence of death; she contrasts her 

ability to stand with the fixed rigidity of the dead. In the next two lines. 

the speaker establishes herself in time as well as in space. Here the appeal 

is not kinesthetic• but auditory; she knows that it is not night for, as she 

indirectly and figuratively reflects. the bells signalling noon are ringing. 

The second stanza continues the pattern of definition by negation be-

IUll in the first. Through a physically compelling appeal to the sense of 

11 Di Salvo, p. 77. 

12 
Three of the four major, published readings of this poem generally 

support this interpretation: Ward, Cavsule, p. 59; Griffith• Long Shadow• PP• 
188-192; and Anderson, Emily Dickinson s Poetry, pp. 211-215. Arp. however, 
aaintains that the experience is not of despair but that it could be of 
death. He further claims that because the voice does not know "whether it was 
or was not death," the reader cannot be certain either. p. 101. 
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Ucb the voice proves to herself that she is not held by frost's powerful 
tO ' 

Tension exists between the two forces of nature chosen in the second 

stanza-fire and frost. Her "Marble feet" assure the voice that fire is not 

responsible for her psychological and physical condition. In these two opening 

stanzas, the poet presents the speaker as strangely detached from any ordinary 

lllOde of existence, yet at the same time keenly aware of disturbing and contra

dictory sensations. 

After examining and denying four possible causes of the voice's posture, 

the third stanza loosely links them by asserting that her partially paralyzed 

condition resembles them all. That her mental, emotional, and physical state 

could simultaneously be compared to Death, Night, Frost, and F:i,re is psycholog-

ically valid and significantly paradoxical. The similarity is strangely and 

rather generally recognized through the sense of taste-the sense to which this 

poet often ascribes impressions received only through other sense mediums. In 

this stanza, mortality again individualizes the experience; the voice associ-

ates her present posture with the figures she has seen "Set orderly, for 

Burial." It is almost as if the speaker's existence were divided into two 

antithetical segments; the body giving the appearance of being lifeless, yet 

at the same time receiving intense sense impression, while the mind perceives, 

analyzes, and attempts to interpret these contradictflry facts. The poem's 

questioning and reflective progression constitutes its intellectual tone which 

compliments its appeal to each of the senses. Stood invokes a kinesthetic 

response, crawl a tactile one, ticked an auditory one, and stares a visual one. 

Throughout the poem the voice is poignantly conscious of a paralyzing, 

enervating, frightening, 11Stopless-cool" atm>$phere that is reciprocally the 
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~use and effect of the experience. The last three stanzas objectify this 

,.ational and psychic state through imagery that implicitly contrasts spatial 

iJtPrisonment and vast freedom and dramatically prepares for identification of 

tb• lyric' s topic-despair. 

"This Consciousness that is aware" (822) relates the individual's 

psychic knowledge of herself to her haunting awareness of mortality. 13 The 

,.orUngs of the mind intrigued this poet and she, consequently, devoted numer

ous poems to analyzing and interpreting the elements involved in the voice's 

realization of her own consciousness. 

The speaker mentions three things of which consciousness is sensible: 

Neighbors, the Sun, and Death. She reflects that the part of man's mind that 

is cognizant of external and physical realities, gathered under the symbols of 

these human and material contacts, will also be aware of the spiritual, myster-

ious, and future experience implied in death. The three-fold arrangement con-

trasts the tangible and known present with the non-physical and unknowable 

future condition of human existence. In the first stanza, mortality functions 

to define the complex and dominant nature of consciousness, to give stress to 

the form, and to dramatize the isolation of consciousness which "itself alone" 

~11 meet death. 

The second stanza, which is extremely compressed, is syntactically re-

lated to the first and third lines of the preceding stanza. The nouns and 

Yetbs are rich in their implications, both in their initial selection by the 

13 For further insights into this poem see: Chase, p. 127; Johnson, 
~Dickinson, pp. 250-251; Pickard, p. 94; Phillips, p. 157; and Sherwood, 
p. 171. 
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paet and in their juxtaposition within the poem. Denotatively traversing pre

.-ats this lyric's being a static reflection; and "traversing the interval" 

i91>lies a line with the present at one end and death at the other. The voice's 

•ttitude is caught in both traversing and interval--life is dynamic• it is a 

coanecting means, it is short in relation to eternity. The tone is confident 

tDd expectant. Consciousness, which is alert to present experience and recog

oises it as one of the infinite number of points making up this line, also re

lates it to the "most profound experiment Appointed unto Men." The poet's con

cept of the crucial and supreme nature of death is evident in these adverbial 

od adjectival choices. Experiment carries the idea that the outcome is unkn 

od uncertain, while Appointed suggests the notion of a divine and inexorable 

decree. These two opening stanzas are outstanding examples of the poet's emi-

aently skillful use of provocative implication and structural incorporation of 

references to death. 

The last two stansas, which are devoid of macabre analogies. objectify 

the sufficiency of the soul, i.e.• of consciousness. to reveal the individual-

ity of the voice to herself. Identity is an interior awareness. private and 

Mcret. None can be admitted to its inner adventure and the soul is, there-

fore, condemned in its most decisive moments to absolute aloneness. The cor-

relations the speaker makes between the solitary nature of consciousness and 

death light up and define her attitudes toward both. 

Emily Dickinson's sensitivity to death and her artistic skill ~ite in 

the macabre analogies she uses so characteristically. The metaphorical re

lations she establishes are not fantastic; on the contrary, they respond to 

the inner architectural needs of the particular poem. By fashioning her 
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JiOgutstic objects around correlatives of such a startling nature, this poet 

C1PicallY rejected the sentimentality of her milieu. By exploiting fresh and 

~cal analogies, she usually avoided the generalizations and moralizing 

attitudes of her era. Rather than describe from a third person point of view 

cb• subtle and complex reactions of the individual in a tensioned situation, 

IJlil.Y Dickinson chooses death imagery to illuminate and convey mental and 

,.otional gestures directly. 

Besides an incidental use of macabre references, Emily Dickinson incor

porates her sensitivity to mortality to qualify or to dramatize other themes. 14 

At this second level of creative assimilation, death enters the structure in a 

90re dominant role to perform more essential ftmctions than it did at the meta-

pborical level. When she introduces her awareness of the grave to dramatize 

or condition another subject, it contributes to a dynamic, rather than a sta-

tic, background. Death's nearness and the voice's implicit attitudes toward 

it give these poems a peculiar sense of dramatic immediacy. Death's presence 

also highlights the complexity of life and provides imaginative and philoso-

pbic Wlity in many poems at this second level. 

As a dramatizer or conditioner of other motifs, death performs a nwnber 

of fWlctions. In some of the earlier, weak.er poems, mortality supplies the 

15 11&lodramatic background for the speaker's sentimental posture. In a poem 

such as 67, death dramatizes the abstraction that deprivation heightens desire. 

14 N.B. Poems: 32, 56• 67, 141, 158, 234• 280, 295, 301• 338• ~~Jt 414, 
449, 470, 539, 583, 598. 639, 678, 690, 692, 762, 836, 906, 990, 1015, 1033, 
1046, 1049, 1082, 1149, 1188, 1194, 1212, 1227, 1261, 1624, 1625, 1654, 1698, 
and 1718. 

15 N.B. Poems: 32 and 56. 
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b iS frequently a part of these lyrics because the poet considers its 
psat 

•"ce necessary to grasp ultimate truths; in Poem 5831 death provides the 
pres-

ective against which life itself is newly valued. An abstract dialogue ,.rsP 
,i,out the relation of truth to beauty becomes more effective when the debate 

11 
in the first person 1 the scene is the grave, and the talk continues "Until 

the Moss had reached our lips-/ And covered up--our names--" (449). Personify

iDS passion (1033) or beauty (1654) against the backdrop of death tends to make 

to• of these poems resemble morality plays in cameo. Sometimes death acts as 

fll8 member of a direct and sustained comparison to illmninate an abstraction 

tucb as defeat (639), suspense (705), or pain (1049). Death can also provide 

•existential frame for the voice's challenge to God's justice. Poems 141, 

234, 301 1 338 1 and 1551 are bitter examples of mortality's supplying the back.

around for the speaker's spiritual anguish. 

Death at this level often becomes a ftmctional, unifying symbol for 

p1ychic experience. So effectively does Emily Dickinson have the voice imagine 

her own death or burial as a sustained and dramatic metaphor that some of these 

poems are mistakenly read at the literal level, whereas they are actually 

tightly organized and symbolic presentations of the speaker's psychic state 

16 u she battles against fear, disorientation, or despair. In these situa-

tions, dying and burial are the means by which the poet explores the mind and 

aoul, the intense inner drama, of the voice tmdergoing severe psychic-spiritual 

crisis. The poet exploits this method for an individualized, psychological, 

16 Anderson offers the seriousness of the poem as the distinguishing 
lark that indicates the death or burial are intended as metaphoric rather 
than literal experience. Emily Dickinson's Poetry, p. 210. 
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.,d dramatic rendering of grievous interior tension due to fear, loss, or 

Threats to the emotional, mental, or spiritual stability of the speaker, 

her survival as a person enduring unbearable strain, are fittingly con
co 

t ized in these metaphoric dramas of death and burial. ere 
Equating a tortured mental state with death and burial, Emily Dickinson 

formalizes the· appalling experience of impending psychic-spiritual disaster in 

17 "I felt a Funeral, in my Brain" (280). To an wiusual degree auditory and 

kinesthetic sensations convey the voice's desperate emotional state. n1e first 

line sets the stage for a drama enacted wholly in the voice's consciousness, a 

consciousness that is significantly and painfully aware only of signs of im

pending death and is otherwise cut off for reality. Repetition of treading-

•"1-a11ding functions to give an ·agonizing sense of pressure upon the braiit, just 

as the drum's beating--beatina does in the second stanza. The first four 

stanzas appeal to the sense of hearing to an extraordinary degree to carry the 

voice's growing feeling of approaching, solitary disaster. The rush of 

17 nlis interpretation agrees with Anderson's which reads the poem meta-
phorically and identifies its subject as "the extremity of pain, the kind pro
ducing a state of trance." Emily Dickinson's Poetry, p. 208; with Ward's, 
Capsule, pp. 54-55: with Griffith's which regards the experience as "the break
up of rational powers, with the onset and triumph of llnlacy," Long Shadow, p. 
247; with Lindberg's, pp. 209-210; and with Sherwood's, p. 107. It differs 
from Johnson's apparent reading when he states the poem's intent lies in "evok
ing the characteristic mood of New England ftmerals and their appalling effect 
upon a person both sensitive, and acutely allergic, to them." Emily Dickinson, 
P• 212; from Chase's literal one, p. 246; from DiSalvo's which considers the 
theme a "statement about a headache•" p. 134; and from Monteiro' s which equates 
the experience with "the intuitive knowledge of eternity gained through an in
timation of death." p. 660. George Monteiro, "Traditional Ideas in Dickinson's 
'I Felt a luneral in My Brain,'" Modern Language Notes, LXXV (December, 1960), 
656-663. It partially differs from Arp's which claims that the mental stress 
can be only vaguely identified. pp. 94-96. 
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ive sounds and the repetition of strong verbs suggest annihilation's 
,ppf8SS 

il!Perative advances upon the senses. These advances threaten to break through 

,.id leave the mind numb, for the beating is a maddening type which is capable 

18 
of driving out all rational responses. The continual and menacing beating 

of the second stanza rises to a pitch of rare emotional intensity. 

The next lines are marked by a lower auditory and emotional tone. l'he 

touPd of the lifted box is heavy and close to the eartl-.. Although its import 

ii carried to the speaker's tortured consciousness, creak. is also a grounded 

10und. lloots .2!.1!!2. produce a full and reso\lllding thud.
19 

The stanza ends 

vitb another imaginative auditory reference: the synesthesia of "Space-began 

to toll." Usually one thinks of space tJhirling as a person loses conscious-

DIS&, but since the sense through which this unique experience is explored is 

basically hearing. or movement related to hearing, the sensation is again 

auditory and the person suffering psychic death and burial is "but an Ear." 

finally the beating which gathered such wild momentum and the heavy creaking 

are supplanted by absolute silence Yhich symbolizes the voice's isolation and 

paralyzing fear. '1'he poet's artistic experience is manifested in these stanzas 

by the different impressions of terror she is able to produce, all of them 

18 Sense breaking through has a "twofold meaning here, of the mind giv-
iag way and of the sensations threatening to quicken again from their com
fortable state of numbness ••• "Anderson, Emily Dickinson's Poetry, p. 209. 

19 
Anderson comments that the use of !.!!!!!. and gain "implies that the 

IZperience was re-enacted over and over yet simultaneously, with the lead of 
tbe coffin grotesquely transferred to the boot-soles of the attendants. This 
•ae duality of consciousness continues as the procession leaves the church 
•d the funeral knell somide, announcing the death of the body of agony and ;t the same time killing the listening spirit." Emily Dickinson's Poetry, p. 
09. 
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c1ependent upon hearing or hearing transferred into movement. 

The last stanza abandons auditory impressions and instead utilizes the 

sensation of falling, so often experienced in the first moments of sleep, to 

c.onveY the voice's last seconds of consciousness. The verbs broke, dropped, 

od EJ.unged concretize this agonized mental state. The poem appropriately 

seems to end without an ending; it is as if, all consciousness gone, the 

voice stops speaking in the middle of a line. Dramatic immediacy and psychic 

truth make this unusual closing effective. 

When death is the essential poetic experience, certain common features 

•rk the existential situation. The sudden, mysterious, experiential, and 

solitary qualities of death are highlighted. Nature's indifference to human 

mortality is also emphasized. The metaphysical implications of time qualify 

the experience. A sense of distance contributes to the speaker's alienation 

while a sense of unlimited space characterizes her vision of eternity. Sharp 

physical details concretize the experience of dying, while the experience of 

i111110rtality remains ethereally vague. The angle of vision is always psycholog 

cal; the psychic reaction of the voice is the primary focus through which the 

reader enters the experience. Presenting consciousness at a tensioned peak, 

the poet creates situations that are intense and dramatic, theologically and 

philosophically significant, and artistically complex and compressed. 

In her response to death, the posture of the speak.er also reveals many 

common traits. Sometimes her tone is exultant and confident, other times grim 

and frightened. The voice 's view of reality, and so of death as its ultimate 

test of meaning, is a grid of opposites. Except in the earlier or sentimental 

Poems, the typical mental state of the speak.er is ambivalent. Hope and doubt, 
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c1esire and fear tension her response. Consequently, her stance is sometimes 

itoPic, often paradoxical, usually polar. Wanting immortality as a possible 

f1Jl.fil]..ment, but dreading death as a probable final destruction, the voice 

eypically idealizes death as a spiritual encounter while graphically presenting 

it as physical and psychic annihilation. 

Besides a similarity of situation and attitude in the death poetry, 

eo_.an clusters of imagery bind these lyrics of Emily Dickinson. Characterise 

ca].lY, she employs religious, royal, j ewe!, natural, mathematical 1 commercial, 

legal, building, and clothing figures to define the experience. The aspect of 

death the poet wishes to explore in a given structure seems to determine her 

choice of imagery. 

Religious tropes and biblical parallels generally emphasize the mystery, 

dignity, and status involved in death. Referring to the vestments of a dead 

flower as "silver fleece" gives to even its death a spiritual dimension (75). 

Connecting "Nicodemus' Mystery" with spring' s renewal suggests that bmaan re-

birth, though more mysterious, ie as certain as nature's (140) • Allusions to 

"Litanies of Lead," "Crucifixal Clef," and "Key of Calvary" relate the sorrow 

of human loss through death to Christ's redemptive pain (364). The connota-

tions of !!!!!!_ (215), saints (431) 1 witnessed (465), crucifixion (501) 1 grace 

(575), and Miracle20 lift death above the biological plane, reinforce its ele-

ftting effects, and relate it to the mystery of immortality. 

Royal imagery performs a similar fmction in Emily Dickinson's death 

20 
N.B. Poems: 468, 499, 721, 984, 1017. and 1624. 
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21 crowns are signs of the status death implies. References to courtieJ:B 
paeins· 
(S3); ,!#-tred, footman, ermine. putple, escutscheon, .!.!!15. (98); and retinue 

(l7l) suggest the pomp and eminence involved in dying. The connotative rich-

_.8 of earl (665) • 111<>narchy (721) • domain {943), dominion (959), and majes

,P!!. (1691) likewise indicates the position and privilege immortality promises. 

!bese tropes from the secular realm, like those from the religious, are func

uonal vehicles for the solemn, regal transformation that the voice associates 

vitb death and immortality. 

In Emily Dickinson's poetry, gem analogies carry both positive and 

aegative attitudes toward mortality. In some constructions, pearl (758) or 

dieond (665) vaguely suggest the new dignity of the dead and, consequently, -
the spiritually elevating nature of death. Most frequently, however, references 

to precious stones are vehicles for the physical change effected by death. 

this transformation is evident in the corpse's weight, coldness, and rigidity. 

Adamant carries these negative connotations in Poems 87, 519, and 948, agate 

in Poem 1135, and granite in Poems 182 and 261. Occasionally the poet uses 

costly stones to illumine some aspect of the grave. Although "Carrara Guide 

post" (795) and "Emerald Seams" (1183) are primarily descriptive, these figures 

carry negative implications. Unlike the positive function performed by jewel 

tropes in the love poetry, in the death poetry references to precious stones 

are usually introduced to suggest the fearful aspects of mortality. 

Nature in Emily Dickinson's death poetry is rather complex. Nuances 

of light on the landscape, slight shifts in the color of flowers, or the minor 

2~.B. Poems: 58, 79, 98, 144, and 608. 
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in a cricket's tone become symbols of change and, therefore, of moroball8es 

The intuitive knowledge of the transitoriness of all existence, which 

this close observation of nature prompts, is an "imperial affliction" (258) 

111
d a "presentiment" (764) that prevents man's being content with his mortal 

Colldition. The cycles of nature constantly suggest the impermanence of all 

creation and also afford some hope of renewal for man as well as for butter

flY and bird. Dawn, noon, and twilight can be sies of heaven, reminders of 

Paradise, (5 75) and a cocoon can be a "clue di vine," a hope for man's immor-

tality {1099). The poet also uses traditional metaphors from nature to 

describe death and immortality. Generally she equatas land with life or immor

tality22 and water with death and/or eternity. 23 The vastness of the sky can 

also be an image for the tmlimited space the poet associates with timeless-

ness (721) • Water in a desert serves as a figure for a heaven that is as de-

airable as it might be illusionary {121). Metaphors from nature carry both 

confident and fearful overtones in these poems • Dying is compared to a bird's 

flight {45) or a reed's bending lightly to the water (1100), the transitional 

1tate of death to a chrysalis (970), and the body in the grave to a seed in 

the earth ready for an everlasting spring {804). On the other hand, the ob-

•curing of the eyes of the dying is compared to a fog (547), the glassy stare 

of the dead to a "Skater's Brookn {519) • and the dead body to frost. Poem 409 

illustrates this dual use of images from nature. The first two lines contain 

two similes whose implications are antithetical. Dropping like Flakes 

22 N.B. Poems: 5, 48, 1558. 

23 N.B. Poems: 43, 48, 160, 726, 695, 1136, 1234, 1558, and 1633. 
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,ssociates naturalness, ease, and beauty with death. Dropping like Stars 

associates cosmic disorder, grotesqueness, and violence with death. 

In Emily Dickinson's death poems, mathematical, commercial, and legal 

allusions usually deal with the nature of death. These images most frequently 

present the fearful side of mortality. Calling his hat and jacket, floating 

in the pond where he drowned, the sum of a boy's history economically and pow

erfully captures the tragedy of his early death (923). Using thrifty (724) 

&Pd banker (49) in reference to God's part in human mortality helps to reveal 

the speaker's cynical attitude toward both death and the deity who dispassion

ately takes g.1ay life. In Poem 1270, the poet exploits the monetary implica-

tions of exchequer, negotiation, and .21!.2. to reject an immortal state whose 

terms are unacceptable to the speaker. In Poem 1724, Emily Dickinson employs 

the cold and impersonal connotations of account, settled, eamed, paid, and 

bill to illumine death's power to take away meaning and joy. Just as the -
financial allusions create an apparently detached posture at the same time that 

they utilize unpleasant connotations, so legal references like annuls (922) 

111.d warrant present death as a threatening experience. Warrant, for instance, 

not only suggests death's power to force the soul, against its will, to a state 

it fears hut also hints that a judgment will ensue. Occasionally the poet 

uses these sets of images to define the value of the dead to the living or to 

illumine positive aspects of death. Ratio (88) and Circumference (943) help 

to indicate the worth of the dead to the voice. Circumference often suggests 

the splendor etemity casts upon man's temporal existence. In Poem 1194, com--
~t!!! suggests that the sentence of death is lifted and that paradoxically the 

1PQaker lives spiritually although she has died physically. 
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Emily Dickinson uses imagery involving clothing most frequently to 

..,cribe the changes death effects in the person and imagery involving build-

to describe the grave. References to clothing are vehicles for two radi
iJIS9 

c:aJ.lY different transformations the poet associates with mortality: the corpse 

,.id the glorified body. When the dead person is described as wearing a "vest 

of 90ow," the trope effectively suggests two facts: rigor mortis encloses the 

body and snow covers the grave (58) • In a similar way, the buried are referred 

to as wearing "the Sod Gown" (665). Terming the hair of the dead "Unnumbered 

Satin" reveals the speaker's love for the deceased as well as her sense of her 

loss of personhood in death (758) • A less intrinsic relation between the body 

111d the soul is implied in the voice's calling the body an "Overcoat of Clay" 

(976) or "corporeal clothes" (1399). These clothing figures often indicate the 

speaker's concopt of the importance of either the spirit or the flesh to the 

wholeness of the person. Equating death with a glorious transformation, the 

voice speaks of immortality as 0 Everlasting Robes" (171) • ncreatures clad in 

Miracle" (984) • and "Costumeless Consciousness" (1454). Sometimes the poet 

equates the body with a house in which the soul dwells temporarily (948). Fre-

quently she presents the grave--or coffin--as a room (449), an apartment (1701) 

a house (470), a home (335), a cottage (1743), chambers (216), or an inn (115). 

Although Emily Dickinson's death poems contain diametrically different 

situations, attitudes, and emotions, fundamentally she treats mortality from 

one of three points of view, all imaginatively wide yet limited to a homo-

centered, existential, and psychic approach. She regards death as an objective 

bystander who cai.1 observe clinical details of inner significance, or she sees 

death as an essentially destructive encounter, or she reflects upon the riddle 
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h as the most mysterious, powerful, and decisive event of man's existof deat 

--· When death is the essential experience of Emily Dickinson's poetry, the 

lyrics fall into a number of larger groupings. These groupings are dependent 

apoP the aspect of mortality projected, the attitudes of the poet toward it, 

cb• attitudes of the voice toward it, the resulting tensions, and the con

crollin8 tone of the poem. Because of the complexity of this experience and 

cb• polarity of the poet's conception of it, some of these divisions exhibit a 

bilically negative quality, others a positive one. A movement appears in the 

lbift from the sceptical to the affirmative,24 from fear to anticipation, from 

th• phenomena of death to its meaning, from the biological to the transcendent, 

fraa the concrete to the abstract; the line of movement, however, is never a 

completely straight one; it always reflects the ambivalence at the center of 

the poet's being. 25 Six major divisions in Emily Dickinson's death poetry are 

indent in the poems that explore: 1) awareness of death as a threatening or 

destructive force; 2) death as a cause of anxiety about immortality; 3) some-

one else's death or burial; 4) graves and existence in them; 5) death's nature; 

md 6) anticipation or realization of death as joyous fulfillment or trans-

forming grace. 

24Ford, however, believes that the later death poetry is ''more pessi
ld.stic" in its emphasis on the inscrutability of death. p. 70. 

25other critics have grouped Emily Dickinson's death poetry. Their 
diVisions are fewer and less exclusive than these six categories and those of 
<hapter v. N.B. Johnson, Emily Dickinson, p. 203; Ford, P• 73. In their 
lllalyses of her death poems, Griffith notes three large divisions; Whicher, 
Chase, and McNaughton, four. 



- 274 -

In the first group of poems, Emily Dickinson presents death as. an 

26 
essentially threatening and destructive force. Its might, nearness, sudden-

ness, and finality make it a frightening and devastating reality that over

shadows all of life. Because of its imminence and irrevocability, death haunts 

the voice in these lyrics. She sees death's presence all around her, senses its 

ultimate control over her as a finite being, and fears its power to destroy her 

as an individual. Her concept of herself as a person is existentially con-

nected with her consciousness of mortality: "This Me--that walks and works-

must die/ Some fair or stormy Day" (1588). She, therefore, refers to death and 

man's awareness of his being born to die as an "Omen in the Bone" (532) and 

an "over Horror ••• The soul stares after" (281). The poems that project 

this sense of death as destruction have three types of experience as their 

core: 1) a sensitive response to changes in nature that operate as symbols 

for the transitoriness of all creation and so make the speaker more painfully 

aware of human mortality27 ; 2) a more generalized intuition of death's presence 

and power
28; and 3) the realization of death as a triumphant thief who robs 

life of meaning or a conquering foe who produces sudden and irrevocable 

annihilation.29 

26 ' N.B. Poems: 18, 28, 35, 50, 75. 130, 182, 258, 28~, 314, 390, 391, 
520, 586, 749, 762, 764, 784, 812, 882, 935, 1033, 1063, 1068, 1080, 1102, 
1115, 1127, 1136, 1202, 1205, 1260, 1328, 1342, 1422, 1549, 1624, 1682, 1716, 
and 1749. 

27 I N.B. Poems: 18, 28, 35, 75, 130, 258, 391, 520, 764, 812, 1063, 1068, 
~ 1080, 1115, 1127, 1202, 1422, 1624, and 1682. 

j 2~.B. Poems: 50, 182, 286, 314, and 784. 

29 

L 
N.B. Poems: 390, 586, 749, 762, 882, 935, 1033, 1102, 1136, 1205, 

1260, 1328, 1342, 1549, 1716, and 1749. 

----------J 
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certain types of experience most often carry the voice's awareness of 

,.id fundamentally negative concept of death. Sometimes the beauty of a spring 

S
UJlllll8r day but more often the brilliance of Indian summer provide evidence 

or 
for the speaker's belief that the seasonal cycles are manifestations of mor-

calitY• JO Although her response to nature was as ambivalent as her response to 

31 
aillY other significant reality, this poet so keenly felt the presence of death 

in nature that to her its dominant side was hostility, impermanence, and ruina

ciOll• Regarding nature as the only free agent in the miverse and as the most 

powerful agent of God's will to bring about human death, the disintegrative 

processes of nature assume an impressive and fmctional role in her work. 

poems, consequently, which apparently have nature as their subject often merely 

use it as a vehicle for a subtle but poignant awareness of death; or as one 

critic observes, "the natural images exist only that they may contribute to 

32 the definition of a moral experience." In many of these poems, however, 

nature does not provide a springboard for the voice's intuition of her condi-

33 tion as a creature surromded by and moving toward death. Instead, she ex-

periences a wholly interior, extra-rational, peculiarly painful sense of death 

30 
See Chase, pp. 170-175; Anderson, American Literary Masters, I, 975-

976; McCarthy, 2 7; aud Ernest Sandeen, ''Delight Deterred By Retrospect: Emily 
Dickinson's Late-Sumner Poems," NEg, XL (December, 196 7) , 483-500. 

