



















































































































































































































































































««. should have been a bride;

But who for joys brides hope to have
Fell sick and died

In her gay prime.

But if one is to read "Goblin Market” as & poem on
temptation, and sin, how does one account for the absence of
men in  it? Laura and Lizzie live in their cottage with no
father or brothers. There are only the goblin merchant men
who come to sell their wares. They are ‘queer’ ‘little men’
who are more animals than real men:

One had a cat’'s face

One whisked a tail,

One tramped at a rat’s pace,

One crawled like a snail

One like a wombat prowled obtuse and fury

One like a ratel tumbled hurry skurry.
They call out in ‘voice of doves’', "full of loves’ for the
girls to buy their exotic fruits. But after having eaten her
fill once, Laura turns deaf to their cries and blind to their
sights. This does not mean that Laura has transcended
temptation. Instead she craves the goblin fruits till she
subsequently declines in health, growing thin and grey. The
goblin men and their fruits exist in a different plane from
the real world. In the essay "Incarnation and Interpretation:
Christina Rossetti, the Oxford Movement and Goblin Market",
Mary Arseneau says that there is "gomething inherently
unnatural” "illusory and deceptive” about the goblin fruits.
Fointing out the fact that the various fruits cannot be

‘harvested’ in one season, she says that neither the goblins

nor their fruits are ‘governed by natural laws’. The fruits
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may be eaten only once. A number of questions may be asked
for which there are no logical answers: why is it only the
‘maids’ who hear the goblin men selling their wares? Why do
the maids turn ‘“deaf and blind’ to the goblin men after
tasting their fruits once; why do the goblins refuse to sell
their fruits to Lirzzie when she offers them a silver penny
but insist that she 'feasts’ with them? and how is it that
the fruit juices prove to be curative and restorative when
L.aura tasted them the second time?

After encountering the goblins who

«se Cuffed and caught her,

Coaxed and fought her,

Bullied and besought her,

Scratched her, pinched her black as ink,

Kicked and knocked her,

Mauled and mocked her.
Lizzie +runs home with an inward laughter. She takes home to
lLaura the fruits and Jjuices which the goblin men have
squeezed on her face and neck. She calls ocut "Laura" up the
garden,

Did you miss me?

Come and kiss me

Never mind my bruises

Hug me, kiss me, suck my juices

Squeezed from goblin fruits for you,

Eat me, drink me, love me

Laura, make much of me.
The juice she brings home on her person proves to be a 'fiery
antidote’ which brings Laura back to her old innocence. She

makes a miraculous recovery, of the kind which happens in

fairy tales. But how does one react to Lizzie’'s words to
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Laura? In 1973, Playboy magazine brought out an illustrated

version which highlighted the erotic dimension of the
sisters’ love and ‘portrayed’ the sisters’ ‘physical
intimacy’ as "an unconscious sexual fantasy to act out a

forbidden, titillating desire for lesbian incest.">3  Maureen
Duffy sees the poem as an erotic fantasy although she does
not connect it with any actual love of Christina’s, the way
Lona Mosk Facker does with the poet's love for William Eell

Scott. -4 Cora Kaplan in Sea Changes Culture and Feminism

(1986) observes that the world of ‘“Goblin Market’ is a
strategic device "used to suspend social rules", whereby the
poet can express feelings and enact dramas otherwise °taboo
in genteel households’. The imagery invites speculations of
all kinds. Leder and Abbott offers their interpretation of
the poem as "partly about women’'s exploring and taking
control over their own sensual natures, identifying pleasure
and experiencing Jjoy . Lizzie and Laura find
emotional/erotic release within their own relationship".35
Laura "clung about her sister/kissed and kissed and kissed
her."” Lizzie's words and Laura’s action reduces the juice to
a lesser degree of importance as the sisters concentrate on
each other. To interpret Lizzie's action at this point as
providing Eucharistic feast for her sister and to equate her

with Christ and His sacrifice is blasphemous, especially

after taking into consideration the poet’s orthodoxical
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piety. Lizzie’'s sacrifice does recall that greater sacrifice
in its selflessness, but the point which the poem presses
home is the ideal of sisterly love. Frances Thomas defends
the innocence of both poet and poem when she says that many
Victorian women were kept ignorant of the ‘sexual process’
and ‘“lived their erotic lives at a Jjust pre-adolescence
level’, where desires and emotions are "unfocussed,
unfulfilled and turbulent”.>® And it is at 'this level’ that
the sexual imagery in "Goblin Market" operates. Perhaps a
more acceptable view is that which C.M. Bowra has given in

The Romantic Imagination (19461): "Her [Rossetti’'s] genius

took command of her and made her write poems which her
conscious self would have repudiated TR Y4 Thus, she may not
have had erotic or incestuous relationship of sisters in her
conscious mind when writing the poem. But "Goblin Market" can
be so read as such, especially by modern readers. For
instance, even the goblin men who try to attract Lizzie to
their merchandise "Hugged her and kissed her:/Squeezed and
caressed her:"