31The rebirth of nature, for instance, also provides evidence for a be
lief in immortality. N.B. Poems: 65, 66, 74, 140, 392, 575, 797, 844, and 
1099. 

32 
Roy Harvey Pearce, "Emily Dickinson," The Continuity of American 

!..oet!l_ (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton Univers'ItY Press, 1961}. p. 179. 

33 N.B. Poems such as 679, 726, and 946, however, center aromd the 
'foice's intuition of life's continuing in a transcendent state. 
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,f.ld.l&r to Heidegger's or Sartre's or Unanumo's awareness of human mortality. 

lll these poems, man's place in the uni verse, rather than any observable changes 

:lD it, points to death's power and presence. Because Emily Dickinson saw human 

life as so precarious and the individual as so threatened by mortality, in many 

of these lyrics she personifies death as a destructive aggressor. The ruthless 

:1.Ddifference of death to human values appalls and terrifies and, therefore, 

:l.Dtensifies the extremely negative picture of death this poet presents. 

In all poems in this category t Emily Dickinson presents death as a 

fearful and destructive encounter. The threat can be psychic or physical. The 

experiences that reveal this totally negative aspect of death range from a 

lovely swmnor's end which reminds the speaker that "Conclusion is the Course 

of All" (1682) to the ugliness of a bird "Gored through and through with 

Death" (1102). Some of the Indian summer situations enlarge human loneliness 

(1068), others are more directly prophetic and arouse doubts (1115)t all re-

aind the voice of her own death (1422). In some of these poems, the speak.er 

sees twilight as a kind of murder of day (1127) or the wind's going down as a 

type of dying (75). Sometimes the voice envisions the frost as a killer-lover 

(391) or the sea as an evil yet attractive destroyer (520). The beauty of a 

spring day can make the speaker apprehensive lest there not be another year 

(1080),or the passing of a light that exists only in spring can remind her of 

the transitoriness of all creation (812). Often the speaker's awareness of 

death is related to a delicate play of light in such a way that the light func

tions as both cause of and symbol for the intuition of immortality. The con-

sciousness of the voice• which makes her aware of death• also makes her dying 
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Painful than a rose's (35) and more frequent than a tree's (314). 34 In .,re 

"""' 
constructions, the sense of death is so obsessive that the personified 

,r.ve actually ha\DltS the speaker so that, even after she has escaped its 

aisht111are pursuit, a "Spade/ Remainded in Memory" (784). Sometimes, she dreads 

c1eath as a foe in battle (1549). Often it is not an awareness of death, but 

41eath itself, that terrifies the speak.er who experiences it as frost (1136) or 

.,.radn (1716) against whom she struggles uselessly. Other times she watches 

hbl in the guise of a sinister and devouring sea destroying life (1749). Some

times she personifies triumphant death and defeated passion in their imequal 

itruggle (1033). The absolute destruction and irrevocability of death concerns 

the speaker in poems such as 390, 586, 749, and 1342. The power of death to 

cake away those without whom life is demeaned or meaningless is highlighted in 

Poems 935, 882, and 1328. In a few lyrics, God, not death, is the marauder 

(1205), who takes eMay those whom the voice loves (1260). Whatever particular-

bes the experience of death in these poems, there is an obvious pattern of 

potential destruction or realized annihilation that links them all. 

The voice's posture in these poems also has common traits. In the ex-

periences of intuitions of mortality, the speaker's attitude is typically 

reverential and resigned. Her objective observation and reflective response in 

the better poems of this type do not prevent her from being disturbed by what 

Uture 's changes imply about man's lot. In almost all of the poems in this 

category, the speaker reveals a sense of loss that is personal as well as cos-

Ilic. She, therefore, sometimes questions the departed: "Are ye then with 

34 'ftle sentimentality of the first poem and the irony of the second make 
these, however, significantly different aesthetic experiences. 
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god?" (28), or God, "Why give if Thou must take away/ The Loved?" (882). 

so.etimes her response to death is wistful (35), cheerful (75), serene (1549), 

st\Jlllled (1342), terrified (286), angry (1136), outraged (1102), or bitter 

(1716). 

Many of Emily Dickinson's characteristic poetic patterns are evident in 

these poems, while others are significantly absent. Although the mnnber of 

paems in the first person is still greater than those in third person by about 

1 
3:2 ratio, the many in third person suggest that the poet consciously uses 

this approach to achieve an essentially objective description of either na-

35 d • 36 ture or eatn. This distance helps to control the speaker's fear or revul-

sion. Witi:1 detachment, the voice can build into the description itself her 

horror of death. The weakness of earlier poems such as 18, 28, and 35, in 

which the personal reactiou to death is added on after the description of the 

occurrence in nature, suggests one reason for tha poet's utilizing a third 

person approach. An aesthetically integrated experience using a first person 

point of view is, of course, achieved in poems of such obvious value as 258, 

520, and 812. Because of its dramatic possibilities, present tense marks most 

37 of these pocma. Rapid declarative constructions, run on lines, and liquid 

sounds reinforce the intuitive base of many of these experiences and contribute 

to the mixture of anxiety and serenity in the voice's stance. This sense of 

35N.B. Poer.is: 75, 391, 764, 1063, 1068, 1127, 1422, 1624, and 1682. 

3611.B. Poems: 762, 882, 1033, 1328, 1716, 1749. 

37All poems but 520, 586, 784, 1033, and 1749 are essentially in 
present time. 

I 
;i 
I' ',I 
1' 
Ii• 
11 
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profound fear carefully controlled by form seems an essential factor in the 

.,.teer poems in this category. ni.e lack of exclamations in all but the 

38 earliest poems also contributes to their feeling of restraint. It is as if 

th• poet realizes the horror of death is too terrible to be encountered with

out discipline. Because of the intuitive and emotional quality of these ex

periences, adversatives and other signs of rational progression of thought are 

relatively rare. 39 The poet uses the conditional.!! to suggest the polar 

40 elements contained in the speaker's immediate response. Because of the 

41 iolitary nature of the voice's encounter with death, there are few vocatives , 

42 43 imperatives , or rhetorical questions. Personification, on the other hand, 

is an effective and vital element of many of these lyrics. 44 Comparisons are 

the skeletal base of many of these experiences; death is presented in reli-

45 46 gious , erotic , and scientific (1063) terms. ni.e poet's sensitivity to 

38 ni.e few exclamatory forms are in Poems 18, 35, 130, and 138. 

39 
~is the single exception; it operates in a number of poems: 18, 

57, 258, 391, 520, 586, 812, 1115, 1202, 1205, 1342, 1422, and 1549. The 
other scattered adversatives are: yet 1136 and except 935 and 1205. 

40N.B. Poems: 182, 762, 935, 1080, 1202, 1260, 1549, and 1716. 

41ti.s. Poems: 18, 35, 130, 882, and 1260. 

42N.B. Poems: 182, 1033, 1063, 1136, and 1716. 

43N.B. Poems: 28, 882, and 1080. 

1033, 

44 N.B. Poems: 28, 35, 50, 258, 286, 314, 391, 520, 764, 784, 812, 
1068, 1115, 1127, 1136, 1202, 1205, 1624, and 1749. 

45N.B. Poems: 18, 28, 130, 1068, and 1115. 

46N.B. Poems: 391 and 520. 
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.... d helps to create a dominant mood of serene awe or anxious hostility. In 
1ouo• 

paell!S emphasizing a calmer observation of and/ or resignation to death, .2. and .!. 

'°"els and liquid consonants predominate.47 In those presenting terror or 

48 
,oSietY in the face of death, explosives and harsh .!. sounds predominate. 

49 50 
aepetition and anaphora intensify the voice's attitude toward death. Be-

p.nning three stanzas of Poem 520 with and, for instance, heightens the mood 

of the poem by seeming to pile one impression upon another in mounting tension. 

Tb• use of past within three lines of the same poem achieves a similar effect 

of rising fear. 'lbe slow pacing of poems which contain retarding lines sup-

ports the impression of the voice's gradually gaining insight into the horror 

of death. The isolation of key words in a line such as "Death--unto itself-

exception--" (749) formally contributes to its impact by visually reinforcing 

the line's meaning. Beginning four out of eight lines of Poem 1033 with 

1trong action verbs adds to the sense of couflict in the debate of death and 

51 
passion. 

Emily Dickinson dips into her usual clusters of imagery to present 

death as a threatening and destructive force. The incidence of use is, 

47N.B. Poems: 18, 35, 258, 764, 812, and 1068. 

48N.B. Poems: 268, 749, 762, 1127, 1202, 1328, 1342, 1422, and 1624. 

49N.B. Poems: 28 !.2.; 520 past; 1080 ~; and 1646 why. 

so N.B. Poems: 18 .E!!!, • .!!.• ~; 35 onlz; 50 !.2!.; 75 !!!!.; 130 2l!,, why; 
2f86 that; 391 and; 812 !,t; 1102 ~; 1136 !!!,.; 1202 .2.{; and 1422 beginning and 
_orever. 

51Trochee line beginnings are noticeable in Poems: 258, 390, 391, 
749, 1033, 1068, and 1716. 
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battever, quite different in this category. Because so many of the poems em

ploY seasonal change as a symbolic paradigm• there are less incidental refer

eoces to nature than usual. When the poet equates death with an insect (1716), 

.--"e (1136), a cat (762), f:r;ost (1624), or the sea (1749), she exploits 
·~ - - -

52 
cbeir sinister implications. Because of the frightening nature of the en-

counter, religious imagery is also rather infrequent in this category. The 

ieligious allusions are most operative in the poems describing changes in 

53 aature. They tend to surround the speaker's intuition of death with an awe 

that is quasi-spiritual and to imbue death--whether of a flower or a season-

with a cosmic dimension. The religious figures, therefore, mitigate the horror 

of death. Since royal imagery usually suggests status in this poet's work, it 

54 is also noticeably absent in these poems. Gem figures are correspondingly 

rare. When the poet does use them, she exploits their fearful connotations. 

55 
Coldness, hardness, and rigidity are suggested by.!!!:!, (391) and granite. 

Within the context of Poem 520, even pearl and silver carry frightening notes. 

Household references tend to lessen the fearfulness of the experience: weave, 

122!!!. (18); couch (75); and pillow (784). Clothing figures perform both posi-

tive and negative functions. In the poems using nature as a symbol, cravat 

(182), millinery and shawl (1682) lighten the tone; while in the poems dealing 

52 Snake and water imagery is also evident in the poems presenting love 
as a des true ti ve experience. 

53N.B. Poems: 18, 28, 75, 130, 258, 286~ 778 1 812, 1068, 1102 1 1115, 
1260, 1422, and 1682. 

54 The exceptions are: µaperial (258) • .!!.!! (258), and dynasties (749). 

55 U.B. Poems: 182 and 286. 
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lllOre directly with death, clothing figures add to its oppressiveness: ''The 

cl~s that clung, like lifeless Gloves" (1102) and "Dress each House in Crape 

and Icicle" (390). Commercial and legal allusions generally expose some 

sinister aspect of death. A lease of years (75) and a cogtract that death can 

dissolve over night (586) reveal how little control man has over his temporal 

esistence. Confiscated gods (1260) and a defaulting face (1328) likewise sug

gest death's power to take a:Hay those cherished by the living. Commuted and.!!. 

fund, however, imply that death's power is not final. Violent imagery is• of ----
course, prevalent and functional in poems presenting death as a fearful or 

annihilating experience: sears, scalps (314); assassin, cauterize, mashes 

(762); gored (1102); massacre, sabres (1127); sbot (1202); maraudi!i!g (1205); 

war, battle, .£.2!. (1549); bebetds, assassin (1624); and men!cing (1716). -
One of the most successful of all of Emily Dickinson's poems is also 

one of the best examples of this category: "There's a certain Slant of light" 

(258). 56 It powarfully concretizes the profound macabre impression nature 

56 Many critics agree that the poem's core is an intuition of death due 
to an intense awareness of nature. N. B. Chase, p. 173; Thackeray, p. 79; Lind
berg, p. 195; and Laurence Perrine, "Dickinson's 'There's a Certain Slant of 
Light,'" Exelicator, XI (May. 1953), ISO. Some other critics relate the ex
perience to death but disagree that an awareness of mortality is the theme. 
Di Salvo claims that "this is a poem about time, and about time alone. " p • 170 • 
Ivor Winters says that "the inexplicable fact of change" is the poem's core • 
.!!!. Defense£..! Reason (Denver: University of Denver Press, 1947), p. 293. 
Anderson. in American Litet"au Masters, I, 980, asserts that despair is the 
theme and Gregor concurs. pp. 28-29. Sherwood sees alienation from God as the 
Poem's motif. p. 97. Although Griffith maintains that the voice is reminded 
of ''her own ultimate extinction," he claims that the poem speaks primarily of 
being maimed by a malignant God. Ifng Shadow. P• 27. Without specifying a 
theme, Johnson sees in the poem a 'dread of winter" and an attempt 'l:o catch 
the fleeting moment of anxiety which, having passed, leaves the beholder 
changed." Emily Dickinson. p. 189. 
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118
de upon this poet. In this poem, she employs a nuance of nature as the ade

quate symbol within which to explore the implied theme of mortality. "Combin-

57 
inS her greatest power with her finest execution," Emily Dickinson creates 

811 exPerience in which the voice responds with peculiar foreboding to the 

slightest variation of light and shadow which she intuitively feels is an in

ti1!18tion of mortality. Although the voice tries to analyze it, this profoundly 

interior:Lzed impression transcends explicitly rational explanation. The in

.-rsions, retarding pauses, and isolated words functionally parallel the 

speaker's psychic difficulties as she attempts to define this experience in 

terms of the pain and insight and awe it entails. 

The setting is in harmony with and symbolic of the speaker's emotional 

and mental state. The opening lines immediately present a winter afternoon 

when the somber light of the descending sun casts a lonely, brilliant, but 

oppressive light across the gray snow. There are no exclamations; the struc-

ture is completely declarative. The form is as restrained, solemn, and majes-

tic as the psychic experience. The voice's statements imply that she visualizes 

nature as a mystical sign of the deeper mysteries and meanings of life and 

that she sensitively responds to nature's mood. 

'111e fact that there is "a certain Slant of light" is important. 

According to its directness or angle, light has different values. Not all 

slants would have the same effect; it required just this particular slant to 

produce this heaviness of spirit which the voice associates with listening to 

"Cathedral Tunes." This analogy, which relates an auditory and a visual 

57 
Winters, P• 283. 
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...,66ion, suggests that the emotional power of the light is similar to the 
illlP .. -

&epressi ve and hauntingly beautiful effect of music played in a minor key. 

The second stanza defines the type of suffering this intuition brings 

to the sensitive beholder. The pain is wholly interior and spiritual. '.rhe in-

18rse word order puts added emphasis on Heavenly Hurt, stressing that the es

sence of the experience is the inner wowding of the spirit. The nature of 

the suffering excludes the possibility of any visible signs; yet noting that 

the voice "can find no scar" gives the lyric richer tension by setting up oppo

dtion between the psychic and the physical. The pain is also termed Heavenly 

because it is the awe felt in a rare moment of intuitive realization. Because 

the voice is more aware of L'1Iler and vital mysteries, she is changed in mind 

and soul "Where the Meanings, are." The punctuatiou of this last line retards 

it so that it parallels the speaker's slowly gaining further insights into the 

initial experience. 

l'he third stanza claims that no one can teach what this transforming 

suffering does. This type of truth cannot be perceived abstractly but must be 

individually and experientially realized. The first line of this stanza may 

have a second meaning, i.e., that no one can alter or refuse this experience. 

Both readings are simultaneously possible. The smne auful sense of personal 

and c:oBl!lic loneliness and loos that characterizes the first stanza is present 

in the second line of the third. Besides introducing the royal imagery, .§!!!. 

carries many implications. It suggests the final, irrevocable, sublime, and 

crucial nature of this wintery experience of human mortality. Because the 

quality of this intuition is so far beyond the ordinary mode of knowledge, it 

is defined as "An imperial affliction Sent us of the Air." The voice chooses 
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il'Perial because of its connotative richness. The person who is capable of 

responding as the speaker has the privilege and the pain of an awareness beyond 

cJie ordinary. She is lifted but the elevation demands its own price. She 

,J.So notes that the intuition is "Sent us of the Air" because its efficient 

cause is above and because it depends upon the atmosphere for its material 

cause. 

The last stanza is divided temporally and tonally into two complementa 

,.ctions. The opening adverbial tells that at the precise moment when this 

intimation of death, for which the light is the objective correlative, comes, 

1wrything is bushed and expectant; therefore, "the landscape listens" and 

"Shadows-hold their breath." After this dramatic climax has been experienced 

111d the illuminating moment of heightened awareness is over, the voice feels 

detached from the everyday things of life. She has been lifted out of the 

uterial world, but by means of it, to a different plane of being. Now that 

the exalted moment is passed, it seems as far removed and unattainable as the 

"Distance/ On the look of Death." The poet's choice of Death as the final 

1Dd climactic word of this poem reinforces it as the implied theme and aptly 

closes the structure as it began with a visual image of vast significance. 

Thackeray comments: 

The feeling of softened, lengthened distance as seen at dusk, the 
poignancy in the departure of something precious• the resigned 
awareness of death--not felt with the acute sensations of before 
but contemplated dispassionately--all are included in this solemn 
final image.58 

The voice's gestures are conveyed in the poem's cadence with its 

58 Emily Dickinson's Approach !2, Poetry, p. 79. 
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balenced hesitations and breaks and its contrasting rapidity, in the hushed 

con• due to the.! sounds, in the declarative sequence, in the stress suggested 

bY the !.' and in the quiet and reflective setting. Th.e voice's serenity and 

caDfidence are never weakened by the intensity of the pain; her experience of 

these semi-mystical insights gives her an intellectual and emotional breadth 

chat prohibits any narrowly personal feelings in the face of cosmic mortality. 

The second category of poems that explore negative aspects of death 

comPrises those Emily Dickinson structures around doubts about personal immor-

59 60 
tality. In these poems she questions the possibility or the desirability 

of human existence after death. Although her "doubting heart" (5) was directly 

related to her religious position, the poet's concern about the survival of 

consciousness is not so much theological as it is personal. In an early letter, 

1he reveals the reason for her interest in immortality as well as for her 

frequent election of earth over heaven. 

If roses had not faded, and frosts had never come, and one had 
not fallen here and there whom I could nqt waken, there were no need 
of other Heaven than the one here below.61 

A much later letter shows a similar mind set. 

Forgive me if I come too much-the time to live is frugal-

59 N.B. Poems: 10, 29, 48,63, 121, 127, 350, 370, 432, 489, 501, 769, 
1017, 1228, 1274, 1323, 1411, 1417, 1497, 1499, 1503, 1557, and 1646. Al
though their number seems less significant, there are, of course, poems which 
Proclaim a belief in immortality: 726, 827, 1145, 1454, 1492, and 1525. This 
•tudy excludes some poems from this category because their little girl posture, 
coyness, and generally light handling seem to deny the serious doubt or pain 
of those included. N.B. Poems: 79, 101, and 215. 

60N.B. Poems: 351, 374, 418, 696, 1012, 1162, 1270, 1408, and 1741. 

61i.etters (Johnson, ed.), II, 329. 
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and good as is a better earth, it will not quite be this. 62 

In these poems, the speaker's desire to believe is as evident as her 

agoo.Y in not being able to confess a sustaining confidence in transcendence. 

Tb• pull between faith and skepticism in these experiences gives them a high 

c1egree of tension and complexity. They also exhibit-in varying degreea--the 

dramatic intensity and psychological slant that mark the poet's better lyrics. 

Tb• nature of the experience presented, however, seems to have led Emily Dick

tnson to exclude from these poems most of her usual tropes and to rely instead 

upon an unusually heavy Latinate diction and subjmctive sequence. These 

itYlistic features contribute to the questioning, painful posture of the voice 

111d to the skeptical, troubled tone of the poems. 

The situations in these poems have a definite pattem. The speaker's 

aeed to believe is as evident as her honesty in doubting. She tries to affirm 

but she continues to question. She asks: "Do People moulder equally,/ They 

bury, in the Grave?" (432) and "Where go we/ Go we anywhere/ Creation after 

this?" (1417). Her attempts to assert a faith in heaven or its value involve 

rational scrutiny and emotional distress. She admits that the wheel of her 

life is in the ~ (10) or that, like Noah, she is afloat upon a troubled sea 

Marching for ~ that she may never find (48) • She continues to long for 

the security of heaven (127) • She is willing to pluck "at a twig of evidence" 

(501) 1 as she tries to find reasons for belief (1228). She thinks of the joys 

of heaven and then mdermines her confidence with a telling qualification such 

II the last words of Poems 121 and 350, ". • • if true." The voice's brave 

62Ibid., II 579 ' . -
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,.ciaration of faith is similarly vitiated by her appending "If Jesus was sin

t11re" (432). Sometimes the speaker wonders if heaven may he only a projection 

of human desires (370). At other times, the very fact that heaven promises 

to ~uch arouses the voice's suspicions (769). She recognizes the difficulties 

faith experiences as it tries to assuage doubts about immortality (501) and 

-ts that "Too much of Proof affronts Belief" (1228). Yet because her "Be

].iefs are Bandaged" (1328), she suffers, she moves back and forth between hope 

,..d despair, she cannot answer whether those she loves live "in any other 

vorld" (1557), and she realizes that she clings "to nowhere" (1503). Finally 

ibe concludes-almost cynically-that "Of Paradise' existence/ All we know/ Is 

the uncertain certainty" (1411) and that "The bravest die/ As ignorant of 

their resumption/ As you and I" (1497). Even when she prefers life on earth 

to life in heaven, she does so because of her fears that paradise may either 

saot be or be less than what she anticipates. Existence in time is certain-if 

limited--while existence in etemity is mcertain. The joys of life are tan-

gible, while those of heaven are nebulous. Sometimes the voice imagines her-

self in heaven only to find it inferior to her "Old Home" (351). Other times 

she defends her choice of now and her skepticism of a future life (1012). 

linally she argues that earth is superior to heaven, because even if it does 

exist, it is only "An Ablative estate" (1741). The speaker clearly voices 

these fears about etemity in a number of poems: "'Twas best imperfect-as it 

was--/ I'm finite--! cant see" (1557); ''Which is best? Heaven-/ Or only 

Heaven to come/ Hith that old Codicil of Doubt?" (1012); "The Fact that Earth 

is Heaven-/ Whether Heaven is Heaven or not" (1408) ; and "The House of Suppos1: 

tion-/ '£he Glimmering Frontier that/ Skirts the Acres of Perhaps/ To Me-
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tbO'ls insecure" (696). It is the uncertainty about immortality that "nibbles 

at the soul" (501), molests the speaker (1646), and threatens to annihilate 

ber afresh each time she confronts death (1323). She refers to man's uncer

ts1J1tY about eternity as a problem flung back to the living by the dead (10), 

• "troubled question" (48), a "riddle, at the last" (501), a subject that ,!!.

fists plumbing (1417), and "Old Nicodemus' Phantom" (1274). 
=---

The voice's stance reflects her essential ambivalence toward immor-

tality. Her posture is questioning, doubtful, and insecure. She can be wist-

fU1 (127) or ironic (1499). Pulled between faith and doubt (501), she is sus

picious and skeptical (1274). She tries to be detached and rational as she 

examines the evidence for belief (29). She can also be argumentative (696). 

She finds her doubts have power to "scare us like a spectre" {1497). She some-

times objectively accepts the impossibility of attaining certainty (1411) but 

at other times is deeply disturbed (1323), bitter (1499), or despairing (1503). 

Within the voice there is always tension between her felt need for the convic-

tion faith might bring and her intellectual honesty which recognizes that "Be

lieving what we don't believe/ Does not exhilarate" (1741). 

To create these experiences of tortured doubt about immortality that 

death occasions, Emily Dickinson employs many of her typical linguistic tech-

niques and avoids others. She uses a first person point of view to convey the 

63 personal and experiential nature of either faith or doubt. To carry the 

ianediacy of the speaker's dilemma., she uses present time.64 Because of the 

63 All but four poems are in first person: 501, 769, 1017, and 1662. 

64 All but three poems are in time present: 351, 374, and 1662. 
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1.11trospective quality of the experience, rhetorical questions are prominent. 

65 n..,e poems open with queries as provocative as: 11The Done that has no Mar-

r<P·' What Ultimate for that?" (1274). Rhetorical questions function within 

66 67 eis lyrics and close two. As she confronts--or is confronted by--the 

MJ,rac;!~ of "To die--without the Dying/ And live-without the Life" (1017), -
paradox efficiently conveys the voice's dilemma in a number of poems. 

68 
While 

£JailY Dickinson uses exclamations in the earlier poems69 
to suggest the speaker! 

disturbed emotional state, she avoids them in all but one of the later lyrics 

(1274). Because of the solitary quality of the experience, vocatives and im-

70 peratives are conspicuously few. Even in Poem 351, the voice, standing 

apart from herself, addresses her "Take courage, Friend," to her doubting psy-

che. Personification contributes an imaginative appeal to these essentially 

cerebral-emotional experiences. Faith slips, la98h9, rallies, and blushas 

(501); the mind tills the abyss of belief (1323); and facts 122!. around (1497). 

Contrast and comparison operate at many levels in these poems. Sometimes the 

contrast is an effective verbal one: all posited against nothing (1503) and 

busy juxtaposed against ~ (10). Frequently the voice thinks in sets of 

opposites: life versus death (1017), heaven versus earth71, and her concept -
65N.B. Poems: 432, 1012, 1270, 1274, and 1646. 

66N.B. Poems: 63, 489, 1012, 1228, 1270, and 1274. 

67N.B. Poems: 487 and 1417. 

61\t.B. Poems: 432, 769, 1017, 1408, 1411, 1503, and 1741. 

69N.B. Poems: 10, 29, 48, 63, 127, and 351. 

70
Poems 48, 350, and 351 employ both vocatives and imperatives. 

71N.B. Poems: 351, 374, 418 1 696, 1012, 1162, 1228, 1408, and 1741. 
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of paradise versus traditional ones (1270). Sometimes she contrasts ordinary 

reason with the mind set she thinks needed for belief (769) or her certainty 

before with her lack of it now (1557). The polarity of faith and doubt within 

72 
the speaker often creates tension. In one extremely bitter poem, the voice 

:f.11PlicitlY contrasts the weakness of those who too easily accept immortality 

,nth her own ironically crumbling state as she is strong enough to refuse what 

could be such a comforting belief (1499). The poet uses comparisons here to 

define the speaker's condition in time as a primer (418) or certain wealth 

(696) and heaven as a mansion (127), a .!!!!. (370), or a l.2!!!. (374). At a more 

original level, she equates the dead with a marrowless bone (1274), doubt with 

1 tooth nibbling at the soul (501), and difficulties in accepting immortality 

73 with a mole's problems in accepting the sky (1228). Subjunctives , condi-

74 75 76 77 tionals , adversatives , shifts in thought , retarding of lines , 

72N.B. Poems: 350, 370, 501, and 1662. 