But the very presence of the goblin men puts the whole poem
in an entirely different plane of reality from our ordinary
world. In spite of the obvious absence of men, the world of
"Goblin Market" is complete in itself. It is a strange world
where bestial little men with their stranger fruits of all

chimes entice innocent young girls. It is a world created
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with words by what Rossetti once described as the ‘Poet-
mind’. It cannot be dismissed as a mere fairy-tale, but one
should also be careful not to read tooc much in it as Maureen
Duffy has done. What T.W. Higginson feared for Dickinson’'s
poem "Wild Night! Wild Night! that the ‘malignant’ might read
in it what ‘that virgin recluse’ never intended is also
applicable to Rossetti’s "Goblin Market". But in conclusion,
it may be said that the rhetoric of +the poem do invite
ambivalent interpretations, some of which do not sit well
with Rossetti’'s image as a saintly poet.

In "Boblin Market", the only male representativaﬂ are
the evil goblin men whose only function in the poem is to
tempt and corrupt. In poems like "Cousin Kate", "Maude
Clare”, "Light Love" and "Margery", the men are fickle,
callous and base. But it should not inferred that Christina
Rossetti is anti—-men. She had never been betrayed by a man.
The wmare autobiographical poems are heavy with regret and
longing. In some poems like "Two Thoughts of Death"; "In the
Lane” and "Annie", the speakers are masculine, describing
their female lovers 1like Dickinson’'s ‘supposed-person’,
Rossetti is also capable of donning a mask to suit her poetic
purpose. Both Emily Dickinson and Christina Rossetti rely on
words and their skilful arrangements to convey ambivalent

meanings and interpretations in their poetry.
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Chapter—IIXI

FAaITTH

Chrigtina Rossetti and Emily Dickinson cannot be more
different from each other than they are in matters concerning
religion and faith. It has been said of Dickinson, that while
she "never really doubted” the ‘existence’ of God, she ‘could

almost never accept’ his ‘identity as the formal Chrigtian

’ 1

godhead. By contrast, it was as if Rossetti’'s whole life

<

was Tfocussed on God alone, for whose sake she forsook all

earthly love. Her brother William Michael said that the poet
"clung to and loved the Christian creed because she loved
Jesus Christ". For her, "faith was faith pure and absolute:
an entire acceptance of a thing revealed - not a qguest for
any confirmation or demonstrative proof."2 She found in her
religion an inspiration for genuine poetry although her views
are orthodox and therefore lacking in excitement or novelty.
Riblical verses, both from the 0ld as well as the New
Testaments echo and re-echo in her poems. Here, it is
relevant to note Dame Helen Gardner’'s observation made in the

introduction of John Donne, The Divine Poems (19352).

Describing the difference between Donne’'s love poetry and

divine poetry, she says that the divine poet "cannot escape



using the language of the Bible, and of hymns and prayers, or

3 She also states

remembering the words of Christian writers".
categorically that the Christian poet "cannot venture alone”,
since Christianity as a "revealed religion" is "contained in
the Scriptures and the experience of Christian Souls".* In
this respect Christina Rossetti has often been compared to
the Seventeenth Century Divine poet Geoirge Herbert. One may
also discern traces of Thomas & Kempis’® 0Of_the Imitation of
Christ in the thematic structure of Rossetti’'s devotiocnal
poetry. On the other hand, it is not only difficult but
almost impossible to determine Emily Dickinson’s religious
stand, apart from the glaring fact that, she had no use for
the Congiregational Church, of which her parents and sister
had become members. Her ambivalent attitude towards God finds
expression in a number of poems, some of which, borders on
the blasphemous. In this chapter, we take a look at some of
the poems by Dickinson and Rossetti which bear witness to the
ease with which the two poets have handled painful scepticism
and pure child-like faith.

Rossetti's devotional poetry have often been found
monatonous and the poet has been accused of writing
perfunctorily at times. The truth is that the poet writes
exhaustively on the same themes, drawing upon the Psalms till
the net result is monotony. The poems iili—éyl*izfl‘fiffff
units. On the one hand are the poems dealing with general

<~
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devotions

and auspicious themes such as Easter, Lent,

Good

Friday and the Apostles, grouped together in Some Feasts and

Fasts (1853-93) and on the other hand are the poems dealing

with individualised faith, mostly the poet's and

therefore

from the

Reprinted from her prose works,

more personal in nature. Most of these are

are

cries

heart to God and written in her later vyears.

they are grouped together in

Verses (1893). There is no clear cut division thematically or

otherwise
be made.

genetral

between the poems by which the classification

It is in the subtle difference in the rhetoric

choice of words ane can discern the difference.

example, a look at two of her poems describing Nativity

help to illustrate the point:

and

Thank Bod, tharlBod, we do believe

Thank God that this is Christmas Eve

Even as we kneel upon this day

Even so, the ancient legends say,

Nearly two thousand years ago.