73N.B. Poems: 29, 63, 350, 351, 432, 1408, and 1741 for if clauses. 
Besides using subjunctive for these conditional states, the poet ';lso uses it 
for contrary to fact and potential conditions. N.B. Poems: 48, 351, 370, 374, 
418, and 1012. 

74N.B. Poems: 121, 696, and 1228 for!!. and 1408 for whether. 

75 N.B. Poems: 350, 351, 489, 501, 769, 1162, 1228, 1270, 1274, and 
1411 for~; 10, 48, and 418 for yet; and 374 for almost. 

76N.B. Poems: 350, 370, 501, and 1162 as examples of rational sequenc 
that shift so radically that the poem ends with a position exactly opposite to 
the one that opens it. 

77 N.B. Poems: 370, 374, 418, 489, and 1017. 
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t ions78 and Latinates79 support the cerebral aspects of the speaker's ,J:Jstrac ' 

c1oubt• The rational, quasi-syllogistic progression of many of these poems 

ttelPS to discipline the voice's disturbed emotional state. !!?, in Poem 350 and 

becaU!!. in 1162 contribute to the voice's detachment as she analyzes her diffi---cul.ties in accepting "the hardest Miracle/ Propounded to Belief" (1017). Run 

00 lines, on the other hand, suggest the speaker's distressed intensity as she 

80 tries to resolve her uncertainty. In some situations, the poet skilfully 

uses both retarding and accelerating to reveal the voice's mental and emotional 

changes. More often than is her custom, Emily Dickinson employs italics to 

81 82 emphasize a key word. Other times she isolates a word or phrase in a line 

78Examples abound: peace (63); fancy (121); capacity, ~. desire 
(350); spirit, time (351); sagacity, conte~t, faith (501); values (696); 
~ (1012); iiili'iiity (1162); belief (122ir; obligations (1274); terror, 
aadness, consciouspess (1323); certainty (1411); constapcy, curiositJ (1417); 
!!,Cognition, conjecture, res1.!!Ption (1497); eternity, identity (1499 ; and 
inference (1646) • 

79Although in these poems there are many Latinate forms that passed 
through French, examples abotmd of words directly from Latin: Columba (48); 
conviction (351); adeguate (370); supposition, insecure (696); codicil (1012); 
location, affidavit. missionary; (1228); negotiation, posthumous (127o); ..!!!£!.
~ (1274); commensurate (1323); vicinity (1411); constancy (1417); protrude, 
R!!rtentous. recognition (1497); cohere (1499); and imperative (1557). 

80 N.B. Poems: 10, 29, 48, 63, 121, 1012, 1162, 1228, 1323, 1408. 1411, 
1417, 1497, and 1741. 

81N.B. Poems: 10 .l!!!!• 63 !!!!.!.' developed; and 127 .!· 

82N.B. Poems: 351, 696, and 769. 



- 293 -

83 84 85 
Uses alliteration , patterned repetition , or anaphora for the same 

ot 

The peculiar punctuation of ''Life--just--or Death-11 (769) func-

cionallY retards the reading, sets life and death in greater tension, and con

.,.ys the dichotomy in the speaker's attitude. Biblical echoes add tension to a 

ouinJ>er of these poems of doubt. 86 Poem 48 depends heavily upon biblical 

material and Poem 1012 upon a folk proverb. Imagery is significantly sparse 

in these lyrics. The cerebral nature of the experience presented does not 

apparently lend itself to highly imaginative tropes. Among the few allusions 

87 . 88 89 90 
used, legal , commercial , medical and geographic analogies most of ten 

illumine or define. The absence of the poet's usual religious, royal, and gem 

itaagery is, of course, in keeping with the negative nature of this set of 

poems in which the speaker finds immortality bewilderingly inscrutable and her 

faith painfully uncertain. 

A good example of the play between the desire to believe and skepticism 

83 Frequently the repeated consonants are explosives or frictives which 
reinforce the anxiety of the speaker. 

84 N.B. Poems: 48 once; 63 .!!,; 351 I; 769 one; 1270 is. but; 1499 !!.2!,; 
1646 why; and 1741 .sh!l• - - - - -

85 N.B. Poems: 10 some; 121 as; 127 mansions; 
698 their, the; 1162 the; i'27o' I; and1497 the. --. ,_..._ - ....._. 

350 his; 489 we; 501 to; - - -
86N.B. Poems: 29 1 127 1 432 1 1270, and 1274. 

87N.B. Poems: 1012 1 1228, and 1408. 

88N.B. Poems: 696, 1270, and 1741. 

89N.B. Poems: 501. 1270, 13231 and 1499. 

90N.B. Poems: 350, 489, 696• and 1162. 
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iJ1 this category is "As Watchers hang upon the East" (121). 
91 

'lbe poet sets 

three analogies of sensuous richness to suggest the fundamental nature of 
uP 

.,n's craving for transcendence. Within two of the similes, however, is hidden 

ch• controlling doubt that is not fully revealed until the poem's last two 

"ords. Although the tension between belief and doubt is rather well disguised 

behind the apparently unqualified and positive statements about the satisfac

tions of heaven, diction subtly suggests that the attractive promises of heaven 

are not to be trusted fully. An objective, descriptive approach allows the 

1Jt9aker to be ironic in her presentation of the bliss of heaven and the delu

tiOD of those who believe in it. It also allows her to remain ultimately un-

committed to a totally negative or positive stance. Diction, imagery, irony, 

•d the final conditional create a tone that is essentially doubtful of the 

reality of immortal! ty. 

Line one opens with the first of three similes. These comparisons 

equate man's desire for heaven with his elemental need for light, food, and 

water. The eagerness and dependence of those watching for daybreak. are carried 

by hang. !!!!, suggests both the dawn of a new day and the beginning of 

immortal life. This first analogy makes use of a traditional symbol and con-

tains no hint of deception. The second line begins another comparison. 

Parallel openings reinforce the complementary nature of these two analogies. 

Man's desire for eternal life is now compared to a beggar's joyful anticipation 

91Ford's comments do not conflict with this interpretation although he 
does not seem to find the poem as ironic and skeptic. pp. 76-77. 'lbe fact 
that he took the title for his study of death in Emily Dickinson's poetry, 
.!!a~ Beguiles .!:!!!. Tired, from this poem would seem to indicate that he does 
llot find the poem as cynical or even doubtful as this reading. 



- 295 -

of 8 rich meal. Beggars indicates man's lack, his essential poverty, if this 

life is all that he can have. Revel suggests the extravagant pleasure man has 

iJl looking forward to paradise. Feast implies the richness of eternal life in 

COIDParison with life in time. Fancy, however, hints that the heaven antici

pated is as deceptive as it is desirable. Introducing lines one, two, and 

four with .!!. reinforces the similarity of the three similes. Those who hope 

for heaven are now likened to thirsty people in a desert who imagine that they 

bear brooks babbling. An impossible distance• "too far j" separates th@t'\ ft'om 

the delight of slaking their thirst. After setting up thes~ analogies, the 

Yoice finishes her quasi-syllogism with a line whose implications are devastat

ing for belief. In this same way, she implies "Heaven beguiles the tired." 

Be uiles suggests not only deceit but self-induced delusion on the part of 

those who desire heaven. By implying that they are not as critical in their 

weariness, tired may mitigate their intellectual guilt, but it does not change 

the realities of the situation. 

The second stanza continues the comparisons. Moving from anticipation 

to satisfaction, the voice pictures those who long for dawn, food, or water 

I, almost reaching the point of full enjoyment. The sensuous expectations im

plied in East, feast, savoq, and delight prepare for the opulent figure of 

the dawn opening the "lid of Amethyst." The beggar does not only eat; he be

Comes an honored guest. The thirsty do not just drink; they press flagons to 

their lips. The extravagance of their satisfaction in heaven contrasts with 

their earlier abject poverty and desperate need. After setting up the spec-

tacle of an almost oriental heaven, rich in its pleasures, the voice undermines 

the probability of any such pleasures with her last two words, "if true." 



- 296 -

The unreal and impossible features of the second and third similes pre-

for the skeptical close. The connotations of beguiles and tired also an
pat8 

ticipate this doubtful ending. Whether Emily Dickinson meant this poem to 

~ose essentially false and superficial concepts some people allow themselves 

to form of heaven or whether she intended it to ridicule any hopes of heaven 

18 types of delusion is impossible to say. The voice does not commit herself 

to a final position of total doubt and neither does the poet. The overall tone 

and'effect of this poetic experience, however, certainly make it one of doubt 

1aced through with irony. 

The third 

and/or the corpse 

92 category of macabre poems centers around the death scene 

ready for burial.93 Emily Dickinson's exploration of dying 

ill these poems is both literal and metaphorical. She realistically describes 

the biological process: lips cracking with fever (132), muscles grappling with 

leads (948), consciousness being enveloped by mists (396), and eyes congealing 

·~ like a skater's brook (519). She also graphically describes the corpse: a 

body tumed "superfluous Cold" (132), a forehead coping stone (519), and eyes 

"soldered down" (547). She describes a funeral as a 11Dark Parade" (389) whose 

bells make a ''Lacerating Tune" (735). On the other hand, she also explores 

dying in figures whose serenity, delicacy, and beauty create a radically dif-

ferent experience. Presenting death as transcendence, these images equate 

dying with a bird's flying freely (27), with dew's quietly disappearing from a 

92 N.B. Poems: 27, 30, 43, 93, 132, 146, 149, 150, 201, 287, 344, 389, 
396, 409, 524, 547, 614, 619, 723, 795, 798, 804, 923, 948, 1062, 1100, 1102, 
1272, 1703, and 1757. 

93 N.B. Poems: 45, 187, 369, 519, 665, 735, 758, 1061, 1135, 1217, 1307, 
1527, and 1752. 
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flO'tler (149), or snowflakes' gently dropping (409), and a f\Dleral to a dark 

bridal procession (649) and a "Journey of Down" (665). In this category, 

gudlY Dickinson places the speaker in one of two positions to observe the 

_,aient of death: 1) she stands in the bedroom watching the death of a person 

to whom she is emotionally tied; or 2) she has an omniscient view of the death 

bY drowning (201), suffocation (614), or suicide (1062) of someone to whom she 

is not attached. Although in both situations the voice is unusually objective 

ill her description, there is an effective tension between objective observa-

dons and subjective reactions. If the dying person is a friend, the speaker 

responds to her individual death; if the dying person is not a friend, the 

speaker responds to death itself. In either situation, the voice's ability 

to stand back and observe precise details plays against her own emotional re-

action to their meaning. Griffith comments: "It is when death is presented 

as a spectacle-or when the corpse is laid out before her--that Miss Dickinson's 

speaker is most openly appalled. ,,94 The tension in poems of this type also 

comes from an implicit or explicit contrast between the concern of the living 

and the indifference of the dead or of nature, and between the activity of the 

living and the passivity of the dead. 

The experience in these poems is basically a description of someone 

else's death or burial, viewed as either a biological or a transcendent 

phenomenon. In different poems, however, the poet further highlights various 

aspects of dying. Looking back upon a death scene, the speaker often tries to 

capture the spirit in which the person died and the impression it made upon 

94 Long Shadow, p. 133. 
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b r With the distance of time, she says: "She died-this was the way she .. -
died" (150), "'Twas Crisis-All the length had passed" (48), or "So proud she 

t1aB to die" (1272). Sometimes she tries to pinpoint the moment of death with 

•sigh (804) or the consent of the dying (1100). Sometimes emphasizing the 

pain and suffering that preceded death, she presents it as a relief. 95 

occasionally she concentrates upon the bodily struggle of the dying who fight 

against death (201). Other times minimizing the physical, she speaks of the 

"flesh-Surrendered-Cancelled" (524) and the soul's escaping the ''House un-

1881111 (948). Once she wonders about the circumstances of a boy's drowning 

(923). Another time she sings an ironic hymn of praise that four are saved 

although forty drown (619). In her description of a corpse, the voice focuses 

upon its coldness, rigidity, and indifference. As she prepares a body for 

burial, the voice tenderly touches and reflects upon the senses of the deceased 

(758) or pleads prayerfully for life to return to them (1527). 

In spite of the voice's objectivity as she describes a death, corpse, 

or burial, her emotional response colors the experience. Occasionally she ac-

cepts death with serenity because of the suffering that it ends (396) or the 

imnK>rtality it promises (409). Often she feels sorrow. Her eyes .!?.£!!!. (132) 

u she watches the pain of the dying. She feels !IlSuish because human efforts 

are so often futile in preventing death (614), the dying seem so content to 

leave the living who cherish them (1272), or the living already miss the dying 

(758). As she watches the death of someone who belongs to her, the voice ad

mits her need of comfort, diversion, and relief (1703). Frequently the 

95 N.B. Poems: 344 and 396. Although they share a motif, these poems 
•re far apart aesthetically. 
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96 97 98 

speaker's stance is one of controlled frustration , horror , or anger 

fbese responses, which often mix with others in a given poem, are evident in 

the implications of diction, imagery, and mode. Sometimes the voice refers 

cfirectlY to her "outraged mind" (1102). Other times she alludes to her jeal

:9!!!1- because of the peaceful indifference of the dead (1272) or their being 

"So nearly infinite" (1100). Because of the ease of their death (149) or the 

naturalness of their corpse (369), the voice occasionally finds it difficult 

to believe that the dead are truly gone. In her presentation of someone's 

99 100 death, the voice is occasionally sentimental or melodramatic. 

The verbal patterns Emily Dickinson chooses in these poems seem to be 

related functionally to the nature of the experience she is describing. While 

she uses first person point of view frequently for immediacy101 , she also uses 

102 third person for controlling distance. While she uses past time more often 

103 
to present a death scene with greater restraint , she uses present time more 

723, 

798, 

614, 

96N.B. Poems: 132, 287, 614, 804, 1527, and 1703. 

97N.B. Poems: 187, 201, 519, and 614. 

98N.B. Poems: 614, 619, 723, 923, and 1062. 

99N.B. Poems: 93, 146, and 344. lOON.B. Poems: 614 and 1757. 

10~.B. Poems: 27, 43, 45, 93, 132, 149, 150, 344, 369, 389, 519, 547, 
758, 795, 804, 923, 1061, 1100, 1102, 1217, 1272, 1527, 1703, and 1752. 

102 N.B. Poems: 30, 146, 187, 201, 287, 396, 524, 614 1 619, 665, 735, 
948, 1062, 1135, 1307, and 1757. 

lOJN.B. Poems: 27, 30, 43, 93, 149, 150, 201, 369, 409, 519, 524, 547, 
665, 723, 795, 798, 804, 923, 948, 1061, 1062, 1100, 1703, and 1757. 
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often to describe a corpse or funeral with greater intensity •104 Imperatives 

operate most frequently to reveal the voice's posture as she regards the dead 

105 bodY of someone dear. Especially in the earlier lyrics, the poet uses ex-

106 e].amations to reinforce the voice's emotional response. Interjections ap-

pear in this category to suggest the speaker's disturbed reaction.107 Condi-

108 109 110 donals , adversatives , and subjunctives also indicate the voice's at-

titudes. Although the voice is reflective as she recalls the death scene, she 

111 rarely uses rhetorical questions. The irony of coupling~ with~ (45) 

or indolent with housewife (187) to describe a woman awaiting burial or asking 

"Of the Separated Parties/ Which be out of Sight?" (1061) to describe the void 

between the dead and the living conveysthe complexity of the voice's stance. 

".Anguish stooped" (1272) is just one of many personifications112 that 

104 N.B, Poems: 45, 132, 146, 187, 287, 389, 396, 619 9 735, 758, 1102, 
1135, 1217, 1307, 1527, and 1752. 

105 
N.B. Poems: 187 !£I., stroke,~, hand.le; 758 latch, smooth, ad-

1527 give, ~. lay, affiance; and 1752 inter. -

106 Poems 30 and 93 open with exclamations; Poems 27, 30, 43, 93, 149, 
187, 201, 287, and 344 use exclamations within; and Poems 27, 30, 43, 93, 45, 
146, 149, 187, 201, 344, and 1757 close with them. 

107
N.B. Poems: 132 .!!.!!.; 723 ,!h; 201 .Qh ~; and 146, 614, 1307, 1527, 

IDd 1757 oh. -
10~.B. Poems: 

for!!· 

109 N.B. Poems: 
1703 ~; 795 yet; 804 

llON.B. Poems: 

11~.B. Poems: 

112 N.B. Poems: 

45, 132, 146, 369, 389, 649, 795, 804, 1062, and 1752 

369, 396, 409, 614, 619, 649, 795, 804, 948, 1217, and 
though; and 1100 except. 

45, 132, 389, 519, 614, 1062, and 1272. 

30, 146, and 1061. 

948 1102 and 1703. 
201, 287, 369, 389, 396, 409, 519, 524, 619, 723, 795, 
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concretize and define these experiences. 113 Run on lines frequently add to the 

eaiotional buildup in these poems. Retarding lines also contribute to the 

114 qualitY of these experiences. The slowing down of the final lines contri-

butes to the controlling emotion of horror or awe as the speaker presents death 

in two quite different poelns: "With eyes in death-still begging raised--/ 

And hands-beseeching-thrown!,. (201) and "Two Worlds-like Audiences-dis

perse--/ And leave the Soul-alone-11 (524). Italics similarly emphasize the 

115 importance of certain words. By underscoring the dominance of some words, 

anaphora116 and other patterned repetitions117 illumine these situations. 

Alliteration, especially of unpleasant !.. sounds and explosives, also adds to 

the emotional impact of these poems.118 Many levels of contrast help to create 

these experiences of death. Sometimes the poet juxtaposes words like "unknown 

Renown" (1307), or opposes ideas of hot and cold119 , factually objective first 

lines and the emotional intensity of the rest of the poem (150), the attitudes 

of the dying and the living120 , human ignorance of where the war dead are 

113N.B. Poems: 146, 150, 547, 904, 948, 1217, 1272, 1527, and 1703. 

114N.B. Poems: 187, 201, 344, 389, 396, 524, 614, 723, 795, and 1100. 

115N.B. Poems: 30, 43, 93, 150, and 1703. 

116 N.B. Poems: 45, 146, 187, 287, 389, 396, 406, 519, 524, 547, 614, 
619, 640, 795, 804, 948, 1061, 1062, 1100, 1102, 1135, 1317, and 1752. 

llJN.B. Poems: 30, 146, 149, 150, 344, 409, 649, 723, 758, 923, 1100, 
and 1272. 

118 N.B. Poems: 45, 150, 201, 396, 406, 547, 614, 619, 649, 665, 723, 
798, 804, 948, and 1062. 

119N.B. Poems: 132, 187, 1135, and 1703. 

120N.B. Poems: 27, 795, and 1272. 
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i ed and God's ability to resurrect each fallen man (409), or even structures 
~ur 

entire poem around alternating inner and outer events (1703). Besides play
llfl 

121 122 ins against the abstractions in these poems, graphic action verbs con-

eretize and individualize these experiences. 

Because of the generally negative delineation of death in this category, 

religious, royal, and jewel images are infrequent. The religious allusions 

123 generally assert a life beyond for the dying. All the gem figures, except 

124 
in Poem 665, suggest the stone-like nature of the deceased. Images of 

violence contribute fearful elements to the experience of death.125 Journey 

allusions imply that man is a pilgrim (132) and death, therefore, a passage to 

another life •126 Clothing metaphors describe the buried as wearing a "sod 

gown" (665) and interred in "seamless grass" (409). A sustained metaphor that 

121 Examples abound: gravity 45; arrogance 287; vitality 396; intui-
tion 389; indifference 519; soul 524; anguish 614; salvation 619; endeavor, 
aguiescence 649; industriousness 795; privilege 948; dissent 1061; leisure 
1100; fortitude (1217; jealous.z 1272; and comfort 1703. 

122 Examples abound: gurgles, ..!h2!. 30; touch, .!!.!.!,, !.22.• weep 45; 
crackling 132; wrestled 201; trudging, .2!s!!.,, slipped, rocked 146; dropt 149; 
•wings, buzz, stygered, stroke 187; bowing, dangling, hunched, quivered, !!22!. 
287; leaped, dancing, sparkling 369; rustle, flings 389; blanch 396; crept, 
dropped 514; leaning 524; solder 547; boiling, spinning, shake 619; caper, 
salute 649; tossed, slipped, spun, groped, tripped, dropped 723; eile 804; 
stretched 923; grappled, shook, ..!h2!. 948; staspred, groped, dropped, caressed 
1062; jostled, bent, struggled 1100; clasped, wilted, clung, gored 1102; bended 
1135; knock 1703; sparkled 1752; tottered and grasped 1757. 

123N.B. Poems: 132, 150, 344, 523, and 649. 

124N.B. Poems: 519 Adamant; 795 Carrara; 948 Adamant; and 1135 agate. 

125N.B. Poems: 187, 547, 735, 948, and 1102. 

126N.B. Poems: 30, 43, 344, 649, and 665. 
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J.ikens death to a clock that cannot be started again provides the skeleton for 

poelll 287. The majority of the imagery in this category relies upon direct or 

iJDPlied comparisons with nature. To describe the separation of spirit and body 

ill death, the poet likens the soul to a kernel and the flesh to a husk. She 

cOllPares signs of approaching death to natural occurrences. She likens the 

bodily chill of the dying to frost creeping upon a glass (519), his loss of 

1ense perception to a fog (547), and his mental confusion to mists that "oblit

erate a Crag" (396). She compares a person's death to a bird's fleeing (45), 

1 star's softly dropping (149), or a petal's suddenly dropping from a rose 

(409), and his burial to a seed's being carefully fitted in the ground (804). 

"She lay as if at play" (369) exemplifies many characteristics of this 

group of poems; at the same time it is unusual for it describes the corpse of 

1 just dead child-and does so without sentimentality. It formalizes the mys

tery of a young girl's death with immediacy, irony, and tenderness. The inter

play of the sensual, intellectual, and emotional elements of this poem gives 

it a complexity that is not at first apparent. The surface simplicity of the 

diction, rhythm, and rhymes tends to hide the more complex attitudes of the 

oice which individualize this poem. The technical perfection of the lines 

md the poem's tonal nuances give it a beauty not readily associated with a 

corpse. The metric pattern and liquid vowels and consonants contribute to this 

auty as well as to the delicacy of the play motif. The speaker's tender, 

reverential, yet light-hearted and ironic attitude also reinforces the motif 

•t the same time that it tensions it and saves it from stock responses. 

The first and second lines suggest three possible readings which are 

•ubstantiated by the text. The dead girl lay in such a manner that it seems as 
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ifl 1) she is dead but she died in the moment of play so some of life's vital-

some of the exuberant excitement of a child's game, is suggested by her 
itY• 

c:atPse (this posture of activity is• of course, ironically opposed to the fact 

of her death) ; or 2) she were merely playing that she is dead as children play

!ni "Statue" try to assume the stillness of death; or 3) her life had only 

playfully leaped away, teasingly almost, intending to return but somehow de

iayed. The basic meaning of the poem rests on the connotations of J?!!I.; all 

tbre• readings are possible and all are acceptable. And they all contribute 

to the poem's tension for they rest upon the three times repeated.!!.!! which 

effectively "announces the disharmony between the !!5l of the motionless corpse 

127 
and the figure of frolic." 

This child's body lacks most corpses' oppressive appearance of deadness. 

This aspect of a beautiful little girl's death simultaneously mitigates and 

heightens mortality's horror. A strong sense of life and delicate gaity are. 

consequently, necessary ingredients of this experience. The gracefully light 

and happy tone is carried by the short lines, which also symbolise the brevity 

of her life, and by the poet's inclusion of leaped, J?!!I., fun. trick, meru, 

dating, and morning. The poet introduces visual elements that also contain 

a sense of vitality quite opposed to mortality. The arms are not rigid, nor 

the eyes closed. This description is consonant with the lyric's mood. The 

little girl's state hints that just for an instant her body forgot nThe Trick 

to start." Time enters here; while seeming partially to erase death's 

finality, it really suggests the decisiveness of the moment of death. The 

127 Moldenhauer, 38. 
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fact that the child's eyes are open in an empty stare is another grotesque re

.uider of the reality of her death. '11le poet's use of this one de tail to s ug

gest opposed meanings is an example of the subtle tension operating throughout 

this poem. 

The last stanza is less playful. Tenderness and skepticism exclude the 

game motif. The implications of devising and force and the parenthetical "I 

llD sure" brlng the irony of the earlier stanzas into focus. "So light-so 

deep-" must be read slowly to catch the voice's reverent sorrow that one so 

young and lovely must sleep, that the appearances are not the facts, that she 

is indeed dead, and that there may be no life for her to wake to in this deep 

sleep. 

The next category of death poems reflects Emily Dickinson's sensitivity 

to graves and curlosity about existence in them. Although her preoccupation 

with cemeteries has some traits in common with romantic graveyard poetry, her 

lyrics generally are devoid of sentimental or maggoty overtones. Using tradi-

tional imagery, Emily Dickinson's poems that center arowd graves are orlginal 

and successful in proportion to the understatement, irony, and tension that 

mark them. Most typically in this category, the poet places the speaker in a 

cemetery where headstones become the focus for her mcertainties about mor

tality.128 Occasionally the voice, speaking from the grave, attempts to de

fine her experience of death.129 Because of the angle of death explored in 

128--N.B. Poems: 96, 115, 216, 408, 411, 457, 829, 876, 892, 897, 942, 
943, 1147, 1159, 1183, 1396, 1443, 1674, and 1701. 

129 N.B. Poems: 51, 99, 496, and 1037. 
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these situations, the poet typically uses negatives to define the experience. 

BY saying that the grave lacks warmth, vitality, companionship, and color, the 

paet presents an impression of death that can move from statis, quiet, and 

130 
peace to isolation, emptiness, and nothingness. Repose usually suggests 

iest, but within the context of some of the poems it may also hint at a void 

that follows the destruction of personhood. 

As the voice moves through a cemetery, she is often concemed that the 

buried are forgotten by the living131 , ignored by and unable to respond to 

132 133 nature , and possibly lost in a cosmic vacuum. That the buried do not 

live in anyone's memory seems an extension of their death to the voice who 

1aments that the headstone is more constant than the deceased's friends (1396) 

and that briars cover a grave (876). Sometimes she asks that the grave be kind 

134 to those she reposes there. The request can be as general as "Ample make 

this Bed/ Make this Bed with Awe" (829) or as specific as "Blanket wealthier 

the Neighbor/ We so new bestow" (942). In one poem, she speaks to the Sexton 

about tending the grave of her Master in preparation for spring (96). Noticing 

the birds and flowers in a cemetery, the voice sometimes contrasts the activity 

outside the grave with its lack within.135 Often the voice reflects upon the 

nature of life in the grave and asks: ''What Inn is this ••• ?" (115) or 

''Who occupies this House?" (892). Sometimes she thinks about the serenity and 

130N.B. Poems: 942 and 943. 

132N.B. Poems: 99 and 496. 

134N.B. Poems: 829, 942, and 1183. 

131. 
~.B. Poems: 

133N.B. Poems: 

876, 1147, and 1396. 

216 and 1159. 