The stalled ox knelt and even so

The ass knelt full of praise, which they
Could not express, while we can pray

Thank God, thank God, for Christ was born...

may

and

For

will

(p.117)

Angels and Archangels
May have gathered there.
Cherubim and Seraphim
Thronged the air;

But only His mother

In her maiden bliss
Worshipped the Beloved
With a kiss.
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What can I give Him
Poor as I am?
If I were a shepherd
I would bring & lamb
If I were a wise man
I would do my part, ——
Yet what I can I give Him
Give my heart. (pp.246—47)

The first was written in 1847 and the latter before 1872. In
the first, despite the repetitive "thank God" the overall
effect is more artificial, more put-on than the second carol.

The difference between these two poems is subtle and may have

more to do with the pOQQLE_maLarva‘than—anything else. The

first poem is a mere narrative, while in the latter, the
speaker connects Heaven—Manger—her heart in a simple but
profound rhetoric. On the whole, there is a sincerity and
involvement in the general tone of the later poems that is
not always there in the earlier poems. The later poems are
often surcharged with the poet’'s personal emotion of self-
doubt and surrender. This is so, because, towards the end of
her life, Christina Rossetti was beset with doubts about her
own worthiness in God’'s eyes. Conventional religious poems
gave way for the more heart-felt pleas and prayers made to
God. Complacent faith and painful doubt therefore are
responsible for the rhetoric of ambivalence. Rossetti is much
more a private poet than Emily Dickinson because the speaker
is, more often than not, Rossetti herself and not an assumed

character.
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In a poem written in 1847, the poet-persona declares
her trust in "one who is strong” when she is weak; whose "rod
and staff shall comfort" her. She seeks and chooses Him over
her earthly father, from whom she inherits ‘"sickness and
death”. Her faith in ‘Him’ is absolute:

He from the heaven—gates built above

Hath looked on me in perfect love.

From the heaven-walls to me He calls

To come and dwell within those walls.

With Cherubim and Seraphim

And Angels: yea beholding Him.
The speaker chooses God, described as "a sheltering rock" and
"a hiding place" over her earthly father. She is confident of
His love and unchanging ‘promise’ even in the face of trouble
and misfortune. It is with supreme confidence that she speaks
of God looking down on her in "perfect love", inviting her to
‘dwell’ with Him and the Angels. Then at the very end of the
spectrum, so to say, of her devotional poems, are those poems
in which the poet—persona suffers from an acute sense of
unworthiness. In the poem "They shall be as white as snow"
wiritten before 1893, the speaker is anxious to be ‘clean’ not
only in God’'s sight, but hers as well. 8he is ready to "reach
thro’ any flood or fire of pain" the "whiteness most white".
She pleads,

Lord, not today: vet some day

bliss for bane
Give me, for mortal frailty give
me might,
Give innocence for guilt, and for

my stain
Whiteness most white.
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This poem is a sinner’'s plea for cleansing and is one of the
many that Christina Rossetti wrote in her later vyears. She
acknowledges that Man is an ambivalent creature - ‘great’ and

*little’ at the same time. In one poem, she exclaims on this

ambivalence — "How great is little man!” She exhorts both the
‘rich man’ and the ‘poor man’ both ‘heir of all things’' to
‘pursue’ after the saints at the ‘heavenward track’, for

this, in the opinion of the poet is the mast important.
Little and great is man
Great if he will, or if he will
A pigmy still;
For what he will he can. {(p.121)
Such 1is Rossetti‘s opinion of 'man’ and to be great is
obviously to live in accordance to the will of his Maker, to
love God above all else.
Talking about Rossetti’'s faith, Stephen Gurney -says
that "there was nothing spurious or decorative in Christina’s

utter surrender to the Gospel of Christianity."5

He also
comments on her 'sincerity’ as well as the "artlessness and
trransparency of her faith” which found expression in the
sonnets "which read as if her dialogue with God fell
naturally and unself—consciously intao the exact measures of
thi; demanding form.” Gurney also rescues the poet from the
clutches of feminist critics such as Dolores Rosenblum who
calls Rossetti’'s writings, especially "The Lowest Flace",
‘notorious’ from & feminist perspective. He finds the

feminist approach to be misrepresentative and disfiguring.
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This is a fair and commendable view, for Rossetti’'s whole
heart is focussed on God in the devotional poems. Her
greatest wish is to see her ‘king’ in his city of gold:
Marvel of Marvels, if I myself shall
behold
With mine own eyes my King in
His city of gold;
Where the least of lambs is spotless
white in the fold,
Where the least and last of saints in
spotless white is stoled,
Where the dimmest head beyond a
moon is aureocled. (p.122)
But that she is uncertain of herself being allowed
entry there, is attested by the qualifying ‘if’. The
uncertainly becomes more pronounced when she questions the
‘saints’, "shall 1 see you 1lift your heads,... See with these
very eyes?" Unlike Emily Dickinson’s persona, Christina
Rossetti never takes her going to heaven for granted. Her

faith, deep and staunch as it is, never allows for her to be

complacent.

With the aid of her imagination and the FPre—-Raphaelitic
love for colour and details, Rossetti paints beautiful word
pictures of Faradise in the poems "Paradise” and "Mother

Country"”.

Once in a dream I saw the flowers
That bud and bloom in Paradise;
More fair they are than waking eves
Have seen in all this world of ours
And faint the perfume-bearing rose,
And faint the lily on its stem
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and faint the perfect violet
Compared with them

I saw the Gate called Reautiful;
And looked, but scarce could look
withing
I saw the golden streets begin
And outskirts of the glassy pool.
Oh harps, oh crowns of plenteocus stars
Oh green palm branches many leaved-—
Eye hath not seen, nor ear hath heard,
Nor heart conceived. {pp.180~-81)

and
If I one day may see
Its spices and cedars
Its gold and ivory
As I lie dreaming
It rises, that land;
There rises before me
Its green golden strand
With the bowing cedars
And the shining sand;
It sparkles and flashes
Like a shaken brand. (p.24%5)
This vivid picturesque image of Paradise 1is dream-induced,
the poet garnering images from the book of Revelation till we
too can see the golden streets and green leafy palms swaying
in the breeze before our eyes as if it were real. But the
poet does not claim her vision as real as Dickinson’s persona
insists in the poem, "I went to heaven..." Rossetti‘'s
Faradise is a dream as both "Once in a dream" and "As I lie
dreaming” clarifies. It is her "hope" to see them '"not as
once in dreams by night" but with her "very sight" apd be

with God there. "If I one day may see..." is filled with hope

and longing. The speaker has no doubt as to the existence of
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such a place as she has dreamt. Emily Dickinson’'s Paradise is
never half as beautiful as Rossetti’'s. The golden grandeur of
Rossetti’'s Paradise makes Dickinson’'s seem cold and barren
when she asks

What is - 'Paradise’ -
Who live there -

Are they ‘Farmers’ -~
Do they ‘hoe’ -

Rossetti’'s persona, already enamoured of her Lord, re-creates
the picture of Paradise in her mind’'s eye and longs to reach
that land. Since ‘death’ separates her from the golden city,
the persona not only accepts death, but appears to long for
it. She says in one poem,

And youth and beauty die

So be it, 0 my God, Thou God of Truth:

Better than BReauty and than Youth

Are Saints and Angels, a glad company;

And Thou, 0 Lord, our Rest and Ease,

Art better far than these

Why should we shrink from our full harvest? Why
Frefer to glean with Ruth?

and in the sonnet "If only", she cries,

If I might only love my God and die!
But now He bids me love Him and live on,
Now when the bloom of all my

life is gone.

It is because of poems like the above two that, Rossetti is
sometimes accused of possessing a certain world-weariness.

f————\/
They Jjustify Christabel Coleridge’'s warning that the poems

are "more calculated to help peocple to lay down their lives
in the battle than to get up and live to fight another day."6
In the lines quotes above, the speaker expresses her



willingness to forego 'Beauty’ and ‘Youth’ for the yet unseen
company of saints and angels,

But Rossetti’s rhetoric is not all an expression of a
sublime soul, aware of being assured a place in Heaven. The
confidence of the speaker in "I do set my Bow in the Cloud”
is not shared by the persona who aspires only for the lost
place in heaven, through the grace of Christ. The following
poem is a veritable expression of Christian humility:

Give me the lowest place: Or if for me
That lowest place too high, make one
more low

Where I may sit and see
My BGod and love Thee so. (p.237)

Side by side with the humility if_fff,igéi—gi”QEing rejected
and cast out. The 'lowest place’ meant for a saint actually
appears ‘steep and high’' when viewed from below, and the poet
has genuine fears that she might not even make it there. In
spite of her piety and devotion, Rossetti was beset with
doubt and fear about her position. Rossetti, it appears,
share a spiritual kinship with the seventeenth century
metaphysical poet John Donne. Donne’s ‘Holy Sonnets’ presents(
"an image of the soul working out its salvation in fear and
trembling."7 The poems are filled with the poet’'s sense of
sel f-unworthiness much the same way as Rossetti’'s does. Both
Donne and Rossetti share a deep faith in the mercy and grace
af God through His Son, the Christ. In a Divine Meditation,

Donne prays thus:
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Thou hast made me, And shall thy worke decay?
Repaire me now, for now mine end doth haste,
I runne to death, and death meets me as fast,
And all my pleasures are like yesterday ...
And thou like Adamant draw mine iron heart.

In a similar vein, Rossetti in "Sarsum Corda" writes,

I cannot, Lord, lift up my heart to
Thee:

Stoop, 1ift it up, that where Thou art
I too may be.

Stoop, Lord, as once before, now
ORCE IITewW}
Stoop, Lord, and hearken, hearken,
Lord, and do,
And take my will, and take my heart,
and take me too. (p.130)
Here, the poet reguires Christ, lifted on the Cross for
sinners to ‘Stoop’ and take her “up’ to be where He is. Here,
the rhetoric implies that no one can 1ift up their hearts to
God unless He ‘stoops’ to lift it up Himself.
Like Gerard Manley Hopkins, the Jesuit priest, who in
1881 confided to Richard Dixon, of his fears of divine
Judgement against him for writing poetry, which he himself
deemed were ‘backward glanc:es',8 Rossetti too, had fears
about her career as a poet. If writing verses were tantamount
to backsliding, then no doubt, Rossetti too felt guilt and a
sense of unworthiness. In one poem, she describes her heart
as "still hankering after Egypt full in view/where cucumbers

and melons grow." Her pravers reveal not only her own but
humanity’'s frailty and weakness and the difficulty of holding

on an keeping the faith:
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Lord Jesus, who would think that

I am thine?