135 N.B. Poems: 216 and 496. 
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136 
security of those buried ; other times, finding these qualities tmhealthy 

.,.ens, she notes that "A chilly Peace infests the Grass" (1443). Recalling 

that she used to wonder ''What they did there-/ And why it was so still-" 

(.Sl), the buried voice describes the grave as "stiller than the sundown" and 

"cooler than the dawn." Another time, she describes the atmosphere of the 

grave as "Gravity-and Expectation-and Fear--/ A tremor just, that All's 

pot suren (408). She also ironically contrasts a simple grave and "a stupen

dous Tomb" (1674), the symbolic colors of the outer and the inner grave (411), 

and the realities and anguish of entombment with the mind set which refuses to 

face death and lets it "Hum by-in Muffled Coaches" (457). In some poems, she 

reflects upon some of the paradoxical aspects of a grave: it exists in time, 

yet for it time is meaningless (1159); it is restricted in size, yet if it 

contains a friend, it is also "Circumference without Relief-/ Or Estimate-

or End-" (943). She pictures the buried, those ''Too infinite asleep" (411), 

as safe (216) 11 untouched (216), and tmtumbled (216) and the grave as still (51), -
£22!. (51), strict (408), sweet (457) • .al!.2, (457) 11 .!!I. (457), quiet (892), 

fortunate (898), and successful (898). 

'The posture of the speaker, who looks upon a grave and considers the 

condition of those the "Emerald Seams enclose" (1183), is essentially reflee-

tivc. As she considers what being buried implies, her description can be as 

objectively declarative as "New feet within my garden go" (99) and her reaction 

as subjectively emotional as "And still the pensive Spring returns-/ And still 

the punctual snow" (99). 'The voice questions and wonders, she asks and 

136 N.B. Poems: 216 and 1701. 
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esclaims. Her inquisitive probing can be as simple as the naivete in ''What 

c:urioUS rooms l " (115) or as complex as the irony in "Let no Sunrise' yellow 

001se/ Interrupt this Ground" (829) • 

137 138 139 
i• curious , tender , or sad. 

As she considers life in the grave, she 

140 Sometimes she is confident enough to 

encourage another to "Trust the loving promise/ Underneath the mould" (51) ; 

other times, she is repulsed and fearful 141 that a tomb merely proclaims "to 

the Gloom/ How dead we are" (1674). Sometimes contemplating the dead's freedom 

from time and space-in spite of their confinement in the grave-she is over-

142 come with awe. Other times her response is tensioned by an ironic ele-

143 ment. The sight of a grave rarely elicits a wholly unqualified mental or 

emotional reaction from the speaker in these poems. 

Most of Emily Dickinson's typical formal patterns appear in this cate-

gory. Although the persona she selects is almost evenly divided between first 

and third person, the time sequence is not correspondingly split between pres-

ent and past tense. The sense of immediacy in these poems depends in part 

upon their use of present time; only Poem 1159 is wholly in time past. To in-

dicate the cerebral and emotional nature of the voice's exploration of a state 

beyond her empdrical limits, the poet opens and closes lyrics with rhetorical 

137N.B. Poems: 51, 115, 408, 876, and 892. 

138N.B. Poems: 51, 876, 942, 1183, and 1489. 

139N.B. Poems: 99, 1147, and 1396. 

140N.B. Poems: 829, 943, and 1701. 

14~.B. Poems: 408 and 1443. 142N.B. Poems: 216, 943, and 1159. 

143N.B. Poems: 115, 408, 892, and 942. 



- 309 -

144 145 questions , uses personification to an unusual extent , and relies heavily 

146 
.,pOll types of definition by negation. Closing with a question suggests the 

,peaker' s final uncertainty. Personification adds concreteness to situations 

that could float in an undifferentiated vagueness. Breezes that laugh (216), 

a sun that furrows (411), and winds that recollect (1147) contribute the 

yitalitY the poet sets in opposition to death. A "pensive Spring" (99), ''Weeds 

triU1DPhant" (114 7) , and a "confiding stone" (1396) sharpen the voice's response 

to death. Definition by negation suggests both the speaker's inability to 

describe life in the grave realistically and the possibility that it is essen

tially a state of nothingness. Even the description of the external grave can 

19flect this negative approach: "It was a Grave, yet bore no Stone/ Enclosed 

•twas not of Rail" (876). Lines like ''No ruddy fires on the hearth-/ No 

brimming Tankards flow-" (115) and ''No Chatter-here-no tea-" (408) convey 

the lack of warmth, sociability, and joy in the grave. Its lack of activity 

-and possibly meaning--is suggested by: ''Here was no Notice-no Dissent/ No 

Universe--no Laws-" (1159). Adversatives147 , conditionals148 , subjunctives149, 

144N.B. Poems: 115, 408, 892, and 942. 

145 N.B. Poems: 51, 96, 99, 216, 408, 411, 457, 897, 1147, 1159, 1183, 
1396, 1443, 1674, and 1701. 

146N.B. Poems: 115, 408, 411, 457, 1159, 1443, and 1701. 

147 N.B. Poems: 408, 411, 892, 1159, 1443, and 1701 for but; 411 
for except; and 876 and 943 for xet. -

148N.B. Poems: 876, and 897 for if. -
149N.B. p....-.n•. 96 829 and 892 ............ ' ' . 
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150 ,nd logical links support the rational aspects of the speaker's reflection 

,nd tension its emotional ones. Even the imperatives151 and vocatives152 carry 

the solitary quality of the experience. Only in Poem 51 is the command directe 

to a specific person; the others are all addressed to nature (942) or a 

generalized audience. Only in Poem 408 is the vocative directed to human 

beings; the others are to God (51) 1 death (115), or nature (942). Especially 

in the earlier poems, exclamations153 and interjections154 indicate the speak-

er's emotional state. Rapidly moving lines are one of the devices the poet 

155 156 uses later to achieve a similar effect. Harsh .!. sounds suggest the 

voice's agitation while.!?. sounds carry her serenity.157 Patterned repeti-

158 159 160 tion 1 anaphora , and retarding lines emphasize key ideas. In some 

161 situations, paradox functionally reveals the speaker's ambivalence. 

1701. 

lSON.B. Poems: 51, 408 for .!.2.; 892 for since; and 1183 for !2!.• 
151N.B. Poems: 51 1 408, 829, 942, and 1183. 

152N.B. Poems: 51, 115, 408, and 942. 

15~.B. Poems: 51, 96, 99, 115, and 216. 

154N.B. Poems: 115, 216, 411, and 892. 

lSSN,B. Poems: 876, 892, 942, 943, 1147, 1183, 1396, 1443, 1674, and 

156N.B. Poems: 51, 96, 99, 216, 457, 892 1 897, 942, 1147, 1159, 1183, 
1396, and 1443. 

157N.B. Poems: 216, 876, and 1147. 

15~.B. Poems: 99, 411, 892, 943, and 1183. 

159N.B. Poems: 51, 99, 115, 408 1 411, 457, 829, and 892. 

160N.B. Poems: 216, 408, 457, 897, 942, and 943. 

161N.B. Poems: 943 and 1183. 
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162 contrast and comparison are structural forces in these poems. The poet ofte1 

sets the vitality of motion and sound against their lack in the grave. Fre-

163 164 quentlY she compares death to sleep and a coffin to a bed. Besides com-

paring graves to individual homes, she also links them with a village (51), a 

J!rdes (99), a !2!!!, (892), or a domain (943). She also equates the buried 

165 
trith citizens. A series of comparisons provides the entire frame for Poem 

496. To individualize the experience Emily Dickinson often elects common ad• 

166 167 jectives and verbs which are arrestingly unusual in context. Saying that 

a bird singing in a cemetery "Betrays the Solitude" (99) sets the verb and 

abstraction in a new relationship that is imaginatively rich and organically 

provocative. There are few religious168 or roya1169 allusions operating in 

these poems. Various kinds of household references support the grave-home and 

coffin-bed metaphors. Clothing figures appear occasionally.170 The poet 

sometimes introduces tropes from nature to suggest the significance and sacred-

ness of the buried. She asks, for instance, that ''no Sunrise' yellow noise/ 

162N.B. Poems: 51, 99, 115, 216, 411, 457, 892, 942, 943, 1147, and 
1183. 

163N .B. Poems: 96' 99, 115' 216, 411, 829, and 942. 

164N.B. Poems: 96 and 829. 165 N.B. Poems: 892 and 943. 

166 
N.B. Poems: 408 "Coy Dead"; 492 "acclimated Creature"; 942 "Austere 

Snow"; 1396 "docile Cresent"; and 1443 "Chilly Peace." 

167 
N.B. Poems: 51 enfolds; 829 break, interrupt; 876 appease; 942 ,!2.-

943 bestow; 1443 astr,!I., infects; and 1701 mitumbled~ 

168d 169 I -N.B. Poems: 496, 829, and 943. N.B. Poems: 216 and 1396. 

monish; 

170N.B. P011ms: 457, 496, and 1183. 

,, 

'l'I 
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xoterrupt this Ground" (829). 

Although the apparent confidence of "A Coffin-is a small Domain" (943) 

it not typical of this category, this poem exhibits many of the formal quali

ties Emily Dickinson uses to explore this type of experience. Using the grave 

as a pin to tack down her reflections about the nature of existence after 

c1aath, the poet concentrates upon its grandeur, which she attempts to illumine 

iD two paradoxical statements. In its inclusiveness, however, the second para

dox differs from the first. The first is totally objective; it considers only 

th• condition of the interred. The second is subjective and regards the 

ipeaker's state. The similarity of the opening lines of stanzas one and two 

ll&kes the difference between them more subtle and the relation of stanza three 

to stanza two less obvious. Tile parallel patterning of stanzas one and two, 

the breaks that isolate coffin and grave, the underlying contrast, the use of 

repose and bestows, the peculiar use of relief in conjunction with circumfer

ence, the retarding of the concluding lines, and the paradoxical view relate -
this poem technieally--if not attitudinally--to others in this category. The 

implications of the concluding lines suggest a fear the voice feels in the 

absolute separation between her and the dead. This tension enriches the poem, 

171 mitigates one critic's censure , and links it more closely to the complexity 

of some of the other poems in this category. 

In the next group of poems, Emily Dickinson analyzes the nature of 

death. She attempts to stand back and define as objectively as possible what 

171 Sherwood calls this poem a "facile, too assured, almost flippant 
•Xploitation of paradise." p. 189. Johnson, on the other hand, speaks of 
the terror in this lyric. Emily Dickinson, p. 204. 
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she terms "the White E>..-ploit" (922). As a biological phenomenon and a meta

physical fact, death's essential characteristics form a complex of meaning 

tfbich so intrigues this poet that she examines mortality from numerous angles. 

AB she looks at death philosophically, she identifies it as: 172 mysterious , 

173 solitary (1603), experiential (1770), decisive (615), complex , and awesome 

174 (1370). Approaching death as a biological event which severs communication 

175 and isolates, the poet sees it as a violation of man's nature. Approaching 

death as a part of human evolution, the poet analyzes it in a variety of images 

which convey its naturalness: rest176 , sleep177, home (499), seed-blossom178, 

journey179 , and flight. 180 Approaching death as transcendence, the poet en

visions it as an event that lifts the voice above her natural existence by 

181 freeing her from the petty distinctions of time or the limitations of the 

182 183 physical , by intensifyiug her appreciation of life , or by clarifying her 

172 N.B. Poems: 52, 89, 153, 160, 382, 581, 600, 698, 900, 929, 1202, 
1221, 1399, 1493, and 1603. 

173 N.B. Poems: 71 and 976. 

174These characteristics resemble those in her description of death as 
a person in Poem 153: secretive, laconic, sedate, still. 

175N.B. Poems: 
and 1702. 

176
N .B. Poems: 

178N.B. Poems: 

179N.B. Poems: 

18~.B. Poems: 

68, 194, 261, 417, 509, 529, 592, 778, 922, 949, 1402, 

423, 714, and 1065. 177 N.B. Poems: 13 and 120. 

40, 1047, and 1572. 

4, 1234, and 1558. 180 N.B. Poems: 5 and 335. 

970 and 1256. 182 N.B. Poems: 976, 1630, and 1691. 

183N.B. Poems: 57, 294, 574, 857, and 1665. 

I 

I! 
Ii 
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184 "alues. Because of these contradictory aspects of death, which Emily Dick-

inson never resolves or synthesizes, she considers its essence ultimately 

illusive. Referring to her exploration of death, the poet, therefore, says 

''That oblique Belief which we call conjecture/ Grapples with a Theme stubboin 

as sublime" (1221). The very inexplicability of mortality may account for the 

large number of poems which comprise this category. 

As the poet attempts to define the essence of mortality, the voice's 

:Ltnpression of it generally falls into one of four areas. She experiences death 

primarily as unsolvable riddle, natural change, unnatural phenomenon. or tran

scendent event. The situations in these poems, consequently, reveal a similar 

pattem. In some poems, the voice reflects on the unknown condition of those 

who occupy "Tenements of Wonder" (1221), the incomprehensibility in this life 

of death and cosmic order (600), or the uncertainty of the value of the gifts 

of death in comparison with those of life (382). She concludes that 11Unproved 

is much we know--/ Unknown the worst we fear" (1202) and that dying is "The 

going from a world we know--/ To one a wonder still" (1603). Sometimes she 

personifies death to dramatize her questions about him (153) or regrets her 

being called back from death when she was so close to discovering its secrets 

(160). Often the voice laments that the dead are beyond the reach of natural 

things; neither affection (68), nor birds (194), nor music (261), nor sunlight 

(778) can wake them. Sometimes she equates the silence and isolation of death 

with spajlial~ distances: '!How many leagues of nowhere/ Lie between them now" 

(68) or "Further than Guess can gallop/ Further than Riddle ride" (922). She 

184N.B. Poems: 856, 906, 1086, and 1714. 
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:I.eves that the dead cannot answer the questions of the living (1402). She 
gt 

questions whether the dead, cut off from the living, are happy, conscious, or 

bo1118sick (529). Defining mortality in metaphorical terms, the voice equates it --,,:I.th jumping across a threatening brook to pick a "Flower Hesperian" (1558), 

•shepherd's giving rest to his "tired Flocks" (1065), a seed's developing into 

•mature bloom (1047), exiles' retuming home (499), or basking "Centuries 

lftl&Y" (654). In one poem, she compares summer's holiday dress for death with 

.,n's traditionally sober garb (1572). Looking at pictures of the deceased, 

the speaker thinks of their delight now as "Beyond our faint conjecture-/ Our 

dizzy Estimate" (499). In a few poems, she regards death chiefly as a means 

of releasing the dead from the limitations of time and space. She imagines 

death's "Democratic fingers" freeing the deceased from any prejudices of color, 

caste, or denomination (97()); she envisions the soul rising from the body as a 

balloon freely ascending (1630) and, therefore, "Beyond the hope of touch" 

(1691). Sometimes the voice considers death's positive effects upon the living. 

She asserts that recalling the existence of mortality makes one "venerate the 

simple days" (57), facing it fills the doomed "With different Delight" (294), 

and living in its presence 11expands the least event" (1665). Death not only 

makes the speaker grateful for her "right to walk upon the Earth" (1665), but 

it also sharpens her sense of values. By its light, the voice is able to 

infer "Preciser what we are/ And the Etemal function" (856). She claims that 

an "Open Tomb" provides a "Compound Vision" that reorganizes her priori ties 

(906). In another poem, "everlasting Light" helps the speaker to recognize 

and reject her temporal values as "Twigs we held by" (1086). The voice claims 

that death occasions these insights because "By a departing light/ We see 
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,cuter quite" (1714). 

The attitude of the voice toward death varies according to what aspect 

of it dominates her definition. Because she is approaching death analytically 

ill these poems, the speaker tries to maintain an objective stance •185 Her de

tachment and rationality here tend to exclude the more intense emotional posi

tion in some of the other categories of death poems. Seeking to Ullderstand 

and explain the essence of mortality, the voice elects a cerebral and controlled 

stance that allows her to be open to different possibilities. As a particular 

aspect of death fills her vision, the voice's response, of course, reflects 

this change. When she isolates its inscrutability, she is uncertain (52) and 

puzzled (600). As she questions (900) and wonders (1603), she sometimes is 

serene (153), other times troubled (529). When she regards death as an un

natural isolation, she is disturbed and sad. 186 The absolute indifference of 

the dead to nature seems simultaneously to fascinate and to appall her. When 

she regards death as a natural process, she is confident187 and/or joyous.188 

Occasionally she is visionary and exultant.189 Sometimes a sense of awe over-

190 comes her as she contemplates the nature of death. 

The personal and reflective nature of the experience in these poems 

185 N.B. Poems: 52, 71, 89, 382, 581, 714, 856, 970, 1047, 1202, 1256, 
1399, 1558, 1603, 1665, and 1714. 

186N.B. Poems: 194, 261, 509, 529, 778, 922, and 949. 

187N.B. Poems: 4, 5, 40, 335, 423, 499, 698, 1065, 1234, and 1402. 

188N.B. Poems: 4 and 499. 189N.B. Poems: 13, 76, and 160. 

190N.B. Poems: 615, 1370, and 1691. 
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sffects Emily Dickinson's style. She apparently uses language patterns to sug

gest either the emotional or the philosophical nature of the voice's search. 

nrst person191 and present tense192 reinforce the urgency of the speaker's ij' 

193 194 eJtPloration of death's nature. Exclamations , interjections , and ital-

iCS195 reveal her personal involwment. Occasionally imperatives196 and voca

dves197 perform a similar fmction. A variety of techniques carry the ra

tional nature of the voice's efforts to define the meaning of death. Sub-

198 
~unctives indicate the uncertainty of her suppositions or the necessity of 

her negative approach. Some rhetorical questions reveal the voice's curiosity 

199 about death's meaning. Others suggest the impossibility of her adequately 

comprehending or defining mortality: "Can I expotmd the skies?" (89); "Can 

191 The ratio of poems in first and third person is approximately 3:1. 

192only three poems are totally in time past: 574, 600, and 615. 

193Exclamations open Poems 120, 160, and 261; operate within Poems 4, 
13, 68, 120, 153, 160, 194, and 261; and close Poems 4, 13, 68, 89, 120, 153, 
160, 194, 261, 294, 509, 949, and 1086. 

194 N.B. Poems: 4 !!.2.• eternity; 194 ..!!!.!,; 698 "Tender Pioneer"; and 120 
949, 1065, and 1086 .!?!!_. 

195N.B. Poems: 4, 13, 57, 120, 194. 

196N.B. Poems: 120 !?.!!z; 417 ,!!ru!; and 778 match. 

197N.B. Poems: 4 pilot; 120 "Fellow Men"; 417 you; 1065 death; and 
1402 2assenger. 

19~.B. Poems: 57, 261, 499, 509. 581, 592, 698, 778, 900, 949. 1202, 
1493, and 1665. 

199N.B. Poems: 4, 417, 499, 900, and 929. 
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Blaze be shown in Cochineal-/ Or Noon-in Mazarin?" (581); and ''Would Giants 

-understand?" (600). In a few poems, they suggest the impressive (654) or 

. 200 201 202 
paradoxical aspects of death. Conditionals , adversatives , logical 

203 204 205 206 
iJ.nlts , argumentative ·sequences , negatives , diction , and retard-

iJlgs207 contribute to the analytical tone of the poetic experience. Slowing 

d~ lines functionally conveys both the speaker's mental process and her emo

tional posture: ''Maybe--that--would awaken-them!" (261) • The frequency with 

which the speaker describes by negation or admits "We do not know" (698) sug

gests the difficulties inherent in her search. Parado:x:
208 

testifies to the 

lOON.B. Poems.· 574 929 andl603 , ' . 
201 N.B. Poems: 52 whether; 261 maybe; 1202, 1221, 1399 perhaps; and 

120, 509, 529, 574, 900, 970, 1047, 1086, 1202, 1234, 1402, 1558, and 1665 !£.. 
202 N.B. Poems: 

1202, 1370, 1558, 1572. 
5 1 499, 600, 949 yet; 698, 1221 though; and 335, 615, 
and 1603 ~· 

203N .B. Poems: 160 therefore; 261 since; 600 for; and 294 and 857 -because. 

423, 
698, 

204N.B. Poems: 261 and 1603. 

205 N.B. Poems: 89, 654, 778 nor; 27, 153, 1202 never; 5, 89, 153, 194, 
654, 698, 927, 1221, 1256, 1370 ~and 13, 40, 68, 153, 335, 382, 417, 
900, 906, 970, 1399, and 1770 not. -

206 N.B. Poeu: 499 estimate, conjecture; 529 wonder, trouble; 600 
.euzzle. prove, problems, cO!Prehended; 900 questions; 949 guess, riddle; 1202 
!Dknown, unproved, secrets, analyze, infer; 1221 supposition, conjecture, 
J?.!1!ss1.D11e, belief; 1399 suppose; 1603 unknown, wonder; 1702 surmise; and 1770 
e;g>eriment. 

207N.B. Poems: 89, 261, 335, 382, 581, 600, 615, 654, 698, 900, and 
970. 

208N.B. Poems: 57, 89, 499, 922, 949, 1047, and 1234. 
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contradictions the voice recognizes as death's central meaning. 
209 

Contrast 

,J.so often reveals the speaker's paradoxical view of death. She speaks of 

being "Just lost, when I was saved!" (160), of death as both extasy and ,!!!.

~ (71), and of the dead's being both under and .2Y!I. (949). To demonstrate 

ho~ meager is human understanding of death, she contrasts death's knowledge 

and man's intuition (970) and the !<nowledge of the dead and the supposition of 

the living (1221). 
210 

The voice frequently introduces comparisons and person-

211 ifications to project her concept of death. Comparing the silence of those 

long dead and those recently deceased (922) or the opening and the closing of 

being (104 7) sharpens the aesthetic experience. Personifying centuries that 

tramp (160) , death that ~ away distinctions (970) , and the earth that 

tenderly puts the dead away in her "mysterious Drawers" (423) concretizes the 

poetic reflection. By emphasizing key words, patterns of repetition212 
and 

213 anaphora support the speaker's attitudes. In Poem 778, the voice's idea of 

death's dehumanizing effects is carried by her referring to the deceased as 

.Eh!!!, and !E,, by the cumulative effect of the four parallel .!!.2£. phrases in 

lines three to six, and by the formally controlled climax: ·~atch me the 

209N.B. Poems: 68, 71, 89, 153, 160, 509, 529, 698, 778, 900, 906, 
949, 970, 1221, 1572, and 1702. 

210N.B. Poems: 5, 382, 922, and 1047. 
211 __ 
~.B. Poems: 68, 153, 160, 382, 423, 529, 574, 949, 970, 1065, 1202, 

1221, 1402, 1558, 1691, and 1770. 

212 N.B. Poems: 13, 40, 120, 153, 778, 857, 929, 1202, 1221, 1256, and 
1630. 

213 N.B. Poems: 4, 13, 52, 71, 160, 194, 382, 509, 529, 574, 581, 592, 
615, 778, 856, 900, 922, 944, 970, 1065, 1202, and 1370. 
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silyer Reticence-/ Match me the Solid Calm. II Pleasant214 and disturbing215 

sound sequences also reinforce the voice's posture as she probes death's mean

Arresting juxtapositions and verbs startling within the context heighten 

216 the bnaginative appeal and intellectual fiber of these poems. By making 

connotations play against each other, the poet forces combinations such as the 

following to carry added meaning: "reluctant crumb" (335), "pitying snows" 

(335), "fictitious People" (499), "quaintest Distance" (778), and "Silver 

Reticence" (778). Within context many verbs in these poems are provocative; 

by establishing new relationships, they economically expand meaning. Defies, 

e.g., in Poems 581 and 929, not only concretizes death's ability to elude 

human t.mderstanding but also suggests a whole complex of attitudes and emotions 

The type of imagery Emily Dickinson chooses to define the nature of 

mortality varies according to which aspect of death she emphasizes in a given 

poem. When she presents death as a mysterious event, she usually selects 

analogies involving a joumey. "Mystic oooring" (52), "skirting foreign 

shores" (160), and "that odd Fork in Being's Road" (615) suggest the tmknown 

elements in death. Spatial figures suggest the separation death causes as well 

217 as its strangeness. Allusions to birds and the sun 'usually point to the 

214N.B. Poems: 68, 76, 160, 615, 714, 922, 1399, 1493, 1603, and 1691. 
,:, 

215N.B. Poems: 4, 13, 153. 160, 194, 161, 529, 654, 856, 900, 970, ill! 

976, 1202 t 1221, and 1603 • ]I! 

216 N.B. Poems: 71 denominated; 89 exp~:nmd; 120 presumes; 153 smuggled; 
194 straggled; 261 laps; 335 persuade; 581 chalk; 592 vex, waste; 698 justify; 
900 snatch; 1221 grapples; 1402 denote; 1493 burst; 1572adjo~ms, frilled; 
1630 defrauded; 1691 accomplished, inscribes; 1714 decks; and 1770 escorts. !ij 

211 :,·I N.B. Poems: 949, 1402, and 1702. 
,, 
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aJ>solute removal of the dead from all vital activity, while similes and meta

phors equating death with nature usually carry positive implications. In one 

situation, the poet introduces dawn to heighten the unnatural condition death 

illlPoses: "The quiet nonchalance of death-/ No Daybreak-can bestir" (194) ; 

wtiile in another, she equates death to a chrysalis to express the natural and 

evolutionary process involved in dying (970). Commercial, legal (900), 

218 scientific (600), and mathematical figures generally suggest the unknown or 

the isolating qualities of death; sometimes images from these four areas con

cretize the values death gives to the living.219 The living cannot know the 

proportionate value of the gifts of death for the rates lie here (382) and the 

deceased cannot testify (417) for their power to co11111lunicate has been annulled 

(922). Generally domestic and clothing allusions support a more positive 

picture of death's nature.220 Religious references are rare221 , gem figures 

restricted to Poem 261, and royal imagery non-existent. 

''What care the Dead, for Chanticleer" (592) exemplifies Emily Dick.in-

son's notion of death as a violation of human nature. In it she characterizes 

death as isolation. Her definition, however, is not an abstract statement. 

By emphasizing the total unresponsiveness of the dead to a series of concrete 

natural events, she shares an existential truth. Specific incidents, therefore 

218N.B. Poems: 600 algebra and 1770 axion. 

219N.B. Poems: 574, 857' 906, and 1086. 

220 
N.B. Poems: 423, 574, 976, 1086' 1399, and 1714. 

i,1' 
I,! 



- 322 -

dta1114tize the dehumanizing qualities of mortality and the poet's exploration of 

c1eath's meaning becomes an aesthetic experience rather than a philosophic 

statement. 

This poem makes effective use of antithesis to define the total separa-

tion of the dead from the vitality of life symbolized by various elements of 

ature. It could also be called one long rhetorical question which depicts 

the deceased's inability to experience the beauty of, or in any way respond to, 

Chanticleer, Day, Sunrise, Morning, or Summer. The lyric's structure sets the 

dead's insensibility in dramatic opposition to some of the most appealing ob-

jects in nature, objects associated with warmth, energy, hope, happiness. 

Opening with strong interrogatives, the voice questions what effect na-

ture can have upon the dead. The parallelism of the first two lines emphasizes 

the voice's emotional and mental position; she is distressed by the dehumaniz-

ing results of death. Her questions are a type of psychic relief for they 

allow her to formalize what has been held in a corner of her mind. The detail 

and depth of her responses reveal how profoundly she has reflected on the 

nature of death. The restraint, compassion, and tenderness of her reaction 

balance its irony, bitterness, and despair. The intellectual and emotional 

reactions of the speaker to death are in a tension that enriches the poem. 