Ah who would think

Who sees me ready to turn back or sink
That Thou art mine?

I cannot hold Thee fast tho' Thou art mine
Hold Thou me fast. (p-.219)

The speaker claims that Jesus is hers just as she is His. But
she finds it difficult to ‘hold’ Him 'fast’, because she is
"ready to turn back or sink" away from Him. Her heartfelt cry
moves us because we recognise our plight in hers; her praver
becomes our prayer as we see our frailties mirrored in hers.
Rossetti’'s brother William Michael, himself an
agnostic, had to comfort the poet in bher later years, when
she was assailed with doubts, and assure her of her own
worthiness just like her mother and sister Maria Francesca.’
William attributes the spiritual gloominess of her last days
to the influence of the opiates which were administered to
M
her. The following lines reveal the inner trauma of the poet:
We are of those who tremble at Thy
words
Who faltering walk in darkness
toward our close
0Of mortal life, by terrors curbed and
spurred:
We are of those

LR S

Not ours the hearts Thy loftiest
love hath stirvred.
Not such as we Thy lily and Thy
rose:’ (p.196)

The poet also realises the ambivalent nature of the bhuman

heart. In "Worship God", she expresses her idea that if God
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had ordered not to worship Him because aof His loneliness,
then ‘We’ would have '‘besieged’ Him with "prayer and tear".
Instead because He said,
Worship Me, and give
Thy heart to Me, my child; now
therefore we
Think twice before we stoop to
worship Thee:
We proffer half a heart ... (p.123)
It is sheer contradictoriness on our part that we do not
worship God as we ought to. Christina Rossetti bad another
reason to fear for punishment, another cause that led to her

ambivalent relationship of love and fear with God. She could

not fully free herself from the Riblical precepts which
fpiied

ordained "unalterable distinction between men and women,
their position, duties, privileges.“la As such, her own
single state, political activities and even her career as
poet appeared to her as going against Scripture. Her doubts’
and fears find expression in a number of poems. In sonnet
#twenty seven of "Later Life", she voices her fear:

I have dreamt of Death: - what
will it be to die
Not in a dream, but in the literal truth
With all Death’'s adjuncts ghastly and
uncouth
The pang that is the last and the last sigh?
While I supine with ears that cease
to hear
With eyes that glaze, with heart-pulse
running down
(Alas! no saint rejoicing on her bed)
May miss the goal at last, may miss
a crown. (p.81)
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Virginia Woolf's diary reveals what the novelist
thought of the poet. She has written that Rossetti, for the
sake of religion "starved" herself of love, and stunted her
poetic talent. Then as a "reward for all her sacrifices",
"died in terror, uncertain of salvation." il

Apart from her later fears, Rossetti had already formed
her conception of a wilful God who delighted in capriciocusly
tormenting even those who love Him: In "Weary in Well-Doing",
the persona depicts God as arbitrary and capricious:

I would have gone; God bade me stay:
I would have warked: God bade
me rest.
He broke my will from day to day;
He read my yearnings unexprest,
And said them nay.
Now I would stay; God bids me go:
Now I wouwld rest; God bids me
wot k.
He breaks my heart toss to and frog
My soul is wrung with doubts that
lurk
And vex it so. (p.242)

Here it seems as if the persona and God are working at
cross—purpose. The image of God that is projected here is
totally opposed to the one of Him as a loving Father who
cared enough for bumanity to have sent His Son for their
deliverance. God not only denies her wishes but breaks her
will and her heart for no apparent reason. The speaker sounds
pathetically helpless as she laments "My soul is wrung with

doubts that lurk”. This is very different from when the poet

persona says,
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"How Heaven to Thee without us
had been lost,
How Heaven with us is Thy one
only Heaven
Heaven shared with us thro’ all
eternity,
With us long sought, long loved
and much forgiven. (p.268)

In & sonnet that is reminiscent of the GShakespearean
lines from King lLear, "As flies to wanton boys are we to the
gods/They kill us for their sport",12 the poet depicts God as
unreasonably arbitrary, who can ‘scourge’ and ‘slay’ even
those who ‘flaunt His praise’. In sonnet #one of ‘Later
Life', the rhetoric of ambivalence is obvious and apparent:

Before the mountains were brought
forth, before
Earth and the world were made, then
God was Bod:
And God will still be God when flames
shall roar
Round earth and heaven dissolving
at His nod:
And this God is our God, even while
His rod
0Of righteous wrath falls on us
Smiting sare.
And this God is our God for evermore.
Through life, through death, while clod
returns to clod.
For though He slay us, we will trust
in Him
We will flock home to Him by divers ways:s
Yea, though He slay us we will vaunt
His praise,
Serving and loving with the Cherubim,
Wathing and loving with the Seraphim,
Our very selves His praise through
endless days. (p.73)