Subjunctives, negatives, and diction reveal the despairing pain of the voice 

as she externalizes her reflections on the meaning of death. 

After asking her first two q\iestions, the speaker answers in analogies 

that reveal her concept of death's nature. Late and vex suggest both her - -
sorrow and her attempt to control it. !!!. is especially ironic; since the 

dead are beyond the touch of the sun's light or warmth, it can hardly annoy 
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To be awakened early in the morning can no longer be vexing; now it 

"ould be as mraculous and joyful as it is impossible. The run on lines sug

gest the speaker's stance as she answers with a second analogy. Setting the 

"Purple Ribaldry-of Morningn in opposition to the stone-like and frigidly in-

sensible nature of the buried, she concludes that the dead are as capable as a 

cement wall would be of feeling the light and beauty of the brilliant sunrise. 

The third and fburth stanzas, which parallel the tone, attitude, and 

structure of the first and second, ask the question, "What care the Dead for 

summer?" Responding to her own query, the voice maintains in an apt and 

beautiful image that there is no power in the sun that can ''waste the Snow 

before their Gate." Waste carries meaningful and ironic overtones, and ~ 

reinforces them. This figurative answer supports the voice's earlier conclu-

sion that the dead are beyond all reac..11 of man or nature. The speaker's atti-

tude toYard the inexorable remoteness of the dead is further illuminated when 

she speaks wistfully in a contrary to fact mode of the bird whose ttme "Could 

thrill their Mortised Ear." The precise and sensual quality of this image 

exhibits lfith poignancy the voice's intellectual and emotional awareness of 

death's maaning. 

The last two stanzas continue the same pattern. Interrogatives, impli-

cations, contrast, concrete imagery, irony, and emotional restraint ftmction 

to define the exact quality of the speaker's perception of the isolation ex-

perienced both by the dead and by the living in relation to the dead. With 

tenderness and delicacy. yet intellectual toughness, these concluding stanzas 

present an experience of the dehumanizing effects of death that make this poem 

not so much an abstract definition but an experiential statement of the nature 

II 'I 
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of death. 

In the last group of death poems, the encounter loses all of its sinis

ter implications; it now is an experience of fulfilling happiness222 and/or 

223 radical transformation. The change Emily Dickinson envisions as a result 

of death in these lyrics is both emotional and spiritual. Although this cate-

224 
gor'/ parallels the second last one of the love poems , it presents the social 

change immortality effects only as a metaphoric one. A crown or other royal 

225 
trappings often symbolizes immortality's ability to lift man above his 

natural existence. Because of the difficulties inherent in imaginatively pro-

jecting herself beyond the grave, Emily Dickinson often contrasts the royal 

226 rank that death confers with the lowly estate of the living , or likens the 

227 anticipated joys of eternity to temporally experienced ones , or relies on a 

sustaining metaphor228 or abstractions (1040) to convey her vision of ecstatic 

personal immortality. Although these lyrics contain many valuable insights 

and visionary glimpses of dea'tl1 's power to raise and to transform, they never 

attempt to produce "a fully structured image of it. " 229 
These poems attribute 

the new happiness enjoyed and dignity conferred to a force outside the 

222N.B. Poems: 24, 76, 1040, and 1056. 

223N.B. Poems: 7, 53, 98, 144, 171, 431, 515, 721, and 1626. 

224N.B. Chapter III, pp. 234-241. 

225N.B. Poems: 53, 98, 144, 171, and 721. 

226N.li. Poems: 53, 98, 144, 171, 431, and 1626. 

227N.B. Poems: 7, 24, 76, and 98. 

228 
229N.B. Poems: 24, 76, 98, and 1056. 

Chase, p. 215. 
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recipient. The dead are passive receivers but joyful reactors to the fullness 

of being eternity involves. Death is the active power that significantly 

alters their existence. One poem directly relates the new status of the 

''Modest Clay" to a spiritual cause: "Since that My Lord, 'the Lord of Lord' I 

aeceives unblushingly I" (171). 

These poems celebrate the essential change and ecstatic happiness to 

which death leads. The experience, of course, remains fundamntally hypo-

thetical. Sometimes the voice shifts from a prophetic and potential position 

230 to one that is supposedly personally realized. Moving from the apocalyptic 

vision of "There is a morn by men unseen" to the immediate experience of "Here 

to light measure, move the feet/ Which walk no more the village street" (24) 

involves nuances of time and distance that contribute to the complexity of even 

such an early poem. In a number of poems, the voice relies upon a sustained 

metaphor to body forth her vision. She likens her state to a May holiday en-

joyed on a "mystic green" (24), to the pomp and dignity of a coronation (98), 

to an inland soul's first trip "Into deep eternity" (76), and to a zone of 

"perpetual Noon" (1056). These comparisons move from the concrete, to the 

semi-concrete, to the relatively abstract. Sometimes the voice sings of the 

regal condition of the dead: "Courtiers quaint, in kingdoms/ Our departed are" 

(53). Other times she anticipates heaven in religious terms and joyfully ex

claims: ''Me-come I My dazzled face/ In such a shining place!" (431), or 

lllOre serenely contemplates the sole1111 significance of resurrection when "Cir-

cumference be full" (515). Once she imagines herself on the verge of 

230 N.B. Poems: 7, 24, 98, and 721. 
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itJllDOrtality and its divine status; but even as she tells of her experience, 

she remains in a middle state: "Behind Me-dips Eternity-/ Before Me

lJllDOrtali ty" (721). Because she considers death "A Miracle for alll ", she 

claims that "No life can pompless pass away" (1626). 

Since to the speaker of these poems death is ''but our Rapt attention/ 

To immortality" (7), her stance is typically joyous231 and/or exultant. 232 

Phrases such as "The lips at Hallelujah" (7), rhythms that move rapidly, and 

exclamations such as "Full royal is his Retinue!/ Full purple is his state!" 

(171), as well as the tone of the individual lyric reveal the voice's happily 

excited state. She is occasionally more philosophically detached (1040) and 

233 serene. As she considers the transforming power of death, she is charac-

234 235 teristically humble and reverent. In only one poem is her posture 

sorrowful as she laments the deceased's dying unaware of the bliss and elevati 

death would open to her (58). 

In these poems revealing the positive pole of her ambivalent approach 

to death, Emily Dickinson employs some of her usual linguistic devices and 

rejects others. Because she is attempting to create an aesthetic experience, 

rather than a philosophic definition, of death's power to bring man to full 

23~.B. Poems: 7, 24, 53, and 171. 

232N.B. Poems: 53, 76, 171, 431, 515, 721, and 1626. 

233zi.B. Poems: 24, 431, and 1056. 

234N.B. Poems: 53, 98, 144, 171, 431, and 515. 

235N.B. Poems: 58, 144, 171, 431, and 515. 
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236 237 
188eurity, the poet generally uses first person and present tense. Ex-

238 clamations intensify the speaker's emotional involvement in many structures. 

239 Rtlll on lines reinforce the immediacy and excitement of these experiences. 

In a Poem such as 1056, rtm. on lines play against its emotional control and 

contribute to its intense but disciplined climax. Because of the positive and 

attractive nature of the experience, subjunctives and adversatiws are negli-

240 gible. Because of the solitary and prophetic nature of the experience, 

241 vocatives, imperatives, and rhetorical questions are used rarely. Italics 

and interjections are totally absent. Rational rather than imaginative ele-

242 243 ments qualify some poems. In a few, logical links or restricting phrases 

restrain the voice's rhapsodic stance. Although abstractions are relatively 

few, they suggest the hypothetical base of these experiences of death as a 

fulfilling, elevating encotm.ter. Only in Poem 1040, however, does Emily 

2360n1y Poems 1056 and 1626 are in third person. 

237No poem is totally in any time but present; Poems 144 and 431 mix 
tenses. 

238Poems 98, 171, and 431 open with them; Poems 98, 171, 431, and 1626 
use them within; and Poems 24, 98, 171, and 1626 close with them. 

might. 
poems: 

239 N.B. Poems: 7, 76, 98, 144, 171, 431, 1056, and 1626. 

240subjuij.ctives aperate in three poems: 24 should; 53 .!!!!!!!; and 71 
But is the only adversative used and even it fw.ctions in only four 
-r:-144, 721, and 1040. 

241 The single vocative is in Poem 24; the only imperatives are in Poem 
171; and rhetorical questions close three poems: 76, 144, and 515. 

242N.B. Poems: 171 siuce and 721 ~· 
243N.B. Poems: 515 "I suppose" and 721 "they say." 

,1 
I 
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Dickinson completely abandon her efforts to create an experiential rather than 

a reflective lyric. 
244 Slowing down lines contributes to the speaker's sense 

of solemnity and incredibility. Retarding lines, especially final ones, 

graphically parallel the voice's wonder as she realizes the new plane of being 

open to her. Emily Dickinson exploits connotations to present death as the 

fullness of life. Some words suggest exuberant happiness: dance, revel, and 

,!!t1.A (24). Others suggest a deeper joy: .exultation (76), 2aradise (431), and 

absorbed (515). Some indicate rank: mitred, ermine (98), courtiers, saints -
(144), and kingdoms (721). Others carry more sublime implications: wondrous, 

.!Istic (24), circumference (515), miracle (721), and infinite (1040). To 

carry her vision of immortality she echoes St Paul as she negatively describes: 

"Never saw I such a wondrous scene" (24). She also uses contrast to present 

w-hat eye has not seen, nor ear heard. She sets up tension between the natural 

and the mystic elements in her projection of eternity (24). She contrasts 

the "little maid" (53) and "simple You, and I" (98) with the status death con-

fers. She sets the voice's sense of unworthiness in opposition to the dignity 

given by death (431), She opposes the limitations of temporal experience 

against the infinite relations possible in eternity (1040). She effectively 

uses personification to suggest the lowly state of the living: "timid bonnet" 

(144), "Modest Clay" (171), and ''bashful feet" (431). She also uses verbs 

244 N.B. Poems: 7, 53, 431, 515, 721, 1040, and 1056. 
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that are startling 

247 
and consonants , 

245 246 in context , arresting juxtapositions , liquid vowels 

248 249 alliteration, patterned repetition , and anaphora to 

create a spiritually and emotionally satisfying experience of death as a ful

filling and elevating encounter. By coupling fantastic and bells (24) and 

.2!-rpetual and~ (1056), the poet suggests that the new dawn to which she 

1S called is beyond rational expectation or natural understanding. By joining 

BP,tred and afternoon (98) and divine and in,toxication (76), she indicates the -
spiritual rank and unearthly joy mortality makes possible. The alliteration 

of.!!_ in stanzas one and two, the correspondence between the first lines of 

stanzas one and three, and the parallel within and between these lines add to 

the effectiveness of the voice's conviction that "'Tis Miracle before Me-then 

-! 'Tis Miracle behind-between--/ A Crescent in the Sea-" (721). 

250 In this category, Emily Dickinson relies heavily upon religious and 

roya1251 tropes to convey the transformation death affects. Equating death 

245N.B. Poems: 7 pours, extorted; 24 e!'Wloz; 53 marshalled; 98 delays; 
144 traced; 171 invests; 515 connect. efface, dissolve; 721 dips; and 1056 
constructs and interrupt. 

246N. B. Poems: 7 "gayer sandals"; 24 "Seraphic May"; 5 3 "courtiers 
quaint"; 98 "•ek escutscheons"; 171 "obsequious angels"; 431 "dazzled face"; 
515 "restricted graven; 721 "pa.useless Monarchy'" ''Dateless Dynasty"; and 
1626 ''hospitable Pall." 

247N.B. Poems: 24, 53, 76, 98, 171, 431, 515, 721, and 1626. 

248N.B. Poems: 24, 53, 76, 144, 171, 431, 721, and 1056. 

249N.B. Poems: 7, 24, 53, 98, 144, 171, 515, 721, 1056, and 1626. 

250N.B. Poems: 7, 53, 98, 144, 171, 431, 721, and 1626. 

25~.B. Poems: 7, 53, 98, 144, 171, and 721. 
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trttb sitting down with saints (144) or having one's brow invested with majesty 

(l7l) suggests the voice's idealization of mortality. Referring to the 

"dignified Attendants" (98) and "Obsequious Angels" (171) who serve the de

ceased reinforces the idea of death as an elevation. Metaphors drawn from 

nature most often present the happiness and perfection of inuuortality.252 

Other than figures from these three areas, no groups of imagery f1.mction in 

this category of death poems. 

Although ''No Crowd that has occurred" (515) or "Behind Mc-dips Eter-

nity-" {721) might be selected as aesthetically greater poems to represent 

this last group of death poems, "One dignity delays for all--" {98) better 

exemplifies the traits of this category. In this poem the voice clearly and 

grandly sings of status achieved through death. She regards death as a right 

which all men share; yet as she experiences it in her journey to coronation 

and the grave, she enjoys a rank that puts her above others. Even in this 

apparently simple celebration of the new plane of existence death raises one 

to enjoy, there is some irony and ambivalence. Dignity. mitred, 12urple, and 

~ suggest establishment in rank or grace. Mitred introduces the religious 

note and reinforces the idealistic notion that the day of death confers upon 

De-the soul what a bishop would bestow in confirmation or even ordination. -
lays paradoxically connotes death's willingness to wait since his leisure 

ultimately will triumph. The repetition of .2!!!. at the beginning of the first 

two lines suggests that this is the great dignity, the only one that all men 

can claim. The strong trochee beginning of the majority of these lines and 

252 N.B. Poems: 24, 721, and 1056. 
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the three sets of anaphora emphasize the key words that the poet uses to set 

up her idea of death. Repeating !2!'!!.. in this initial position draws attention 

to the irony that although this is such a dignity, such a privilege, some would 

a•oid or evade it if they could. 

The coach image of the second stanza conveys dramatic urgency and regal 

aotion. Short, rapidly readable lines contribute to the sense of movement as 

the voice travels to eternity. Almost all of the words in this stanza have 

a double function; they refer to a stately funeral procession as well as to a 

coronation journey. The rich mode of travel is in harmony with the lyric' s 

tonal grandeur; but tension exists in the irony just below the surface of the 

whole poem. The reader never forgets that the coach is both the symbolic one 

and the one actually carrying the corpse through town. 

The third stanza continues the coach imagery of the former one but is 

poetically weak.er. Three exclamations, fewer concrete objects, and too much 

reliance upon !!!.!! and~ detract from the lyric's power to individualize. 

The metaphorical reference to one hundred hats gives some motion and sensual 

itmnediacy to the situation. 

The last stanza directly picks up the royal imagery of the first. !!;"" 

.!!.!!!!_and escutscheon define in precise terms the status conferred in eternity. 

~continues the adulation of the throng and the reverence of the attendants 

presented in the middle stanza. The escutscheon that the voice presents is 

her right as a human being to die. 253 She asserts that she can claim "the 

253Tbis disagrees with Anderson's identification of the escutcheon as 
a tombstone. Emil?; Dickinson's Poetey, p. 241. It agrees, however, with 
Erhardt H. Essig,Dickinson1s 'One Dignity Delays for All,'" ExPlicator, 
XXIII (October, 1964), #16. 
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rank to diel" as the dignity that awaits all men. Setting the lowliness of 

their temporal condition against this newly attained and supremely blissful 

state results in tension. Even in this poem where the posture of shimmering 

elCPectancy is dominant, irony and stress are structural elements; they do not 

denY, but enrich, the voice's presentation of death as a fulfilling and elevat-

ins encounter. 

In Emily Dickinson's death poetry critics discover various patterns. 

To some the thread is primarily biographical and they trace a movement from a 

positive to a negative or a negative to a positive position, depending upon 

their interpretation of the poet's religious evolution. Most critics, however, 

who discern a development in these poems, concern themselves with an aesthetic 

one involving content and/or form. Thematically they see a movement from 

graveyard material, to death bed scenes, to the meaning of mortality and 

formally, a movement from sentimental treatment, concrete details, and hopeful 

attitudes to a more complex handling, calm abstractions, and less confident 

254 postures. In the earlier poems they discern more emotional urgency and 

emphasis on the physical; in the later, more serene detachment and emphasis on 

the meaning Of death. 255 Alth h h i thi ch t d oug t e poems n s ap er are arrange 

topically rather than chronologically, they give some support to the argt.DDent 

that Emily Dickinson's death poetry exhibits this multiple movement. While 

acknowledging these changes in her poetry, the polarity in these poems must 

254 N.B. Ford, pp. 69-70 and Lindberg, p. 96. 

255Miller's interpretation runs contrary to this one; she sees a move
ment from the abstract to the concrete and from troubled doubt to serene con
fidence in immortal! ty. p. 196 • 
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be recognized as an essential part of their expression of mortality. Moreover, 

this chapter suggests the proportion between the poems in which death is pre

sented as a frightening and destroying force and those in which it is presented 

as an attractive and fulfilling experience. 256 

While critics agree that Emily Dickinson's death poetry contains some 

of her finest lyrics, they also recognize weaknesses in this area of her canon. 

They particularly criticize her earlier death poetry because of its frequent 

"sententious bathos"257 • banaliey258, "sentimentality, and morbidness. ,.259 

While admitting that many of the earlier death poems lack the intellectual 

fiber, original insights, and emotional complexity of her later ones, Emily 

Dickinson's death poetry generally avoids the "emotional orgies11260 so common 

in her contemporaries' treatment of this theme. 

Judging that Emily Dickinson's death lyrics are "her best and most 

characteristic poems"261 , critics, on the whole, praise their unique handling 

262 
of classic figures of death , their avoidance of "hackneyed literary conven-

263 264 tions" , their range of approach , and their insight into the nature of 

256Tbe ratio of negative to positive experiences of death in this chap
ter seems significantly higher than that of love in the previous chapter. 

257willy, p. 100. 258Sherwood, p. 69. 259Pickard, p. 102. 

260 
Carl Bode, .!!!.!. Anatomy of American Popular Culture ~-~ 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1959), p. 180. 

261Ch 122 262. d 28-30 ase, p. • 1:or , pp. • 

263 Anderson, American Literacy Masters, I, 983. 

264Pickard, p. 102. 
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265 
1110rtality. Her best death poems are psychological, tensioned, and tragic. 

266 'J.'hey use ''kinaesthetic imagery" , emphasize the human observer of the 

tnYstery of death rather than the mystery itself267 , sound the reaches of 

death's frightening power268 , and reveal a "markedly existential view. 11269 

This study is in general agreement with these critical observations. 

'J.'he number of poe11S which present death as a fearful and destructive rather 

than an attractive and fulfilling experience confirms Emily Dickinson's dark 

view of reality. The other view, which is always in soi. tension with this 

one, accounts for the psychological and ambivalent character of the most 

effective poetic experiences of mortality. This polarity helps these lyrics 

to escape the maudlin and stereotyped sentiment that flaws the weaker ones. 

The poems analyzed in detail especially reveal the formal qualities which 

make this area of Emily Dickinson's canon such a successful combination of 

opposites playing against each otber. In this ambivalence of her creative 

response to mortality lies much of the originality, tension, and control that 

individualize her better poems of death. 

265 ..!!?.!!· ' p. 101. 
266 Chase, p. 233. 

267 Sherwood 1 p. 187. 268 Pickard, p. 102. 

269 Ford, p. 13. 
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CHAPTER V 

POEMS INCORPORATING BOTH LOVE AND DEATH 

Some of the most original and successful poems in Emily Dickinson's en-

tire canon bring love and death into a peculiar philosophic and psychic rela-

tionship. Viewing love and death as crucial experiences with similar meta-

physical and psychological consequences for the individual, it is not surpris-

ing that this poet links these two decisive encounters. Her concept of the 

essential connection between these two areas of human experience and of their 

existential roots is evident in a letter she wrote to Mrs. Holland in 1873. 

Parting is one of the exactions of a Mortal Life. It is 
bleak--like Dying, but occurs more times. 

1 To escape the former, some invite the last. 

Speaking of her mother's death and funeral, in two later letters she again 

reveals how closely related bridal and burial events are in her mind. 

The illumination that comes but once paused upon her features, 
and it seemed like hiding a picture to lay her in the grave; but 
the grass that received my father will suffice his guest, the one 
he asked at the altar to visit him all his life.2 

Her dying feels to me like many kinds of cold--at times electric, 
at times benumbing--than a trackless waste, Love has never trod.3 

Since the idea of either encot.mter simultaneously "invites--appalls" (673), it 

was capable of moving this woman emotionally and shaking her intellectually. 

1 Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 514. 2 .!.!?.!!!•, III, 750. 

3 Ibid., III, 752. 
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Looking to both love and death as means of fulfilling or destroying the indivi

dual, the poet links them psychologically and spiritually. Because of the 

threat and promise Emily Dickinson saw as the core of both of these encounters, 

theY were intimately associated at both a conscious and an unconscious level. 

so closely. in fact, are love and death related in Emily Dickinson's view of 

reality that at times they seem to merge. 4 Both demand the absolute surrender 

of the person and promise him the fullest realization of himself as a person. 

Both demand total self-encounter and promise total transcendence of self. The 

pain and ecstasy of the womb and the tomb involve the radical stripping down 

of the individual who is torn from himself in order to become more truly him-

self. Emily Dickinson's idealization of love and her concept of rentmciation 

require a non-terrestrial consummation that also creates a special relationship 

between love and death. Sensitive to the psychological, philosophical, and 

spiritual interconnection between love and death, Emily Dickinson often for-

mally relates these two encotmters. 

As early as Poem 1, Eros and Thanatos appear together: "The worm doth -
woo the mortal, death claims a living bride." Throughout her canon, love and 

death come together in varying degrees of interaction. They enter the poetic 

struc~re corporately at the same levels that they do individually. They func-

tion as metaphoric reference, dramatic background, or essential motif. Some-

times, therefore, they are used as supporting examples to illumine some other 

4 Poems 76, 249, 520, and 1670 can be read as experiences of either love 
or death. Water and royal imagery function in both areas; e.g., king in Poems 
235 and 465, sea in Poems 162 and 76. The personification of death in Poems 
such as 279, 39i', 712, 718, 1053, and 1445 also carries strong erotic over
tones which suggest that to this poet love and death are possibly interchange
able aspects of one inclusive reality. 
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subject. In Poems such as 1150 and 1243, e.g., love and death are not philo

sophically or psychologically related. They are utilized for aesthetic reasons. 

saying that "Love is one, not aggregate/ Nor is Dying double-11 (1243) effec-

tittelY supports the thesis that genuine suffering is, of necessity, solitary. 

At a second level, death's presence intensifies the experience of 

5 Jotte. In a Poem such as 196, awareness of time and, consequently, death, ''We 

must die--by and by," adds a tender and tragic dimension to the relationship 

presented. In another lyric, death enters as a rival to the human lover, who 

is forced to surrender (718). A similar poem, lamenting that death had been 

more punctual than love, asserts that if love had preceded death, ''Delight had 

aggrandized the Gate/ And blocked the coming in" (1230). 6 In one poem honoring 

a friend's return from near death to this world, the poet describes her ''half 

of Dust,/ And half of Day, the Bride" (830). Although the protestation of love 

in Poem 537 is remarkably similar to the declarations of many poems in Chapter 

III, the presence of encroaching death, that rises like a devouring river, 

creates a more dramatically tense situation. 

The most representative and artistically satisfying poem in which death 

provides a dramatic backdrop for the experience of love is "Of all the Souls 

that stand create" (664). 7 The speaker, standing imaginatively at the 

5N.B. Poems: 169, 196, 537, 664, 718, 830, 1059, and 1230. 

6Although this lyric resembles those whose core contrasts the power of 
love and death, the essential experience here is sorrow over the absence of 
love which made death possible: there is also, of course, the added implica
tion that love is stronger than death. 

7other readings generally support this one: Chase, pp. 159-160, 245; 
Anderson, American Literary Masters, I, 1006; Pickard, p. 91; Flick, p. 368; 
Wilbur, Emily Dickinson. ed •• by Sewall, p. 134; and McCarthy, 27. 
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threshold of eternity, professes her timeless and sublime love. Grandeur and 

nobility characterize the situation. With complete freedom and majestic 

poise, the voice views "all the Souls that stand create" and declares her 

eternal and irrevocable selection of the one she loves. The voice's vision is 

transcendent and her feelings are magnificently beyond the threat of time or 

8 change. At the same time, her vision is objectively realistic and her final 

stance ironic. 

Only in this superior state does she believe that true values are evi-

dent. The speaker claims final truth for the spirit only when the senses are 

no longer an intermediary. This resplendent revelation of the essence of all 

things takes away the Subterfuge which in time clouds man's vision. In this 

light, the lover contrasts l!!!,t which !!.' i.e., values which still exist be-

cause they are spiritual and deep-rooted, with that which was, i.e., appear-- -
ances of value whose insufficiency will be exposed in eternity's clear vistas. 

The visible separation of the three words which co119ose line six reinforces 

the idea that in this state of spiritual splendor there will be an absolute 

distinction between values. In this twelve-line love poem, immediate and 

perfect perception of reality is the major characteristic of eternity pre-

sented. Part of the tonal serenity of this lyric proceeds from the poet's 

concentration upon this non-sensible aspect of i111DOrtal joy to intensify the 

voice's delight in her choice of a lover. 

"Shifted-like a Sand" implies that judgment will follow death; whether 

this j udgm.ent will be by God or by the individual herself, now that her values 

8 So controlled is the speaker's stance that Chase refers to her 
"stoical steadiness." p. 159. 
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are no longer dependent upon sense impressions, is not certain. Tension exists 

between the voice's sublime concept of eternity and her estimate of human life 

' carried in "this brief Tragedy of Flesh." She implies that immortality is 

~astlY superior in its essential felicity, spirituality, and duration. The 

figures of royalty refer to the depth and richness of some lives which will re-

1114in unrecognized until the hour of judgment, while the mists which will be 

carved away refer to deceptive coverings which have given some lives the 

semblance of worth. Coupling carving with mists makes this line more provoca

tive. The poet's metaphorical handling of judgment conveys its necessity, 

justice, and grandeur. 

To the speaker, the ultimate tribute to her lover lies in the fact that 

at this exalted and exalting moment, when truth stands forth in its full beauty, 

she still rejects all others and chooses him forever. Wit, realism, and a 

certain irony enter in the last lines when she substitutes Atom for soul as she -
triumphantly calls upon "all the lists of clay" gathered for judgment to be-

hold the lover she prefers. That she can visualize her beloved reduced to clay 

gives this poem an inclusiveness not suggested in the speaker's confident joy 

nor in the lyric's magnificent tonal serenity. Projecting the lovers beyond 

the grave, the poet creates a love poem of rare spiritual beauty and intellec-

tual appeal. Without using death as the dramatic background for this situation, 

the poet could not formalize this experience of love which so depends upon the 

voice's ability to project herself beyond the limits of temporal existence. 

At the third level, love and death exhibit a more essential and pro

found relationship. One encounter is explored in the light of the other. The 

connection between these two experiences appears most clearly in the situations 
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,mere they almost fuse. Love becomes the promise of immortality; death becomes 

the promise of a union denied the lovers in life. Love and death meet in a 

lll)Sterious and enticing personification. The sinister yet engaging figure 

EJD.ily Dickinson projects reflects the existential and psychic connections she 

perceives in these two areas of human experience and her ambivalent creative 

response to them. Although the lover always remains indistinct and minor in 

Emily Dickinson's love poems, death as a lover ironically becomes more than a 

mere symbol. His complexity helps to make him a more fully developed figure. 