The phrase "And this God is our God" is a recurring phrase

which betrays the speaker’'s love—-hate relationship with God.
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no one else to tell her plight, so also FRossetti’'s persona
has '"no second anything" save this God. She attempts to
spoften His hard and unyielding stand against her and the rest
of humanity by reminding Him that ‘we’' are made of ‘dust and
nothingness’ and therefore no match for His Superior
stirength.
Her uncertainty and doubt about God's love finds
expression in a poem written in 18673.
Have I not striven, my God and
watched and prayed?
Have 1 not wrestled in mine agony?
Wherefore still turn Thy face of
Grace from me??
Is Thine Arm shaortened that Thou
Canst not aid?
Thy silence breaks my heart: speak
tho’ to ubraid,
For Thy rebuke yet bids us follow
Thee. (p.228)
The God of this poem is neither loving nor wrathful. Instead,
He is indifferent and distant. He remains silent to all the
persona’s prayers and she feels deprived of His Grace and His
helping Hand.
This poem is uncannily like one Emily Dickinson had

—

written a year before Rossetti wrote hers. In "At least to

pray - is left”, Dickinson’'s persona guestions, "Say, Jesus
Christ of Nazareth/Has Thou no arm for me?" Elsewhere,
Dickinson also writes that God’'s ‘arm’ is '‘amputated’ now and
can no longer save. Although different from each other in

tone, both Rossetti's poem as well as Dickinson’s are
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expressions of the frustration and hopelessness of a lonely
sgul in search of a connection with its Maker. What is
amazing is that such a quest should have been made by the
poets almost around the same time. The allusion to Christ’'s
sacrifice on the Cross is very strong in both the poems as
the speakers call out to Jesus to ‘aid’ them with His arm. In
the 01d Testament too, there are references to God's ‘arm’
that aids His people. The prayers that the personae makes are
met with ‘silence’, but this does not deter them. They keep
their faith and belief in God. Rossetti in another poem "Thy
fainting Spouse" and Dickinson in "Given in Marriage Unto
Thee" both describe themselves as the bride of Christ.
Rossetti’'s rhetoric of ambivalence includes such poems
as "Twice", "When I was in trouble I called the Lord" and
"Afterward he repented and went" where the speaker gives her
heart to God, only after it had been "broken". In real life,
Christina Rossetti had neither been rejected nor callously
treated by either of her two suitors. What she wishes to
project, in these poems is the forgiveness of GBod and His
Constancy. There is utter trust in the speaker’'s words below:
Lord, when my heart was whole,
I kept it back
And grudged to give it Thee
Now then that it is broken, must 1
lack
Thy kind word "Give it me".
Silence would be just, and
Thou art just

Yet since I lie here shattered in
the dust,
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With still an eye to life to Thee
A broken heart to give
I think that Thou wilt bid me live
And answer "GBive it me". (p.123)
God will not reject or turn away from anyone who comes to
Him, no matter how badly bruised or marred the heart they
bring. Unlike men, God never rejects or betrays those who
seek His face.

Uncertainties and doubts notwithstanding, Rossetti’'s
faith and confidence in a benevolent God is restored in
"Heaven Overarches" the last poem in the devotional section.
In this simple unsophisticated poem, she invites the reader
to “look up® with her and watch for 'the day break and the
shadows flee’:

Heaven overarches earth and sea,
Earth sadness and sea-bitterness

Heaven overarches you and me:
A little while and we shall be -

Flease God - where there is no more sea
Nor barren wilderness. (p.286)
Here there is no trace of the uncertainty, fear or

frustration that has filled some of the poems discussed. The
confidence in the speaker’'s voice is heartening while the
optimism it carries recalls to the mind the voice of Robert
Browning, another great VYictorianm who writes, "God’'s in his
Heaven/And all’'s right with the world."1? Rossetti‘s poem is
full of encouragement as she stoutly declares,

Look up with me, until we see

The day break and the shadows flee.

What though tonight wrecks you and me
If so tomorrow saves?
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Earthly tribulations are worth suffering for the joys of
heaven. This poem is testimony of faith and wnadulterated
hope.

Rossetti'ﬁf_rhetoric of ambivalence on—faith would be

incomplete without mentioning a word of "Goblin Market". This
superficially simple poem has elements of the subversive, not
essentially associated with Christina Rossetti. It
appropriates the theme of temptation, sin and redemption that
one associates with the Bible Alicia Ostriker in Feminist

Revision and the Rible (1993) point out this fact by saying

that "Goblin Market" bites aoff the whole plot of the Bible:
it is a feminist version of temptation, fall and
redemption.”l4 The protagonists, in place of Adam and Eve are
two sisters, Laura and Lizzie. Temptation comes to them, not
in the form of & snake, but a troop of little goblin men
selling their wares of the choicest fruits. Laura succumbs to
the temptation, eating the fruits which she bought with a
Eﬂﬂi_fflfgﬂlffﬂf,ﬂiiiif The mysterious fruits may not be
acquired twice even though they are addictive. Laura falls
into decline with longing. Lizzie then braves the goblin men
in an attempt to acquire the fruits for Laura. S8She is
"subjected to a kind of attempted gang-rape" by the goblins
who, "after shedding their friendly attitude hging to attack
her bodily and tried to push the fruits into her mouth., She

runs home to Laura with the smears of goblin fruit juice on
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her face and neck, offering herself to Laura "in a communion
feast which gives us a full-scale female and even quasi-
lesbian Christ":

Hug me, kiss me, suck my juices

Squeezed from goblin fruits for you.