In keeping with the cluster of attitudes contained in a letter of 1865, "Wed-

9 lock is shyer than Death." death's touch in these lyrics seems more real and 

acceptable than a mortal lover's. 

Although the fundamental links Emily Dickinson establishes between womb 

and tomb may reflect archetypical patterns and Christian motifs, the artistic 

use she makes of them is often highly original. While the folklore and litera-

ture of all ages and cultures "deal with the mysterious relationship between 

death and love, "lO formally and thematically this poet projects many facets 

of this relationship that are uniquely her own. In these poems where love and 

death interact in a way essential to the whole aesthetic experience, five 

major divisions are evident. These lyrics: 1) explore one encounter in terms 

of the other; 2) lament the loss of the beloved11; 3) imagine the lover's 

9 Letters (Johnson, ed.), II, 445. 10 Lepp, p. 102. 

11 Because of the polite nature of so many of Emily Dickinson's elegies, 
this category limits itself to those poems inspired by the death of people 
clearly recognized as intimates of the poet: her parents, her nephew, and 
three men whom she loved. 
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death; 4) present death as an erotic visitor; and 5) consider love a promise 

of immortality and immortality a promise of postponed erotic fulfillment. 

In the first group of poems in which love and death interact in a way 

essential to the poetic experience, Emily Dickinson analyzes and sometimes 

12 evaluates one experience in terms of the other. Frequently as she tries to 

determine which is the more powerful force, she puts love and death in meta-

physical and formal tension. Often she asserts that although love cannot pre

vent death, it does survive it and ultimately triumphs over it. There is a 

13 tendency, in the face of death, to blame the body for the limitations of love 

and to extol the spirit for love's strength.14 Another seminal idea of this 

poet appears in the poems that claim that the beloved is not only dearer but 

15 better seen in death. The fact that only one of the poems that philosophi-

cally pits love against death belongs to the poet's earlier period adds weight 

to the observation at the end of the last two chapters that Emily Dickinson's 

love and death poetry moves from more personal toward more theoretical con-

cems. The peculiar relationship the poet establishes between love and death 

in these poems also reflects her tendency to move from physical phenomenon to 

its spiritual and psychic meaning. 

The analytic nature of these lyrics is obvious in the experience that 

they create. Most typically the poet sets Eros and Thanatos in opposition to 

each other as she tries to locate them in a philosophic frame. Sometimes she 

12N.B. Poems: 56, 573, 610, 611, 831, 833, 907, 917, 924, 1288, 1666, 
and 1731. 

13N.B. Poems: 573 and 1731. 14 N.B. Poems: 573 and 833. 

lSN.B. Poems: 611 and 1666. 
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seeks to establish the duration of love: "Till Death-is narrow Loving-" (90~ 

''Love-is that later thing than Death-" (924); and ''Love-is anterior to 

Life-/ Posterior--to Death--" (917) • In these lyrics, love exceeds the limits 

of time. Even in Poem 56, the voice proclaims, not that death can destroy 

1ove, but that only death has the power to prevent her paying tribute to the 

beloved. In some poems, the voice laments that love is not strong enough to 

stop death or to call the dead back to life: ''Maddest Heart that God created/ 

cannot move a sod" (1288) and ''Love can do all but raise the Dead" (1731). 

Two poems explore the Christian mystery of the relation of caritas and mortal-

ity. The speaker claims that "The Test of Love-is Death" (573) and that be

cause of love "Christ-stooped until He touched the Grave-" (833). In two 

other lyrics, the voice exults in a love that is so great that it lights up 

the darkness of the grave and makes the beloved more clearly visible than he 

16 was in life. Two other poems dramatize effects of the death of loved ones 

upon the speaker's concept of and attitudes toward mortality. One lyric 

tenderly, yet with irony, asserts that the thought of the dead makes dying 

easier (610). The other claims that "Not for itself, the Dust is shy"; but 

because of what death's artillery has done to friends, it is a feared force 

(831). 

The attitude of the voice in these situations is primarily objective. 

She tries to maintain the detachment necessary for critical examination. She 

distances herself to evaluate logically the relative power of love and death. 

17 18 Her stance sometimes involves ironic or paradoxical elements. While her 

16 N.B. Poems: 611 and 1666. 17 N.B. Poe1D8: 610 and 907. 

18 N.B. Poems: 611, 833, 917, and 1666. 
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posture is basically rational, she does respond with controlled emotion. In 

poem 610, tenderness tensions the speculative nature of the experience. The 

•oice's sense of pain and frustration is apparent as she laments love's ina-

bilitY to bring back the ''Longed for Dead" (1288). 

The analytic and philosophic nature of this category apparently deter-

mines Emily Dickinson's poetic style. Third person, which she uses one out 

of two times, contributes to the intellectual detachment and emotional disci-

pline in these lyrics. 19 20 21 Logical links , adversatives • conditionals , and 

22 subjunctives support the rational tone. The careful reasoning implied by 

qualifications such as somewhat (610), perga,ps (833), and.!!.!!!. (1731) suggests 

a mental process that at times is almost syllogistic. The rhetorical ques

tions23 that close two poems effectively conclude the earlier declarations 

24 about the power and nobility of love. Retarding lines with hyphens , unusual 

25 word order , or a change in the rhythm or rhyme pattern (56) indicate the 

cautious deliberation of the speaker. 26 Abstractions suggest the theoretical 

nature of these analyses. Because of the reflective and solitary quality of tie 

19N.B. PoetllS: 56 because; 1288 and 1731 so. -
20N.B. Poems: 610 though; 831, 907, and 1731 but. -
2~.B. Poems: .56, 573, and 1731 if. -
22N,B. Poems: 56, 573, 611, 831, and 1731. 

23N.B. Poems: 611 and 833, 24 
N.B. Poems: 573, 610, 611, and 907. 

25N.B. Poems: 831 and 907. 

26 N.B. Poems: 573 patience, infinity; 831 certainty; 833 dishonor; 
907 finiteness, privilege, destitution, delight, resembi,nce; 924 interval, 
etemity; and 1288 nature and existence. 
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eJ'Perience, exclamations, imperatives, and vocatives are infrequent. Because 

of the affirmative nature of the voice's declarations concerning love and death, 

27 liquid vat1cls and consonants are quite evident. The tension that functions 

in these lyrics is apparent in the opening lines that immediately set love and 

28 death in opposition , in the matter-of-fact tone of many of the initial lines 

29 and the emotional responses that follow , and in the imaginative and emotional 

factors that play against the rational and speculative ones. Present time 

gives some immediacy to the speaker's reflections. 30 Hyperbole31 often carries 

the voice's emotional involvement and colors her seemingly logical assertion: 

'~.iner's Lamp-sufficient be-/ To nullify the Mine-" (11). Personification32 

often gives sensory vitality to a structure that could otherwise remain 

speculatively abstract. By referring to loss which procures destitution (907), 

the poet also exploits the antithetical overtones of procures and destitution 

to make the personification carry extra imaginative weight. Arresting juxta-

33 34 positions and verbs particularly startling in context perform a similar 

27N.B. Poems: 

28N.B. Poems: 

29N.B. Poems: 

573, 611, 833, and 1731. 

573, 907, 917, 924, and 1731. 

56, 610, 611, 907, and 1288. 

300n1y Poem 56 is totally in a tense other than present. 

Jl__ • 
~.B. Poems. 907, 1666, and 1703. 

320n1y Poem 917 lacks any use of this figure. The effectiveness of the 
use, of course, varies and is not necessarily in proportion to the number. 
The number of personifications in Poem 924, e.g., does not save it from being 
what Frank calls "a vague and prosaic puzzle, nothing more." p. 74. 

3~.B. Poems: 610 "tawdry Grace"; 907 "privilege of finiteness," 
''narrow Loving"; and 1288 "enchantless Pod," and "Maddest Heart." 

34N.B. Poems: 56 claps; 610 bought,.!!!.!.• .!.!.!!3 611 nullify; 907 spent, 
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function. Much of tho voice's vision of love's stability, e.g., is implied in 

her claiming that the "scantest Heart" (907) loves until death. The very 

technical verb annealed (833) economically indicates a whole cluster of atti-

tudes toward love and furthers the poet's originality in handling well known 

biblical material to support her concept of death's relation to love. 35 

There seems to be no pattern to the imagery in this category. Some-

times the voice compares her love to a prism, .!.!!!!E.• lantern, or .!!:!!. to con-

cretize its ability to give a light greater than death's darkness (611). In a 

similar poem, she equates the grave to a mirror that reflects her beloved more 

fully than life could reveal him (1666). Likening love to a giant (1731) or 

death to an advancing army (831) carries her concept of their relative power. 

The scarcity of imaginative analogies in these poems is probably due to their 

analytic and philosophic bent. 

"Till Death--is narrow Loving-" (907) ironically yet tenderly makes a 

judgment on the depth of love. The criterion it proposes is fidelity's dura-

tion. The opening line, declaring that love that extends only until death is 

inadequate, upsets the reader's expectations. Associating "till death" with 

the most solem pledge of fidelity. this bold opening challenges what is ac-

cepted and forces a reevaluation of the marriage vow. Till and narrow imme--
diately set up mathematically measurable norms for a promise that eludes any 

such criterion. The speaker's stance is also suggested in the two hyperbolic 

procures. abdicate; 1288 pasted. advertise; 1666 attests, illumine; and 1731 
.araze. 

35 Poems 573 and 833 use biblical examples to support the lofty concept 
of love. and death the voice espouses. 
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statements that constitute the first stanza. Paralleling "narrow Loving," 

"scantest Heart" makes an extravagant claim for what is presented as the most 

ungenerous love. Coupling privilege, finiteness, and spent adds to the sig-

nJ.ficance of the second half of the stanza. Finiteness, especially in Emily 

Dickinson's value system, is not usually considered a good; death, however, 

aa an entrance to etemity is sometimes presented in her poetry as a 2rivi-

1ege. 36 Here the poet seems to be exploiting the word ambivalently. The 

commercial or consumptive connotations of spent also create tension. A privi-

lege is not ordinarily associated with these implications. 

The second stanza continues to reverse expectations. 12!!,., procures, 

and destitution are linked in an arresting manner. The financial connotations 

of the three words somewhat conceal the implications of procures in relation 

to both loss and destitution. The poet uses these words to startle the reader -
so that he realizes the absolute reqtdrement of love. Opening stanza two with 

~ sets the norm of love here in opposition to the one so easily brushed 

aside in the first stanza. The voice recognizes as true only the love that is 

so total that the death of one makes the existence of the other so abject that 

it is only an imitation of life. Love does not stop at the death of the be

loved; instead it brings about the death of the lover because of the beloved's 

death. 

Stanza three opens with a temporal similar to the initial word of the 

poem. The hyphens isolating tmtil emphasize this time rather than the !!.11. of 

the first meager norm dismissed so grandly in the first stanza. The fidelity 

36 N.B. Poems: 515, 536, 583, 640, 1153, and 1597. 
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the voice will accept--and this only as somewhat exhibiting love--demands 

that the death of the beloved so diminishes the lover that her existence with

out him only resembles life and "for His pursuit" she actively gives up life, 

''Delight of Nature," or at least its enjoyment. Abdicates, echoing the idea 

that privileg!! suggests in the opening stanza, helps to bring the experience 

to an artistically satisfying close at the same time that it makes the final 

qualifying somewhat more ironic and so adds to the speaker's idealization of 

love. 

In this lyric, Emily Dickinson puts love and death in multiple tensions 

to advance her concept of love's absolute fidelity and power. The irony she 

exploits in this relationship helps her to present an idealization of love 

without sentimentality. Because of the links she establishes between love and 

death, these twelve lines carry added weight and become a more complex experi-

ence. 

Elegies can bring love and death into an intense union. 37 This group 

of Emily Dickinson's poems is so large and varied that it accounts for an un-

38 usual segment of her canon. Johnson says about the elegies that "At the 

37Theae lyrics are not elegies in the classical sense for they lack 
some of the formal requirements of the genre. On the other hand, they fulfill 
the thematic requirements more fully than the other categories of Chapter V or 
any of those of Chapter IV, which in the broadest sense of the term are also 
elegies. This study applies the term elegy only to serious reflections on 
mortality occasioned by the death of a particular person. 

38 Besides poems written in response to an actual death, Emily Dickinson 
created many others which present the voice's reaction to the death of those 
most loved• e.g., 49, 482, 485, 542, 734, 882, 935, 991, 1078, 1083, 1153, 
1260, and 1764. 
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end the songs are inspired by death, but the theme is the might of human 

love. 1139 He and Anderson differ about the value of this group of poems. 40 Not 

onlY their aesthetic success but the apparent intention of the poet and her in-

timacy with the dead diversify these elegies. 

Some poems were written primarily as courtesies to neighbors and distau: 

relatives. One sympathetically declares ''Love's stricken 'why'/ Is all that 

love can speak" (1368). Some were composed to praise the dead; the Civil War 

41 lyrics represent this trend. Some were sent as supportative consolation to 

the bereaved whose loss the poet shared more personally. 42 Emily Dickinson 

wrote to Mrs. Holland, a few months after the Doctor's death, this elegy for 

him: "How much of Source escapee with thee" (1517). To her cousin, after 

the death of his daughter, she said: "'And with what body do they come?'-/ 

Then they,!!!?. come-Rejoicel" (1492). Even among the elegies whose purpose 

seems to be to console the deceased' s family, a gamut of approaches appears. 

The poet never merely mouths pious platitudes in these laments. Two short 

elegies, e.g., written to Higginson after the death of his infant daughter, 

reveal how different these poems can be from each other. While far from of-

fering effusive sympathy, "The Face in evanescence lain/ Is more distinct 

.39 Emily Dickinson, p. 231. 

4o"The elegies that Emily Dickinson wrote as tributes to the memory of 
persons she had loved range in quality from the least to the finest of her 
creations." Emily Dickinson, P• 224. "Her beat poems on death were not in
spired by personal experiences." Anderson, Emily Dickinson's Poetry, p. 227. 

41if .B. Poeas: 409, 426, 444, and 596. 

42N.B. Poems: 164, 1489, 1492, and 1517. 
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than our's-" (1490) seems more consoling, though less original, than "A Dimple 

in the TolfW/ Makes that ferocious Room/ A Home--" (1489). Some resulted from 

a death that caused the poet severe sorrow and renewed her old uncertainties. 

After Helen Hunt Jackson's death, she wrote two elegiac quatrains; the first 

praises the dead friend and the second speaks of the poet's reactions "Of 

Glory not a Beam is left" (1647) and "The immortality she gave/ We borrowed at 

her Grave .. (1648). Some elegies were composed for people she deeply respected 

43 but had never met .. The memorials to Elisabeth Barrett Browning and Charlotte 

Bronte (148) testify to her belief that grief over the death of people who have 

not shared one's personal life reveals a spiritual bond: "A vital kinsmanship 

import/ Our Soul and their's [sic]-between" (645). Some laments were written 

for those closest to her; whether they had intimately entered her heart but 

rarely her home seems to have made little difference in her profound grief or 

her creative response. This study restricts itself to the memorials written 

for those whom she most loved44 : her father45 , her mother (1573), her neph

ew46, Samuel Bowles (1616), Dr. Charles Wadsworth47 , and Judge Otis Lord. 48 

The fact that Emily Dickinson used the same elegy for different people reveals 

43The attribution of these elegies to these specific people relies upon 
evidence in the letters introducing them and Johnson's notes concerning them. 

44N.B. Poems: 312, 363, and 593. 

45N.B. Poems: 1300, 1312. 1334, 1346, 1352, 1365, and 1393. 

46N.B. Poems: 1564, 1565, 1566, 1567, 1584, and 1594. 

47 N.B. Poems: 1543 and 1576. 

48N.B. Poems: 1597, 1599, 1605, 1606, 1623, and 1638. 
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these poems are more aesthetic than purely personal responses to death. 

Because of their meditative quality and attention to the other, the 

focus of these poems is quite different from the majority of Emily Dickinson's. 

Since the dead so engage her mentally and emotionally, the speaker is less 

prone to look within. Even though she admits to feeling homeless (1573), .,S2!!.

soleless (1599), or penniniless [sic] (1623), she still is usually more con--
cerned with the deceased or the meaning of his death than she is with herself 

or their relationship. From the standpoint of the deceased, death is presented 

as a positive mowment or an escape49 ; from the standpoint of the living. it is 

presented as a painful loss. Presenting death as a desirable experience, these 

elegies associate it with light or freedom. 50 Whether the poet concentrates 

primarily on the greatness of the dead or the mysterious glory of death, the 

approach is more philosophical than psychological. Confidence in personal 

immortality in these elegies rests upon two convietions--one deo-centric, the 

other homo-centric. Hope in the face of the death of loved ones arises from 

a belief that the nature of God and/or the nature of man requires it: "No 

vacillating God/ Ignited this Abode/ To put it out-" (1599); "Expanse51 cannot 

be lost-" (1584); and "'Twas Christ's own personal Expanse/ That bore him 

from the Tomb-" (1543). While honoring the dead and offering consolation to 

49N.B. Poems: 1565 and 1584 escape; and 1300 exody. 

50u.B. Poems: 1564 "Rendezvous of Light"; 1573 ''bright east"; and 1584 
"Tracts of Sheen." Besides being presented as moving toward areas of bril
liance, the dead are sometimes equated to stars, e.g., Poems 1616 and 1638. 

511n these constructions, expanse performs a function similar to.£!!.-
cumference in Emily Dickinson's poetry. It stands for the fullest spiritual 
development possible to man. 
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the living, these commemorative pieces reflect the voice's psychic and spiritual 

state as she contemplates mortality and immortality. In these poems, conse-

quently, there is often tension between the voice's lofty concept of the dead 

or infinity and her personal sense of loss. 

The experience in these elegies is essentially the voice's reaction to 

the death of one dearly loved. In varying degrees, she responds by: 1) prais-

ing the dead; 2) lamenting his death; 3) reassuring herself or others of his 

immortality; and 4) reflecting on death as transcendence. While in some poems 

there is a pronounced emphasis on one response, most elegies are a combination 

of these reactions. As she considers her father, the poet praises his vast 

heart (1312), his quiet courage and unselfish devotion to duty (1352), his 

continued influence after death (1300), and his nobility that was "Too intrinsic 

for Renoun" (1393). The tribute to her mother basically consists of her meta-

phoric vision of her in Paradise, "fathoming what she was," and realizing the 

effect of her death upon the bereaved (1573). In the poems occasioned by 

Gilbert's death, the voice's pain is the main tribute to the dead boy. In 

Poem 1579, she honors Judge Lord's "steadfast Heart"; in 1638, she likens his 

nobility to a star. Sometimes the greatest tribute to the dead consists in 

saying that his death "takes part of us" (1605), ironically slays "all but him" 

(1565), shuts the world to those who love him (1584), and makes "existence 

stray" (1573). Recognizing the paradoxical nature of death, she reflects that 

her father's grave is a soft prison and that "No Despot but the King of Down/ 

Invented this repose" (1334). In another poem occasioned by Edward Dickinson's 

death, his daughter assures herself through the persona: "Take all away-/ 

The only thing worth larcency/ Is left-Inunortality-" {1365). After Gilbert's 



I 
I 

- 352 -

death she wrote as consolation to his mother: "Repast to me/ That somewhere, 

there exists,/ Supremacy--" (1567) and "Expanse cannot be lost--" (1584). 

After Judge Lord's death she asserted: "Though the great Waters sleep,/ That 

they are still the Deep,/ We cannot doubt-" (1599). As she considers the 

possibility of innnortality, the voice is sometimes less confident. She asks 

if Adversity or ''Wild Prosperity" follows death (1576). She feels the need of 

sustenance that is "of the Spirit" (1623). In another poem, she states quite 

existentially that the individual determines his own future: "Obtaining but 

our own Extent/ In whatsoever Realm-" (1543). In another. she characterizes 

immortality as a bondage that ravishes (1594). 

The voice's stance in these elegies depends greatly upon whether she is 

fundamentally considering her loss or the deceased's gain. Although loss is 

a painful factor in many elegies, the only time that the speaker seems to re-

sent death is when she feels that it gave Edward Dickinson an undeserved blow 

(1312). Sometimes her distress seems quite acute; but at other times, she is 

relatively detached and serene. In a few lyrics she questions, but most of 

the time she makes reassuring or semi-ecstatic statements. Most typically, 

she feels reverence and awe for both the deceased and for the mystery inherent 

in his death and resulting glory. 

Emily Dickinson uses various methods to reveal the speaker's adjustment 

to the death of a dearly loved person. The point of view she chooses is of ten 

an index to her focus and emphasis. She uses third person for restraining 

distance as often as she employs first person for immediacy. A second person 

point of view is important in this category and marks some of its most majestic 
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52 lyrics. Although tenses mix in some of these lyrics, present time carries 

tDOSt of them. Because of the voice's assurance, she rarely employs subjunc-

tives, conditionals, negatives, retarding lines, harsh sounds, or rhetorical 

questions. Her tribute to the dead and/or vision of his immortal state is 

declarative. The solemnity of the occasion as well as the voice's depth 

53 response seem to demand severe emotional control. Even the few exclamations 

used support the essentially intense but understated position of the speaker. 

some of the most exultant poems open54 or close55 with exclamations that sug-

gest the voice's feeling of triumph because she has adjusted to this death. 

The imperatives used in these elegies are generally in the same poems and per-

form a function similar to the exclamations. They suggest the voice's mastery 

of the emotional, mental, and spiritual problems inherent in the death of a 

56 57 beloved. The vocatives seem to suggest the tender and harmonious response 

of the speaker to the universe once she has gained some insight into death and 

58 59 60 mastery over her reaction to it. Adversatives , contrasts , comparisons • 

52 N.B. Poems: 1365, 1393, 1564, and 1638. 

53 The marked restraint, serenity, 
involved the poet most personally suggest 
distance before she wrote them. The fact 
after the death they C0111188morate supports 

54N.B. Poems: 1594 and 1638. 

and confidence in these elegies that 
that she had to achieve an emotional 
that some appeared quite some time 
this assumption. 

55 N.B. Poems: 1393, 1564, and 1594. 

56N.B. Poems: 1365 !!:!!_; 1393 lay, .!!!!; 
1938 .12.• 

1573 remit; 1564 pass; and 

57N.B. Poe111S: 1393, 1573, and 1594. 

58N.B. Poems: 1334, 1352, 1543, 1565, 1567, 1576, 1584, 1606, 1623, 
but· _, 1346 yet; and 1564 except. 

59N.B. Poems: 1352, 1365, 1564, 1565, 1573, 1576, 1606, and 1623. 

60 All these poems use a comparison, stated or implied. 
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61 62 paradoxes , and abstractions help the poet project her tribute to the dead 

and their iD1110rtality. Often the adversatives set up opposition between the 

c1eceased's splendid state and the impoverished condition of the bereaved or 

between two elements in a paradox: "A Dungeon but a kinsman is/ Incarceration 

-Home" (1334). Comparisons of the imagined state of the dead to experientially 

ltnOWtl situations aid the poet in concretizing these experiences. She likens 

the dying to a bird's flying east (1573), troops' escaping (1584), or leaping 

over a stream (1564). Death itself she likens to repose (1334), a stream 

(1564), a blast (1312), or an arrow (1565). Death as movement is carried by a 

number of these comparisons as well as by individual verbs.63 She equates the 

dead to a cedar felled by an extraordinary wind (1312), a confederate of duty, 

and a king who rules from a distance. She makes an analogy between the be-

reaved and a loyal realm (1300) and a crumbless, bomelees robin (1606). 

64 65 66 Personifications , juxtapositions , unusual verbs in context , and some 

6~.B. Poems: 1334, 1393, 1565, 1566, 1573, 1594, and 1606. 

62 N.B. Poems: 1346 circumvention, declivity; 1352 si!Rlicity, duty, 
fate; 1365 immortality; 1393 renoJP; 1564 my;stery; 1566 punishment; 1567 
supremacy, repulse; 1573 existence; 1576 prosperity, adversity; 1594 bondage; 
1597 privilege; and 1616 i1llll0rtality. 

63 Poems: 1564 pass, ford, leaped; 1566 .!'.!!!. away; 1573 flies; 1616 ~ 
and 1638 .&e.• 

64N.B. Poems: 1334, 1346, 1352, 1393, 1543, 1573, 1576, 1599, and 1605. 

65N.B. Poems: 1334 "sullen bars"; 1566 "costly Hearts"; 1576 ''Prognos
tic Push"; 1599 ''vacillating God"; and 1616 "subtle Name." 

66 N.B. Poems: 1300 relegates, befallen: 1334 invented; 1346 charge; 
1393 chasten; 1565 appareled; 1567 impelled; 1573 remit, enticed, dissolves, 
!.trays; 1576 estrangef!, lurks; 1594 ravished, imured; 1599 ip.ited; and 1616 
abdicated. 
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67 68 anaphoras and patterned repetitions add to the imaginative and sensory 

appeal of experiences that could otherwise remain too speculative. Referring 

to music "Arm and Arm with Touch" (1576) • coupling sullen and l?!E!. (1334), 

describing eternity as ravishing (1594), repeating !!2!! as an initial word 

(1334), and repeating the drowsy sound~ in ''We deem we dream-/ And that 

dissolves the days" (1573) contribute to the sensory, emotional, and intellec-

tual beauty of these poems. 

The tropes in these poems rely heavily on metaphors from nature. Birds, 

trees, stars, tides, winds, and water supply one term for the analogies that 

body forth the speaker's tribute to the dead. Royal references function in 

two tributes to Mr. Dickinson. Because it suggests the spiritual freedom and 

election promised the Israelites in their journey, Exoj!Y earns its place as the 

only religious allusion in this category (1300). It economically implies that 

death is a parallel journey to another Promised Land. In two poems, food pro-

vides a stimulating vehicle for the spiritual nourishment the voice feels she 

needs to confront the death of those most dear and to believe in their immor

tality. 69 

''Pass to thy Rendezvous of Ligbt"70 (1564) is a condensed elegy that 

illustrates in miniature many of the attitudes and techniques characteristic 

67N.B. Poems: 1334, 1352, 1566, 1606, and 1616. 

68N.B. Poems: 1312, 1564, 1573, and 1606. 

69N.B. Poe188: 1567 re2ast and 1623 sustenance and dregs. 

70 See the following for other comments: Anderson, Faily t>ickinson's 
!oetry, p. 226; Ford, pp. 170-171; Lindberg, p. 20; and Pearce, p. 1S5. 
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of this part of Emily Dickinson's canon. Its delicate beauty and understate-

nient and its restrained yet intense passion fit its cameo tribute to the dead, 

expression of pain occasioned by this death, and reflection on the nature of 

death and infinity. The tension between the imagined splendor of the dead and 

the deprivation of the living and between the voice's intellectual and emo-

donal response gives this quatrain an unusual weight of significance. 

The first line sets the lyric's magnificent tone. The voice stands 

back and commands the deceased to pass, to move between life and death to 

etemity 11 to travel to his appointed state, ''Thy Rendezvous of Light." This 

conunand, which is also a farewell and unorthodox prayer, foreshadows the open-

ing of Poem 1638: "Go thy great way!" The poet loads this figure with mean-

ing. The connotations of rendezvous make the encounter death occasions a pre-

arranged meeting, secretive, purposeful, attractive, exciting. Light suggests 

both splendor and illumination, exactly the opposite of the dark state of the 

living who have not yet penetrated the mystery of death. The second line is 

functionally ambiguous. It can suggest that for the dead his going is marred 

only by his having to leave the living: "Pangless except for us." His going, 

presented as a sublime and joyous movement for the dead, is also set in rela-

tion to the living for whom it is a source of pain. The pain is a double one. 

The voice feels the loss of the beloved dead and his death renews her dilemma 

over the unknowns involved in mortality. While her stance toward death is 

predominantly positive and hopeful in this poem, death still remains a 

mystery to the living. 

Beginning lines one and two with R. and three and four with !! tends to 

tie these two sets of lines together and reinforces the implied contrast 
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between them. The trochee opening of lines one and two performs a similar 

function, while the emphasis on pass in the first line also contributes to the 

"°ice's emotional control and the idea of death as a passage, a movement. Lines 

three and four set the ease, rapidity, and vitality of the deceased's passage 

against the speaker's condition as she tries to comprehend death; she must 

"slowly ford" what he leaped. Ford applies to both the voice's efforts to -
understand the mystery and her living to maturity before dying, and, there-

fore, slowly making a crossing that her beloved nephew did so quickly. The 

final word, across, brings the movement of the initial pass to an artistic 

completion. The exclamation following it climaxes the voice's tribute to the 

71 dead boy who had so gracefully made the leap. 

In the next group of poems, Emily Dickinson brings love and death to-

72 gether in the mind of the voice who imagines her lover's death. The death 

scene of a beloved, of course, strongly appealed to the romantic writers and 

readers of the period. Whether this poet chose it because, as one critic 

claims, ••the n10ment of her lovers' actual death • • • would be the only time in 

mortal life that the poet could express her love without censure1173 or because 

"there adheres to the tenderest and closest of our affections a vestige of 

74 hostility which can excite an unconscious death-wish 7 " the creative results 

71without making extravagant claims concerning the unconscious forces 
in the poet's choice of this verb, it does suggest Kierkegaard's idea of the 
irrational leap that existential faith requires. A parallel between the leap 
into faith and this leap across death enriches the poem. 

72 N.B. Poems: 205, 236, 566, 616, 622, 648, 715, and 1633. 

73 Sherwood, p. 104. 

74 Freud, p. 233. In view of her ambivalence toward love, this observa-
tion may account for one unconscious motivation in her artistically linking 
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are the same. This category is the least successful of all those examined in 

this study. Although one critic deplores their "necophilic preoccupation" 

75 which "outdoes everybody except perhaps Poe," the major weakness of these 

poems seems to be fomal rather than thematic. Relying upon ineffectual 

techniques, their emotion is gratuitous. Without artistic discipline, they are 

too often sentimental. They offer a startling and insightful contrast to the 

lElSt category, with its severe formal economy and lD.lderstated emotion. Despite 

their insignificant number and quality, these lyrics are included because they 

represent one way in which love and death relate in Emily Dickinson's poetry 

and expose the blatant potential sentimentality that formal restraint prevents 

in her better love-death poems. 

In these situations, the voice thinks of her lover's death as either a 

past or a future occurrence. As a past event, she wonders about the details 

of his dying (622), laments that she was too late to save him (566), or con-

soles herself that she helped him to die confidently (616). Her unanswered 

questions about the circumstances of his death range from the kind of day it 

was and what name he last called to whether he was afraid or tranquil (622). 

The support the voice recalls bringing to the dying includes the symbolic but 

ambiguous water of Poem 566 and the specific spiritual reassurance of Poem 616. 

As the speaker projects herself into future hypothetical situations, she 

pictures herself giving her beloved physical. emotional, or spiritual succor. 

love and death. 

75Gelpi, 112 p. • 
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76 often she insists on her right to render these services ; "Just His Sigh--

Accented-/ Had been legible-to Me-" (622) and "Mine belong Your latest 

Sighing-" (648). In one poem, the voice fears not being at the friend's bed

side when his dying eyes hunt the room for her (205). In another, she asks 

that her dying lover be told of what dissolation his death would bring her, 

apparently hoping that this knowledge would stave off death (236). The 

speaker's desire to attend her dying lover can involve a direct request to 

him, "Promise This-When You be dying--/ Some shall summon Me-" (648), or a 

kind of secular prayer, "Mine be the Ministry/ When thy Thirst comes--" (715). 

Once as the voice imagines her beloved's last hour, she asks "Which question 

shall I clutch--/ What answer wrest from thee" (1633). Because of her intimate 

love, in these lyrics the speaker desires to minister to the dying and/or 

learn from him something of the meaning of death. 

Although sentimentality colors many of these lyrics, the voice's stance 

also varies. Whether she is a helpless spectator or an active consolor 

greatly determines her response. Sometimes she is relatively objective in her 

77 description of the scene and her focus upon the other. Her desire for in-

formation reveals two types of curiosity. Sometimes her interest is primarily 

personal; she wants to know everything about the circumstances of the beloved's 

death (622). Other times it escapes this limited range; it wants to penetrate 

the meaning of death (1633). A kind of jealousy appears in her insistence upon 

her rightful privilege of being the one to minister. Tenderness often mixes 

76N.B. Poems: 648, 715, and 1633. 

77N.B. Poems: 566, 622, 715, and 1633. 
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~ith her other emotions. Anguish (205), despondency (236), horror (566), 

and courage (616) also mark the voice's response to the imagined death scene 

of her beloved. 

The hypothetical yet dramatic nature of the experience presented in 

these poems is related to many of the language patterns evident in them. First 

79 person point of view adds urgency to these deathbed scenes. Although many 

80 of the openings are declarative, subjwctives carry the imaginative tone of 

81 82 83 the voice's projections. Adversatives , conditionals , paradoxes , and 

84 contrast contribute a rational tone to some constructions and, consequently, 

somewhat restrain their effusiveness. Referring to herself as one ''Who sped 

too slow" (566) or recalling that "I rose-because he sank-" (616) reveals 

the voice's rational or emotional evaluation of her services to the dying. 

85 86 87 Hyperboles , rhetorical questions , irritating .! sotm.ds , and retarding 

78 N.B. Poems: 648, 715, and 1633. 

790n1y Poem 236 totally lacks a first person reference. 

80 These subjtmctives include future conditionals, contrary-to-fact 
situations, and optatives. 

8~.B. Poems: 566, 616, 715, but and 648 and 1633 though. -
82N.B. Poems: 205, 236, 616, 622, and 648 !!· 
8~.B. Poems: 566 and 648. 

84N.B. Poems: 616, 622, 648, and 715. 

85N.B. Poems: 236 and 715. 

86N.B. Poems: 236, 622, 648., and 1633. 

87N.B. Poems: 205, 566, 622, 648, and 1633. 
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88 89 lines also reveal the speaker's attitudes and emotions. Juxtapositions and 

90 unusual verbs in context add to the intellectual and imaginative appeal of 

these poems. In this category. Emily Dickinson sometimes uses personifica

tion91 and repetition92 effectively, but these techniques, along with italics, 

seem too often trite and mechanical; consequently, they illicit only a senti-

mental response. The non-organic and inappropriate use of pulse lisping or a 

little life leaking red (236) weak.ens the speaker's position as much as her 

calling herself ''Bis little Spaniel." Because of the childish persona pro-

jected in these figures, the emotional response asked by the poem is as 

fraudulent as the emotion it presents. The cosmic and theological disorders 

implied in "Eclipse-at Midnight" and "Sunset-at Easter" also are inappro-

priate to such a limited speaker. The repetition in Poem 205, instead of 

creating a feeling of intense emotion, merely asks for an emotional response 

and sentimentalizes the voice's experience.93 Because of its lack of 

8~.B. Poems: 205, 566, 616, 622, 648, and 715. 

89 N.B. Poems: 205 "tardy name"; 622 "furthest mind," "Everlasting 
Well"; 648 "low favor," "Jealous Grass"; and 1633 "reportless Grave" and "re
callless Sea." 

90 N.B. Poems: 205 stab; 236 dissolve; 616 dropped, cheered, lifted, 
_grew; 622 entrust, ceased, face; 648 !?.!!!.• seduce; 715 stirred, stop; and 
1633 own, clutch, and exude. 

9~.B. Poems: 205, 236, 616, 622, and 648. 

92N.B. Poems: 205, 236, 648, 715, and 1633. 

93Tbis assertion questions Lindberg's claim that in this poem "repeti
tion of words and clauses • • • contributes effectively to the impression of 
the speaker's anguish at the prospect of her friend's deatht at the same time 
as it suggests that friend's behavior in the delirium of fever." p. 210. 
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originality, her speaking of the "Heart that wanted me" also weakens this poem. 

In Poem 648, her wusual use of l?.!!ll, and buckle in reference to her closing 

the eyes of the dead with a k.iss and seduce in reference to her convincing the 

sun to shine more warmly upon his grave gives the voice's posture complexity 

and prohibits her gratuitously exploiting the emotion involved in the situation. 

In Poem 648, instead of modifying features with a word that would have fresh 

sensory or imaginative appeal, the poet relies upon the trite ~ for an 

artistically unmerited response. Her use of eligible in conjunction with sigh, 

on the other hand, earns the reader's closer attention. On the whole, the more 

successful poems in this cluster use form to illicit response, while the others 

appear to rely upon the situation itself or stock diction and imagery to call 

forth a gratuitous reaction. 

nature. 

The imagery in this category mainly involves analogies to thirst and to 

94 Thirst symbolizes the agony of the dying in two poems. nie desire 

of the voice to minister to him has a biblical echo as she speaks of pouring 

out her ''Whole Libation" for him (648). ~ and .I!!!!, represent the succor 

the speak.er brings. In Poem 566, using a tiger for the beloved allows the 

voice a certain distance, while likening herself to a spaniel in Poem 236 works 

inversely. The royal power and bearing of a tiger are far different from the 

whimpering of a puppy. The sea is equated with death or eternity (1633). 

Royal allusions, "my fainting Prince," operate in Poem 616; religious, 0 the 

Chariots wait•" in 2 36; and household, ''be my lips-the only Buckle," in 648. 

Without being one of Emily Dickinson's greater poems, "The World-feels 

94 N.B. Poems: 566 and 715. 
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ousty" (715) fortunately avoids many of the formal weaknesses that sentimental-

ize this category. Its three stanzas divide themselves into two sections. As 

generalized statements about the values and needs of the dying, the first two 

stanzas hold together. As a consideration of the future death of the beloved, 

the last stanza narrows the poem's focus. 

The first stanza reflectively contrasts the former values of the dying 

and what is meaningful at the time of death. Dominated by J!. and .!. sounds, the 

first three lines begin the thirst analogy that operates through the rest of 

the poem. The initial line functions at three levels. The dustiness of the 

world suggests the dying's physical condition, his feeling hot and thirsty. It 

also suggests his now finding what he used to desire old, dingy, tmrefreshing, 

tmattractive. It may simultaneously refer to his indistinct vision which 

makes concrete things seem distant and covered with film. "Stop to die" indi-

cates both time and a change from the ordinary business of life. The peculiar 

punctuation of !!:!!,a at the end of line three creates a ftmctional ambiguity 

for it can be read with either line three or line four or with both. Dew -
suggests both coolness and dampness, the opposites of the heat and dryness 

associated with dust. It becomes a symbol, therefore, of the relief and/or 

refreshment the dying desire. Taste carries along the sensory appeal of dusty 

and dew. Honors, as externals that offer the dying no consolation or comfort, -
rightly are valueless in this frame of reference and, consequently, "taste 

dry." 

The second stanza continues both the psychic rejection of the tmimpor-

tant and the affirmation of the meaningful within the situation. Flags serve 

as an umbrella for all that is not personal to the dying. As symbols for an 
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abstraction, flags do not have the intimacy nor the power of what is personally 

experienced; as a result, they.!!.!. the dying. The hyperbole that follows makes 

such an extravagant claim for the value of a friend's loving attention at the 

bedside of the dying that it can be considered sentimental. In the absolute-

ness of a death scene, however, the assertion that a friend's fanning the dying 

"Cools-like the Rain" may not be as effusive as it first seems. The consola-

tion and comfort of this attention may, in this situation, equal the other 

term of the analogy. 

After this assertion, the third stanza is not such an abrupt change. 

Whether "Mine be the Minstry/ When thy Thirst comes-" is read as an exultant, 

possessive claim or as a more humble, secular prayer, these lines switch the 

focus from a generalized reflection to a specific situation and person while 

still continuing the thirst trope. The dews the voice pictures herself giving -
to the beloved will be the ones desired in the first stanza. The two areas 

mentioned are vehicles for the richness of her ministry. As a fertile lowland 

between hills in northern Greece, Thessaly enjoys frequent and heavy dews. As 

a town in Sicily famous for its honey, Hybla balms convey a sensory satisfac-

tion opposed to the dusty dryness of stanza one. Connotations of fertility 

and sterility, of course, also are present in the dry-dusty and dew-honey 

figures. .!?!!!. and Balms, therefore, symbolize the multiple consolation the 

voice desires and determines to bring to her beloved when he is dying. 

In the next cluster of poems, the erotic and eschatological fuse in a 

figure indigenous to American letters.95 Death as an attractive but sinister 

95 N.B. Poems: 279, 391, 635, 712, 850, 1053, and 1445. 
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\fisitor who courts the woman represents the ambivalence and originality of 

EmilY Dickinson. This metaphor aptly bodies forth her psychologically complex 

response to both love and death. It accommodates her fear of physical con-

sllJll1D8tion and her preference for a celestial union. By picturing death as a 

bridegroom, the poet sought to avoid the destructiveness she feared in both en-

counters. Yet the dark and mysterious figure she presents in these poems car~ 

ries his own threat for the vulnerable feminine figure. In this one metaphor, 

therefore, Emily Dickinson combines the annihilation and the fulfillment that 

both love and death meant to her. Even the journey motif contains this double 

significance, for the carriage which the caller has waiting for the woman is 

a bridal and a burial coach and so it moves toward ecstatic transcendence and 

total destruction of the self. The mysterious visitor, whose coming the poet 

invests with such a weight of meaning, is a trope that runs through her poetry 

and which she uses also to concretize her belief in the revelatory nature of 

crucial experience. The positive aspects of this visitation by death as 

lover, therefore, parallel those in poems in which the caller symbolizes 

96 spiritual and artistic inspiration or the transforming joy of an encounter 

with death or love. 97 The destructive aspects of this meeting likewise 

parallel those in poems in which the caller symbolizes the threatening force 

in love or death.98 

These experiences of death as lover who comes to court a woman have 

96N.B. Poems: 306, 674, 1055, and 1721. 

97N.B. Poems: 98, 171, 665, and 1339. 

9~.B. Poems: 390 and 1670. 
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certain common features. The personal! ty of death remains a mixture of oppo-

sites never brought into a synthesizing definition. He is ~ and civil (712) 1 

8!!Eple and stealthy (1445). He is laconically polite and aggressively power--
ful. He has a "quiet way" (1053), yet he threatens to ravish by force and 

carry the woman off in triumph (1445). This imaginative and tensioned handling 

of death peculiarly roots the abstract in concrete form, yet the precise na-

ture of the figure is never pin pointed exclusively. His erotic intentions 

ironically cause death, but a death that leads to life--in most situations. 

Time is an important factor in these lyrics. The woman waits in excited an-

ticipation, feeling that "Time/ Indignant-that the Joy was come-/ Did block 

the Gilded Hands" (635). Death seems to require this leisure that is really 

a readiness to die. When she is too busy with life to stop to die, then death 

must take the decisive step and stop for her (712). Because death is -unaffected 

by time, he has almost infinite leisure, he can afford to wait, for in the end 

his wooing inevitably conquers. In the one construction· in which frost 

operates as the lover-killer who visits the living flower, their relationship 

is associated with night. The seductive destroyer clandestinely caresses in 

the dark "And just before the Sun-/ Concludes his glistening interview" 

(391).99 Many of these poe1RS, either directly or indirectly, present eternity 

as timelessness; the centuries that have passed since seem "shorter" than the 

day of death (712) and "Sunrise stopped upon the place/ And fastened it in 

Dawn" (1053). Before the caller takes his bride on their journey toward 

99Poem 391 is included in this chapter because it differs from those in 
which frost merely destroys. Here the personified male kisses and caresses 
as he kills, so the seductive and lethal sides of love and death mix in him. 
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eternity, some decisive and symbolic act is necessary to signify her desire to 

go with him. As a lover, death requires her to make a sign of commitment; only 

then will he take her gently. Sometimes she asks him to "Tie the Strings" to 

her life (279); other times she sings while she waits ''My bonnet but to tie" 

{850). Sometimes she pledges her troth only with her eyes {1053). Always she 

must put aside all things and everyone for him; therefore, a rather elaborate 

and formal leave taking is part of these lyrics. llle formality of both a 

wedding and funeral colorsmost of these experiences while the journey motif 

concretizes the majority. 

Recognizing the erotic and eschatological motivation of this visitor, 

the voice's stance varies. Observing his strategems from a third person point 

of view, this insidious aggressor fills her with horror. Experiencing him 

personally, she is generally objectively reflective as she remembers his coming 

or excitedly eager as she awaits it. In one instance, her eagerness turns to 

fear as anticipation becomes reality (635). In Poem 279, she is tmusually 

assured as she confidently gives commands to her lord. In Poems 279 and 1053, 

her stance is also exultant as she looks forward to or recalls her journey. 

Emily Dickinson's verbal habits in these poems of double encounter fit 

100 101 the experience. Third person and past time give her the distance she 

desires to present with objective control the evil of this male personification. 

The understatement evident in verbs such as influences (391) and surmised (712) 

also addsto the speaker's discipline as she describes death's advances or her 

realization of their consequences. Imperativest vocatives. and exclamations 

100 N.B. Poems: 391 and 1445. 101 N.B. Poems: 712 and 1053. 
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operate only in the one lyric whose tone is less restrained (279). Direct, 

declarative opening lines and frequent .2. sounds reinforce the serenity that 

characterizes most of these experiences. To control the submerged explosive-

ness of these encounters, the poet limits trochees in initial positions and 

the repetition she often uses. She employs negatives102 , adversatives103, and 

104 paradoxes to support the cerebral note in her description and to suggest 

the ultimate impossibility of pinning down this elusive figure. Personifica

tion105, juxtaposition106 , and arresting verbal selection107 contribute to the 

sensual, imaginative, and intellectual appeal of these experiences. Referring 

to time as indignant (635), coupling pallid and innuendoes (1445) or bisected 

and coach (1445), and saying that sunrise fastens eternity enriches meetings 

with the erotic-lethal stranger. 

To carry out the trope of an erotic-macabre journey leading to eternity, 

the poet exploits diction, imagery, and rhythm. She concretizes the symbolic 

journey with r6ferences to horses (279), ..5!!!. (635), a carriage (712), chari

.2.E!!. (1053), and a coach (1445). Besides speaking of traveling slowly (712) 

102N.B. Poems: 279, never; 712, 850, and 1053 !!2,j 391, 635, 712, and 
1053 not. -

103N.B. Poems: 712 yet; 279, 391, 635, 850, 1053, and 1445 ~· 
104N.B. Poems: 391, 712, and 1053. 

105N.B. Poems: 635, 712, and 1053. 

106N.B. Poems: 391 "Glistening interview"; 635 "timid service"; 712 
"Grazing Grain"; 850 ''best step"; 1053 "mortal noise," "Ether streeet'; and 
1445 "Supple Sui tor," "pallid innuendoes," and ''bisected coach." 

107 N.B. Poems: 391 influences, caresses, kissed; 635 crowd; 712 dre_.!., 
strove, surmised; and 1053 stgeped and fastened. 
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or moving "with swiftness, as of Chariots/ And distance, as of Wheels" (1053) • 

the poet alters the rhythm to match the pace of the trip. The galloping speed 

of Poem 279 • the smooth movement and pauses of Poem 712 • and the rapid run on 

lines of parts of Poem 1053 carry the voice's concept of the trip. Meta

phorically the poet presents the movement as being carried "Before this mortal 

noise" (1053) and seeing the world dropping away. The final destination 

108 appears as judgment (279) • eternity • "the day" (850) • Dawn (1053) • and 

"Troth unknown" (1445). 

"Because I could not stop for death" (712) is probably the most cele-

, 

brated lyric Emily Dickinson wrote to body forth her ambivalent personification 

of this erotic-lethal visitor. A structural critic acclaims this poem because 

"it exemplifies better than anything else she wrote the special quality of her 

mind" and because "it is flawless to the last detail."109 Form and matter are 

exquisitely integrated so that each supports and intensifies the other. The 

voice's gestures are delicately carried by the cadence, the contrasts, and the 

imagery. 

The subjunctive of the first line is prohibitive and suggestive; it 

provokes a question about why she could not stop for death. One implication is 

that she was too busy living, too occupied with the affairs of time to be 

attentive to eternity. Or could may suggest that because of the proprieties 

governing the relations of a young lady and her gentleman friend she was re-

strained from taking the initiative. These overtones arising from the verb 

108 N.B. Poems: 712 and 1053. 

109 Allen Tate, Reactionary Essays£!!_ Poetry.!!!!!. Ideas, pp. 13-14. 
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form are opposed and expose a complex posture toward death. Inclusion of both 

readings of the subjunctive contributes subtle shades of meaning and emotion 

to the experience. 

Kindly indicates the speaker's primary attitude toward mortality; she 

finds him charming and chivalrous. Her approach is romantic; the mystery 

hidden in death is implied in the expectation and excitement she feels in her 

escort's company. The fact that she willingly .I?!!!. away her labor and her lei

sure for "IIis Civility" supports the first interpretation of could; the per-

sonality of death won her over as any lover would have to do. Her clothes, 

which are bridal rather than burial garments, also reinforce this reading; the 

fact that wedding robes were worn as burial ones during this period only 

heightens their symbolic value in this situation. 

Awareness of time and skillful contrasts are basic elements of this 

poem's structure. The timelessness of death. which results in his complete 

lack of concern for trivialities, is carried by the slow assurance of his 

manner. This confidence is exhibited in his gentlemanly leisure-"Ile knew no 

haste." The ease and repose of death contrast with the striving of the chil-

dren. Repetition of passed gives a kinesthetic sense of time's movement, of 

the carriage's advance, and of death as a transitional link between life and 

immortality. Johnson further notes that it conveys the speaker's feeling of 

llO being outside of time and change. ~etting ~also suggests time's passage. 

Throughout the lyric, feelings of freedom from the pressure of time are vital. 

'nle last stanza intensifies this aspect of death, or rather the timelessness 

110 Emili': Dickinson, p. 223 • 

·1,i 

'I; 
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of eternity which is composed of only a present tense. Contrasting the actual 

time since her death. "tis Centuries,," with her subjective estimate of it as 

"shorter than the Day" defines her final posture toward mortality. The last 

rwo lines, in a concrete reference of beauty and depth, further amplify her 

emotional and mental attitude toward her journey and bring the poem back in 

time to the day that opened it. Consequently, this poem is a cyclic journey 

of recollection as well as a journey of a hearse to the grave. The poem's 

close, therefore, is psychic and dramatic rather than mystic. 

Paradoxically emotional calmness and intellectual detachment are as 

much a part of the voice's reaction to death, as sensory accuracy and tensioned 

contrasts are part of the poem's essence. Arp accounts for the lyric's tone 

and the experience's tension by saying that ''because the poem is a recollection 

of the event 1 the poet wishes to coDDunicate not only the attitude of her 

speaker during the event, but also the present attitude."111 Severe stylistic 

economy complements breadth of vision. This lyric exemplifies Paily Dick.in-

son's use of a central, individualized, and unifying personification to con-

cretize her complex notion of love and death's ambivalence in a tensioned and 

dramatic form, unique in American literature. Because of the technical perfec-

tion and imaginative richness of this poem it often has been selected for 

analysis, and many of these studies are outstandingly perceptive; therefore, 

this study endeavors to supplement, rather than duplicate, these critical in

vestigations.112 

111 'l'homas Roscoe Arp, Dramatic Poses !!!. l!!.!. Poet11 of Emily Dickinson 
(unpublished doctoral dissertation, Stanford University, 1962), p. 10. 

112 N.B. Anderson, Emily Dickinson's Poetry, PP• 241-46, 248-49; Arp, 

l'I 
1!: 

':'1 
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The approach in the last group of poems linking erotic and eschatologi-

cal experience in an essential manner is psychic and literary rather than 

theological. Presenting love as a promise of immortality and immortality as a 

promise of the fulfillment of love denied in life, Emily Dickinson creates a 

heaven that fits no religious system. Rather it reflects her own psychological 

and artistic needs. Just as she wore white as a personal symbol, so its 

presence in these poems is revealing. "By far the most interesting and most 

significant use Emily Dickinson makes of the white robes image is her exploita-

tion of the figure to resolve the problem of death in terms of a consummation 

113 of love." In such a frame, the essence of eternity lies in its power to 

compensate for sexual renunciation in time. For the virginal figure who fears 

the embrace of a corporeal lover as a kind of destruction, the embrace of a 

disembodied spirit becomes highly desirable. This celestial marriage, devoid 

of all threats of sex and time, is a source of joyful anticipation to the 

feminine sensibility that sees in it a perfected spiritual love. For such a 

woman, heaven basically means the presence of the other. In 1885 the poet 

wrote to Maria Whitney: 

I fear we shall care little for the technical resurrection, 

pp. 2-22; Chase, pp. 249-251; DiSalvo, pp. 41-50; Ford, pp. 122-123; Glenn, 
587-588; Goffin, 81; Griffith, Long Shadow, PP• 128-133; Gregor, PP• 190-196; 
Theodore c. Hoepfner, "Because I Could Not Stop for Death,"£_, XXIX (March, 
1957), 96; Ankey Larrabee, "Three Studies in Modern Poetry," Accent, III (Win
ter. 1943), 115-117; William R. Manierre, "Emily Dickinson: Visions and Re
visions," Texas Studies !!!. Literature .!!!2. Lans3e, V (Spring, 1963), 7-9; 
Tate, Reactionan: Essays, PP• 13-16, 22-25; and John Stewart Wheatcroft, Emily 
Dickinson and Orthodox Tradition (unpublished doctoral dissertation, Rutgers 
University71'960), P• 145. 

113wbeatcroft, p. 141. 

/ 
I 
I 
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when to behold the one face ~hat to us comprised it is too much 
for us, and I dare not think of the voraciousness of that only 
gaze and its only return.114 

The paradise Emily Dickinson presentE in this group of poems is marked, there-

fore, by the fleshless and timeless, the ecstatic and fulfilling, the pure and 

perfect joy it affords the mited lO'tVers. This ethereal yet personalized happi· 

ness justifies the love that proud.sec! its immortal consummation. Although the 

heaven the poet creates has few orthodox theological fomdations, it does pos-

sees literary ones. It matches elements in the romantic tradition that asserts 

that death serves the cause of love, that "it removes all obstacles from love's 

path and makes eternal what otherwise would only be contingent. 11115 It also 

matches the end Freud implied as the only possible one for the impossible and 

unreal love of Tristan and Yseult,116 

The last category has a twofold focus that is reciprocal. First, the 

poet presents love in time as a prom•se of existence in eternity •117 
As Ander

son observes, ''probably the oldest motivation to a belief in immortality is 

the joining of love and death."
118 

Reverencing love as a semi-deity, it is 

not surprising that this poet felt that it must escape the limits of time and 

insure man life beyond his terrestia1 condition. As ''her confidence that love 

endures beyond the grave bulwarked her hopes for immortality• 11119 so it 

114Letters (Johnson, ed.), IJ::!, 862. 115 Lepp, p. 102. 