Goblin pulp and goblin due.

Eat me, drink me, love me,

Laura, make much of me,

For your sake I have braved the glen

And had to do with goblin merchant men.
Stephen gurney says that Lizzie's -action of offering herself
"ag & kind of Eucharistic meal” recalls the sacrifice of
Christ ..."15 But he does not equate Lizzie with Christ much
less as a feministic version of Christ. Instead, he describes
Lizzie's action as an expression of a "poetics in which the
Gospel values of sacrifice, service, and praise are ptre-
eminent over the worldly values of pride, lust or avar‘ice."16
The theme of temptation, sacrifice and redemption is too
obvious to be ignored and the language, however innocently
the poet may have used the words allow room for more than one
interpretation including feminist Christian allegory.

If Christina Rossetti’' s devotional poems are worthy of
being called the National hymns of Heaven, Emily Dickinson’'s
can lay no such claims. The poet herself had an ambivalent
attitude towards God which is reflected in the poems.
Dickinson showed a distinctive impatience with conventional

religion and mode of worship. In a letter to Higginson, she

remarked that all her family were religious except her "and
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address and Eclipse, every morning — whom they ¢all their
Father". O0Of course, Alicia Ostiker is of the opinion that
here, Dickinson is merely "testing the waters of Higginson's
tolerance for verbal mischief."17 While studying at Mt.
Holyoke, a female Seminary, she was the only one who did not
make a formal commitment to Christ. She also remained the
only member of her family not formally join the Church. As
Northrop Frye puts it in Fables of Jdentity (1963), Dickinson
"belonged in the congregation, but not in the Church". Rut
still, she did not have an alternative God or an alternative
form of salvation. Even her art, for all the importance she
gives to it in life, could not deflect her mind totally from
the issue of faith. She remained pre-occupied with the BRible
and the Church she did not want to be a part of. This pre-
occupation found manifestation in a large number of poems in
her canon. Even so, Dickinson cannot be regarded as a
religious poet the way Christina Rossetti is regarded.
Whatever emotion she might feel towards the Christian
Godhead, the poet preferred to hide behind the various masks
that she so loved to wear. Ostiker points out that Dickinson
was not concerned about contradicting herself in her poetry.
But in whatever context she uses Biblical and religious
terms, she makes sure that they ring true within each poem’s

own context.
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The rhetoric of the poems emphasize and underscore the
ambivalence of the poet. No one attitude can be pin-pointed
as the truth about Emily Dickinson and that the rest be
discarded. But taken as a whole, they serve to display the
poet’'s talent and creativity. The poems dealing with God and
faith, 1like the rest of her poems on love or immortality
offer multiple attitudes, all of which are equally
convincing. Scripture, which she was familiar with was, in
the words of Ostiker, "a poem out of which one makes, of
course, other poems".lB In a playful, mock serious poem meant
for her nephew, the poet declares the Bible to be "an antique
volume written by faded men."”

The Bible is an antique volume -

Written by faded men

At the suggestion of Holy spectres -

Subjects Rethlehem -
This poem is a deliberate attempt to down—grade the sanctity
of the Holy Book of the Christians. The poet's deliberate use
of ‘Holy Spectres’ over ‘Holy Spirit’ which amounts to near
blasphemy goes a long way to show her irreverence. Her jest
about the Bible is inappropriate and unsuitable faor a 1little
boy. But in spite of the light hearted wittism with which the
poem starts off, the poet brings in a more serious note at
the end. She compares the Bible unfavourably with Orpheus,
whose ‘Sermon’ is delivered through music: "Orpheus’ sermon

captivated/It did not condemn -". The unwritten feeling which
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the boy might not decipher from between the lines is that the
poet felt condemned by the Bible. In order to hide her
uneasiness and frustration, she takes recourse to joking. In

"I will be Socrates"”, Tselentis Apostolidis19

says that the
poet ‘prefers’ the "fundamentally amoral, poetic and magical
quality of Orpheus" to the 'Puritan preachings’ she has been
exposed to. It is not so much the content of the Rible as the
way the ‘sermon’  is delivered that the poet finds
objectionable. Her disapproval and discontent with the
Riblical content is obvious from two other poems. In poem
#5297, "It always felt to me -~ a wrong", the persona declares
what she regards as God’'s injustice in not having allowed
Moses to enter the Promised Land:

It always felt to me - a wrong

To that 01d Moses ~ done -

To let him see — the Canaan -

Without entering.
But ambivalence towards the truth of the Biblical narrative
intrudes -

And tho' in soberer moments -

No Moses there can be

Im satisfied - the Romance

In point of injury.
At her ‘soberer moments’, she is convinced that Moses, the
“Old Man on Nebo" is only a myth, yet she blames God for
barring him from entering Canaan after letting him ‘see’ it.