116Yvon Brea, "A Type of lomantic Love•" in Sguality .!.!!!!.!!!!. Modern 
World: A SY!lJ>osium• ed. by Bernard G:l!.lligan et al. (West Nyack, N.Y.: Cross 
currents, 1964), p. 211. - -

117N.B. Poems: 463, 491, 80G> 1 809, 1030, and 1643. 

118 American Literary Masters. I, 981. 119Pickard, p. 112. 
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provides the theme of many of her poems. The voice in these lyrics makes many 

claims for love's power both to convince man of his immortal nature and to 

assure it actualization. She asserts that because of love she stands as a 

''witness to the Certainty/ Of Immortality-" (463). Having experienced the 

other. the voice declares that "Perceiving thee is evidence/ That we are of the 

sky/ Partaking thee a guaranty/ of immortality" (1643). She envisions love as 

"the Fellow of the Resurrection/ Scooping up the Dust and chanting 'Live'!" 

(491). She believes that lovers cannot die since "Love reforms Vitality/ Into 

Divinity" (809). Second. the poet presents eternity as a promise of celestial 

120 
union. These marriage-in-heaven poems allow an idealized love that escapes 

the day to day dross of human love and other limitations of earthly existence. 

The love they envision is purer and more spiritual than any possible on earth; 

the union they celebrate is more mystical than passionate, more ethereal than 

human. Yet the timeless consunana.tion of love relinquished in time remains 

121 essentially the satisfaction of the hU1114D desire for transcending love. As 

the voice in these constructions anticipates the joy of union in eternity, she 

declares that "The Stimulus beyond the Grave/ His Countenance to see/ Supports 

me like imperial Drams" (1001). Implicitly contrasting her present deprivation 

with t.11is longed for joy, she says that "Transporting must the moment be-/ 

Brewed from decades of Agony I" (207). Sometimes she grows so eager that she 

120 N.B. Poems: 207, 277, 528, 577, 625, 788, 933, 954, 984, 10011 

1078, 1231 1 1383, and 1743. 

121eopple •s claim, however• seems questionable: "It is evident that sh! 
expects a heaven which will have its physical as well as its spiritual resem
blances to the things she wanted and missed on earth." p. 66 [Italics mine] 

··11 'I 
11.1 
111 
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111 
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asks ''What if I say I shall not wait!/ What if I burst the fleshly Gate--/ And 

pass escaped-to thee l" (277). So great is the voice's desire for his presence 

that she confesses "Forgive me, if to stroke thy frost/ Outvisions Paradise!" 

(577). Other times she grandly asserts her right to this celestial marriage: 

''Mine--by the Right of the White Electionl/ Mine--by the Royal Seall/ Mine--

by the Sign in the Scarlet prison--" (528). She once describes this fervently 

desired joy as "A Heaven in a Gaze-/ A Heaven of Heavens-the Privilege/ Of 

one another's Eyes--" (625). In most situations, the speaker confidently feels 

that "Long Years apart-can make no/ Breach a second cannot fill--" (1383) and 

"For two divided, briefly,/ A cycle, it may be,/ Till everlasting life unite/ 

In strong society" (1743). Sometimes she impersonally imagines the fleshless 

lovers as "Creatures clad in Miracle" (984). Once with intense personal con-

cern she asks "Oh God of Width, do not for us/ Curtail Eternity!" (1231). 

The speaker's stance includes exultant eagerness and rational detach-

ment. When she presents love as a preparation for and assurance of immortal-

ity 1 she is most often objective. Her position. of course, c.an be a tensioned 

mixture of rational discipline and emotional involvement. She can paradoxi-

cally observe that love is like both life and death; but her emotional reaction 

to the implications of her observation is as much a part of the experience as 

its more cerebral factors (491). Intellectual elements in many poems reveal 

the voice's objectivity.122 Generally the voice is confident. but occasion

ally she qualifies her position.123 In a few lyrics, her present pain 

122 N.B. Poems: 463, 491~ 800, 809, 933, 954, and 1383. 

123 N.B. Poems: 207, 577, and 954. 
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124 intensifies her expected joy in an etemal, heavenly embrace. With the 

physical and temporal threats involved in earthly love negated by her vision of 

an idealized and timeless marriage, the voice is typically exultant and joyful. 

To exploit the psychic possibilities, suspense of anticipation, and 

dramatic tension inherent in these situations. Emily Dickinson selects certain 

literary tools and avoids others. 125 First person carries the experiential 

nature of the voice's assurance of immortality and the private nature of her 

concept of the bliss it promises. Although two poems utilize the dista.."1.ce past 

126 tense offers and some partially utilize the distance future tense provides. 

the majority of these poems use present time to heighten their intensity. Al-

. 127 128 129 
though the poet introduces subjunctives t adversatives t and conditionals 

to create a rational tone, the voice's assurance of love's power and ultimate 

fulfillment makes these qualifiers less numerous in this category than in many 

others. The certainty of the speaker's vision also eliminates retarding lines 

and rhetorical questions as signs of thought 111 process. When she isolates 

words or phrases in this cluster, the poet's intentio11 seems to be to empha-

130 size key words rather than to create an illusion of thought moving slowly 

124N.B. Poems: 207, 277t and 1231. 
1250n1y four poems reflect a third person perspective: 625, 809• 933, 

and 1383. 
126

N.B. Poems: 
127N.B. Poems: 
128ti.B. Poems: 

625 and 933. 

207, 463• 577, 788, 933, 954, 1231. 1643, and 1743. 

1231 and 1643 ~· 
129 N.B. Poems: 207, .!2,; 207, 577, 788 thou&!1; 612 except; and 277, 577, 

933, and 954 g. 
130 N.B. Poems: 207, 277, 463, 528, 577, 625, and 800 • 
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to a difficult conclusion. Frequently, since time is such an important ele-

ment in these experiences, the poet isolates temporal terms that she sets in 

opposition to each other. Because of the privacy of these experiences, im-

131 132 peratives and vocatives are relatively rare. Abstractions suggest the 

voice's desire to demonstrate in philosophical terms love as a cause of 

immortality or her difficulty in presenting marriage in heaven in concrete 

133 134 135 136 137 terms. Diction , exclamations , hyperbole , paradox , compari-

Width." 

131N.B. Poems: 277 .!.!.!) 491 .!!!2!.• .!!!.!,; 577 think; and 588 _l?ro~. 
132N.B. Poems: 577 Lover; 788 "Hazel Witnesses"; and 1321 "God of 

133 N.B. Poems: 207 extasy, agony; 277 liberty; 463 privacy, right, 
~' certaintz, immortality, conviction, judgment; 491 division, ..!2!!.• .!.!!!.' 
death, resurrection; 528 vision; 5 77 death, ~. grief, .!2.!:!!• paradise; 625 
privilege, paradise; 788 ~' pain, release, paradise, !!-.!!!,, eternity; 800 
privilege, eternitI, divinity, quality, paradise; 809 immortality, deity, 
vitality, !2!!,, d,ivinity; 933 heaven, mystery; 954 conviction, disaster; 984 
anguish, d~lisht, resurrection, transport; 1001 stimulus; 1030 immortality; 
1078 12!.!., eternity; 1231 immortality; 1643 truth, immortality; and 1743 !!.!!.• 
and society. 

134 N.B. Poems: 463 certainty, conviction; 528 right, ..!!.!,!, .!.!.E_, 
election; 954 conviction; 1001 stimulus; 1030 certificate; and 1643 evidence 
and guaranty. 

135Exclamations open Poems 277 and 528; 9perate within Poems 207, 277, 
528, and 577; and close Poems 207, 277, 491, 528, 577, 954, and 1231. 

136N.B. Poems: 277' 577' 788, 809, and 1383. 

137N.B. Poems: 491, 577, 800, 984, and 1643. 
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138 139 140 141 sons , contrasts , rapid line movement , and repetition carry the 

"°ice's certainty and joy. Identifying love as a certificate (1030) or 

~uarantv (1643) of immortality strengthens the voice's affirmation. The ex-

travagance of claiming that ''Love is Immortality/ Nay, it is Deity-" (800) 

rapturously conveys the speaker's belief. While defying logic, the voice's 

assertion that love makes hmnans immortal twice effectively proclaims its 

own truth (800). Frequently the voice contrasts time and etemity and her 

condition in each state to body forth her belief in the power of love to trans-

cend death and her expectation of the celestial fulfillment of love. Opening 

the first three lines of the last stanza with "Love is" builds up to the 

magnificent affirmation of the last line (491). Opening six lines of a nine 

line poem with .!!!:!!!_contributes to the lyric's sonorous intensity. Run on 

lines and rapid rhythms build up the rising emotion in many poems, culminating 

in the last word of the last line. Often the poet terminates the lyric with a 

key word that climaxes her affirmation of love and death's relation: live -
(491), divinity (809), paradise (577), immortality142 , and etemiey.143 

13~.B. Poems: 277, 491, 528, 577, 625, 788. 809. 984, 1001, 1078, 
and 1383. 

139 N.B. Poems: 201. 277, 463, 491, 5281 577, 788, 800, 984, 1001, 
1078, 1231, 1383, and 1743. 

140 N.B. Poems: 491, 800, 933, 954, 984, 1078, 1231, 1383, and 1743. 

141~~ "-N.B. Poems: 207, 277, 463, 491, 528, 577, 625, 788, 809, 984, and 
1030. Anaphora also operates in Poems: 277, 463, 491, 528, 577, 625, 788, 
984, and 1078. 

142. 
~.B. Poems: 1030 and 1643. 143 N.B. Poems: 788, 1078, and 1231. 
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144 145 146 Personification , juxtaposition , understatement , and verbs provocative 

147 in context enrich the sensory, imaginative, and intellectual appeal of these 

poems. Presenting sunshine that pinches (577), embers that understand (1383), 

or truth that is fractured (954) concretizes and individualizes these poetic 

experiences. Exploiting connotations by joining chemical and conviction (954), 

resurrection and pain (984), and marble and!!.!. (1743) sharpens the voice's 

posture and extends the poem's meaning. Speaking of transport brewed suggests 

the slowly cumulative and potentially explosive effect of pain turned to joy, 

of joy intensified by the pain that precedes it (207). Referring to love 

~hanting confers a religious dimension by suggesting that resurrection is an 

act of worship to the creator as well as a fulfillment of the creature (491). 

Describing the severe adjustment following the death of a beloved in diminish-

ing household figures, sweeping up the heart and putting love away until 

eternity, poignantly understates and effectively controls the tone while also 

suggesting by the very discipline employed what painful emotions are hidden 

144 N.B. Poems: 207, 277, 463, 491, 577, 588, 788, 800, 933, 954, 984, 
1078, 1231, and 1383. 

145N.B. Poems: 207 "long-cheated eyes"; 277 "Fleshly Gate"; 463 "sin
gle"; 525 ''White Election," "Grave's Repeal," "Delirious Charter"; 625 "Flesh
less Lover"; 788 "old fashioned Eyes," "Hazel Witnesses," "taleless days"; 
800 "Paradise superlative"; 954 "Chemical conviction," "fractured Trust, u 

"Finished Creatures"; 984 "Resurrection pain," "smitten Face"; 1001 "imperial 
Drams"; 1231 "general Earth," "Indifferent Seasons"; and 1743 "marble tea." 

146N.B. Poems: 800, 809, 1078, and 1643. 

147 N.B. Poems: 207 brewed, beguiles; 277 burst, .!!!!,; 463 witness; 
491 .!!e,, scooping, pare, chanting; 577 ~' coveting, outvisions; 625 .,!!!; 
788 merited, c2!Wass, bought, remanded, notched; 800 reversed; 809 reforms; 
933 procured, furnished; 954 enable; 1231 l?!I.• consecrated, curtail; and 1383 
invalidate and fondled. 
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behind the trope (1078). 

The imagery in this cluster usually functions to support the speaker's 

claim to immortality or to illumine her concept of celestial union. Frequently 

she sets up a type of poetic syllogism, the kind whose first premise is tele-

scoped, e.g., in "Chemical conviction" (954) or the effects of a witch's ab-

sence (1383) , to carry her af finnations. When she declares her willingness to 

''burst the fleshly Gate" (277) or to "pay each Atom that I am" (1231), the 

figures concretize and individualize as well as illumine the extent of her 

desire to be united with the beloved in eternity. She uses religious, Calva;rz, 

(577), nuptial, "No Wedlock," (207), and political, veto, (528) tropes to body 

forth her painful deprivation. She uses allusions from these same areas, as 

well as royal and natural images, as vehicles for both the bliss she antici-

pates and her assurance of it. She speaks of being consecrated (1231) and 

confirmed (528) and of wearing a "Royal Seal" (528) • Many figures in Poem 

528 simultaneously suggest a sacrament, coronation, and wedding. 

"'Twas a long Parting--but the time" (625) presents the reunion of 

148 lovers as a nuptial event in which God officiates and angels are guests. 

The voice describes the scene and its significance from the perspective of time 

past and third person. This distancing of the speaker and the diction and 

rhythm of stanza one contribute to her objectivity as an observant bystander. 

After the first stanza, however, the switch to a more rapid rhythm, the change 

of focus from the "judgment Seat of God" to the ardent gaze of the lovers• 

148 For partial readings of this poem see: Johnson, Emily Dickinson, 
pp. 100-102; Griffith, Lona Shadow, p. 162; and Wheatcroft, p. 141. 
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the introduction of baptismal allusions in stanza three and marriage ones in 

stanza four, and the voice's awed inquiry ''Was Bridal--e'er like This?" 

create a different tone and change the meaning of the experience. 

The first stanza ia declarative and restrained. The voice sets the 

stage for the drama. She notes the length of time from the death of the one to 

the death of the other and contrasts the "long Parting" with "the time/ For 

Interview." lier choice of interview rather than reunion or marriage adds to 

the impersonal tone of this stanza. Standing "before the Judgment Seat of 

God-" carries 110 hint of the joyful celebration of the following stanzas, no 

suggestion that the interview would be nuptial rather than j udieial. By 

describing the interview as "The last-and second time," the voice ironically 

implies that this second meeting would be their last, for they would never 

again be separated. 

The rational and restrained tone of this stanza changes as the voice 

for the first time names the figures "Fleshless Lovers." Objecti¥-e detachment 

changes to rapturous description. The reunited lovers have eyes only for one 

another. Their mutual and ardent gaze becomes not only their heaven, but 

hyperbolically "A Heaven of Heavens." The repetition of l:lies two and three 

and the connotations of privilege support the growing intensity. Privilege 

suggests the lovers• complex of thought and feeling at this moment. It implies 

that after their long deprivation just being able to look u.pon each other con-

stitutes the ultimate joy. It may also suggest that since they could not in 

life look upon one another with such love, they still fear this love is some-

thing they have no right to claim. 

The intellectual and spiritual appeal of stanza three differs from the 

I 

,1.11. 

•'I' ii• 
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emotional and visual appeal of stanza two. With a clothing image and a subtle 

biblical echo, the poet emphasizes the lovers' freedom and purity. 'ntey are 

beginning a new life beyond the limits of the human condition; therefore, "No 

Lifetime set--on them." Comparing their state to the innocence of the new 

born. but insisting that the lovers' condition is superior to it because it is 

a kind of eternal rebirth that has been won through temporal experience gives 

their union a spiritual significance that includes a mature complexity.149 It 

may imply, too, that they look upon each other with ardent love but no lust 

because their years of renunciation have given their relationship sexual 

innocence and spiritual depth. The comparison also prepares for the sacra-

mental experience of stanza four and so links baptism and matrimony as the 

transforming events of a woman's life. 

While recalling the heavenly setting and the splendor of their rebirth 1 

nuptial imagery overshadows judicial and baptismal ones in the last stanza. 

The voice's rhetorical question suggests both the magnificence of this wedding 

and its spiritual significance. With Paradise as Host and Cherub:f.m and 

Seraphim as guests, a splendor surrounds this marriage that mirrors its inner 

beauty and meaning. Linking unobstructive and Guest 1 the poet suggests two 

things: 1) even angels are relatively unnoticed in this unique situation; and 

2) the lovers are still so absorbed in each other that they have no eyes for 

the angels attending them. 

The poems in this chapter, relating love and death in a way essential 

149see Wheatcroft for further insights into Emily Dickinson's use of 
white robe imagery and the bridal and baptismal implications of appareled 
and new. p. 141. -



~--------.... 
- 383 -

to the experience they present, reveal many things about Emily Dickinson's 

attitudes toward and creative use of erotic and eschatological encounters. In 

these poems both experiences appear in relations that indicate how closely 

associated they were in the mind of the poet and how complex her personal and 

artistic response was to them. While the poet relates love and death in these 

poems in many insightful and psychologically and philosophically significant 

ways, the dichotomy in her own sensibility remains evident. While love and 

death interact at one level, ambivalent attitudes toward them interact at 

another. Considering them existential encounters which could fulfill and/or 

destroy the individual, she presents Eros and Thanatos in a variety of rela-

tions, exploits their attractive and fearful possibilities, and uses them as 

dramatic and crucial poetic motifs to body forth an ambivalent view of the 

human condition. At their worst, these lyrics are sentimental and melodramatic 

exercises or romantically naive statements. At their best, these existential 

poems are integrated and inclusive experiences of high artistic value. 

l!!i 

1: 

:I 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

lbe relation of love and death in Emily Dickinson's poetry is biographi-

cally insightful, artistically organic, poetically enriching, psychologically 

complex, dramatically ambivalent, spiritually significant, philosophically 

existential, and relevantly contemporary. lbe interaction of love and death in 

her poetry reveals that these experiences drew an unusually perceptive and 

tensioned response from Emily Dickinson as a human being, a woman, and a poet. 

lbe presence of love and death in Emily Dickinson's canon is linked to 

and integrated with the other basic thematic and technical ingredients of her 

poetry. lbe emphasis in Chapters III, IV, and Vis on structure for it is the 

assumption of this study that form is meaning and, therefore, that how the poet 

utilizes her sensibility in relating love and death reveals much about her 

creative process. Yvor Winter observes: 

lbe originality of a poem lies not in the newness of the general 
theme • • • but in the quality of the personal intelligence, as that 
intelligence appears in the minutiae of style, in the defining limits 
of thought and feeling, brought to the subject by the poet who writes 
it.l 

Emily Dickinson's poetry is typically tensioned, compressed, psychological, 

and existential. These characteristics are peculiarly fitted to formalizing 

her concept of erotic and eschatological encounters. Structuring her lyrics 

1In Defense of Reason, p. 247. - -
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around the clash of powerful opposites, her artistic method parallels her atti

tudes toward womb and tomb. These crucial experiences, therefore, provided the 

material for lyrics that are tmusually tensioned. The counterpointing of 

opposites that constituted her vision of reality is apparent in the tension of 

these love-death poems. They are intensely emotional, yet philosophic; private 

yet universal; colloquial yet literary; sensuous yet abstract. They rarely 

posit any one view of love or death; they contain some pull, some qualifica-

tion, some reservation. They play one set of associations, one kind of rhyme, 

one level of diction against another. They deal with universal experience, 

yet they filter it through the mind and emotion of the projected persona. They 

use an experiential and psychological frame to grapple with metaphysical enig

mas. They employ rhetorical and syntactical pattems that are taut and vibrat

ing. The poet's ambivalence toward love and death and her artistic expression 

of it demonstrate that form follows function, for in these intense yet cerebral 

poems there is no final repose, no relaxation, no synthesis, The relations 

Emily Dickinson establishes between love and death advance this complexity for 

2 "they form interlocking and reversible sequences." 

The two-sidedness of this poet's concept of love and death is also re

lated to the compression of these lyrics. Her ambivalence does not fit a 

horizontal approach; she elected these crucial encounters and delved deeply 

into them with the utmost economy. This compression supports the urgency of 

her creative response which a longer form would weak.en or destroy. Love and 

death aptly fitted this poet's concept of the areas of experience most 

2 Anderson, Emily Dickinson's Poetry, p. 220. 
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congenial to poetic treatment; they demanded an intensity in response and 

economy in structure that give her poetry its electric atmosphere. Intuitive 

gaps, syntactical jumps, and logical rhyme accommodate the poet's double 

vision and give these poems an often epigrammatic note. Insightful juxtaposing. 

arresting verbal connotations, original images, and provocative tmderstatement 

allow these poems to carry a weight out of proportion to their length. With 

severe verbal economy, these lyrics present an intense but complex experience 

of love and death. 

The poet's interest in psychic states made love and death fertile 

themes to explore. Whether her conception of the bed and the grave as places 

of ecstasy and transcendence as well as of deflowering and dying was fully con-

scious in these poems Emily Dickinson generally presents love and death as 

projections of consciousness, but attitudes toward them as projections of both 

consciousness and the tmconscious. Thinking of these experiences as times of 

heightened consciousness and regarding externals as symbolic of this intense 

awareness, the poet's approach to either is psychological. When she looks 

below the surface of man's polite control and civilized rationality, this poet 

makes a "juncture of love and death at the instinctual level, 113 and presents 

unconscious and ambivalent responses to them. As Emily Dickinson exposes the 

deepest and extra-rational attitudes toward love and death in these poems, she 

sets up two opposed clusters of reactions that correspond to the psychic 

doubleness modern psychologists ascribe to man. She creates poetic experiences 

that reveal fear of love and death as destructive of freedom and individuality. 

3 .!!?!!!·, p. 220. 

11 

IJ. 
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Each encounter is presented as potential annihilation of personal identity. 

Pitting the final surrender of either experience against the autonomy of the 

voice. her negative responses are related to the feared extinction of identity 

that is the motif of many of Emily Dickinson's poems directly concemed with 

consciousness. She also creates poems of counter attitudes. In these, love 

and death are envisioned as attractive experiences that fulfill man. that 

allow him to transcend his limited self, and that establish a tmity with the 

other, divinity, and all reality. From this side of her double vision, the 

poet presents love and death as necessary for human completion. These poems 

reveal man's pull towarcl experience, his craving for fulfillment, and his de

sire for personal and cosmic tmity. These encomters allow man to escape 

the limitations of the human condition against which he existentially struggles. 

The poet creates imagined experiences that reveal man's insatiable desire for 

love and/or death as means of destroying the barriers that keep him isolated 

within his O"Nn being and within temporal botmdaries. Sensitive to the 

"esoteric belt" (1717) protecting man's sanity as he feels conflicting desires 

at the root of his being or recognizes the conflict between his aspirations and 

limitations, Emily Dickinson presents poems in which the response to love and 

death is so ambivalent that the speaker hangs in psychic suspension. The 

complexity of her handling of these crucial encotmters enriches the poetic e~ 

perience and expands its significance. 

The relations Emily Dickinson establishes between love and death make 

her poetry strangely modern and existential. Her vision of the precariousness 

and limitation of human existence links love and death metaphysically. Con

fronting the multiple jtmctures of love and death with the tragic nature of man 
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the overreacher, who realizes the significance of his being but the insignifi

cance of his existence, Emily Dickinson sets these encounters in an existential 

frame. For the man who finds his desires and limitations forever at cross

purposes, Emily Dickinson presents love and death as promises of allness and/or 

threats of nothingness. Admitting man's inability to reach certainty, his 

frightening alienation, and his being toward death, this poet creates lyrics 

in which the voice seeks knowledge, love, and life beyond man's natural condi

tion. Trying to escape the limits of flesh and time, the voice regards love 

and death as essential factors in this seeking. Both experiences are presented 

as fundamental in man's religious search for ultimate meaning. Although she 

uses absurd only once in her whole canon, the anguish that marks Emily Dickin

son 1 s creative exploration of love and death puts them in an existential rela

tionship that is polar yet inseparable. Antithesis, irony, paradox, and ten

sion project this world view. Her poetic techniques parallel her double 

vision and consequently link love and death more closely. This poet's concept 

of love and death and projection of them reinforce the existential, ambivalent. 

and dramatic nature of her canon. The dissonance in her poetry, like that of 

much modern music, complements and carries an ambivalently complex view of 

reality. The way in which Emily Dickinson concretized her vision of the human 

condition in erotic and eachatological experiences demonstrates the essentially 

existential and modern nature of her art. 

AB a human being, a woman, and a poet, Emily Dickinson's response to 

love and death was highly emotional yet paradoxically intellectual. She con

fronted these encotmters as a contingent being facing the mystery of exis

tence. To her they had metaphysical and theological significance. As keys to 
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the nature of God, man, and nature, love and death engaged her whole person. 

If man is born only to be frustrated by his desire for transcendence, then the 

creator must be malignant, the tmiverse hostile, and man alienated. If, on 

the other hand, through love and death man can escape his isolation, expand 

his consciousness, and fulfill himself, then the human condition-and r.od 'a 

responsibility for it and all creation--is less threatening but still 

surrot.mded by uncertainties. The philosophic and theological implications of 

love and death challenged Endly Dickinson as a sensitive and intelligent human 

being seeking adequate answers to her questions about what it means to be a 

finite being who seeks absolutes. 

Emily Dickinson's interest in and response to the sexual and eschato-

logical also involve her womanhood. In spite of the masculinely toufi.1 intellec-

tual quality of her poetry, her attitudes in it toward love and death are 

4 
peculiarly feminine. Despite her intellectual complexity and astringent wit, 

she approaches both e~-periences from a distinctly woman's point of view.5 To 

her love is an emotional necessity and a source of fear. Her poems exhibit 

this archetypical feminine desire for yet fear of masculine conquest. The 

ambivalence of the voice toward love and death is deeply involved in her 

femininity. The speaker's fear of death as a violation of her psychic integrit~ 

may be unconsciously related to her fear of sexual violation, just as her de-

sire for union with the non-me in death may be subtly related to her womanly 

4The mawkish "little gi.rl" poems demonstrate this trait in its most 
artistically degenerate form. 

50Her absolute loyalty to mind, governed as she knew it by the heart, 
is her distinguishing trait as a poet." Anderson, American Litera;ry Masters, 
1. 977. 
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need for completion through love. The tendency in her lyrics to spiritualize 

the body through love's relation to death is a decidedly non-masculine trait. 

Concern with the psychic state and spiritual significance of love and death 

rather than with the experience per !.!. is also related to the feminine sensi

bility of this poet. 

To Emily Dickinson the poet, love and death offered the most dramatic 

moment, the most meaningful encounter, and the most challenging experience to 

explore aesthetically. She exploited the drama and tension inherent in both 

events. Bridal and burial experience provided the psychologically and meta

physically richest areas of human life to formalize. They were a means of 

dramatizing her view of the human condition, of putting her sense of cosmic 

flux into specific human situations, and of concretizing the terrible ambiva

lence she found at the core of reality. She used these crucial encounters 

as material for a poetry of rare inclusiveness that plays opposed emotions 

and attitudes against each other. 
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