Her sense of justice "bleeds’ for Moses even as she half

regards the Rible as mere ‘Romance’.
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In a similar vein, she portrays God as a willful God,
"taunting humanity with its helplessness before His Fower" in
the poem "Abraham to kill him." The poet regards Abraham’'s
obedience to God's command to kill his son Isaac and offer

burnt offering as fear-induced.

Isaac — to his children
Lived to tell the tale
Moral — with a mastif

Manners may prevail.
Here Gaod is equated to a ‘mastif’, who, makes sure with His
superior strength that His commands are obeyed. Ostiker
comments that "whatever am" Dickinson feels for God "is more
than balanced by rage at his power and distance, not to
mention fury at his possible non—existence."1? Alan Schucard

in Modern American Foetry (198%9) describes Dickinson as one

who was "too committed to earth to let go of it and too

attached to a Heavenly Father to relinquish hope for His

21

Heaven". As if this ambivalence were not enough, Schucard

also says that Dickinson "rejected the divinity of Jesus" .22

Dickinson indeed holds herself equal with God and Jesus
and thus addresses them with no humility. In poem #9564, the
persona holds an imaginary dialogue with Jesus in a series of
irapid—-five questions and answetrs:

"Unto me?" 1 do not know you -
where may be your House?

"I am Jesus late of Judea -~

Now - of Paradise" -

Wagons — have you - to convey me?

This is far from Thence -~
"arms of mine - sufficient Phaeton -~
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Trust ocmnipotence" -
I am spotted - Y1 am Fardon"
I am small — The Least
Is esteemed in Heaven the chiefest
Occupy my House" -~
The poet in this poem proves her knowledge of scripture as
well as the resistance she puts up against it. The personal
raises every objection she could think of before allowing
herself to trust Jesus. But He has an answer that puts down
all her reasons almost as soon as she voices them. A1l that
Jesus wants is to lead her to ‘Paradise’, for her to trust in
"Omnipotence”, still the persona is reluctant. It is as if
she is hoping that she would be disqualified somehow. She
argues till she bhas run out of excuses. The persona’s
resistance to commitment even after all her reasons for not
doing so cleared is much the same as Dickinson’s when she
resisted the popular wave of Evangelism in her youth. During
her teenage years, the poet had written to her friend Abiah
Root that she felt more elated without God:
The shore is safer, Abiah, but 1 love to
buffet the sea - I can count the bitter
wrecks here in these pleasant waters, and

hear the murmuring winds, but oh I love
the danger! You are learning control and

firmness. Christ Jesus will love ~you
maore. I'm afraid he dont love me any.<~
(L.1, 104)

This letter however appears to be a mere show of bravado, or
a youthful boast. No doubt the writer meant it at the time it
was written, but it is, by no means an eXpression aof a

lifetime conviction. She might not be awed by God, calling
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Him "Rurglar! Ranker and Father" and even refer to Him as
"Papa above” in an irreverential playful way; still neither
Dickinson nor her persona know any other God to surrogate
Him. Nor does the poet have a substitute religion for the one
she was contemptuocus of, or seemingly indifferent to.

In the poem '"How brittle are the piers", the poet
manifests her "acceptance of the Christian Trinity"24 while
at the same time admitting the ‘brittleness or fragility of
her faith.

How brittle are the Piers

On which our Faith doth tread -
No bridge below doth totter so -

fig;,nene/ﬁad such a crowd.

The ambivalence in the rhetoric is brought out by the
conjunction ‘yet’ used in the last line. The bridge of faith
may be brittle and tottering. But nevertheless, ‘none had
such a crowd’ waling on it. The reasons, provided in the next
stanza is that God Himself had built the bridge and sent His
‘son’ to "test the FPlank" and "He" has ‘pronounced it firm’.
There is one poem in which the poet persona describes a
poignant "loss of something", identified only at the end 01
the poem as "the kingdom of Heaven". In a rhetoric full of
ambivalence, the poet, prompted by spiritual hunger writes:
A loss of something ever felt I -
The first that I could recollect
Bereft I was — of what I knew not

Too young that any should suspect



Elder, today, a session wiser

And fainter, too, as wiseness is -

I find myself still softly searching

For my Delinguent Palaces -

And a suspicion like a Finger

Touches my Forehead now and then

That I am locking oppositely

For the site of the kingdom of Heaven. (#959)
This poem describes, in the words of A.R.C. Finch, the
"ambivalent relationship with Christianity"25. After losing
Faradise, the persona is still futilely searching for it and
suspects that she is perhaps loocking in the oppasite
direction. At first, the persona did not know what she was
‘bereft’ of, indicated by the rhetoric of ambivalence:
"Bereft I was — of what I knew not". Later when she turns
older and wiser, then "And fainter too as wiseness is" not
"wisdom” as commonly used noun, she is "still - softly
searching”. This poem is reminiscent to a certain degree, to
Henry Vaughan’'s "The Retreat” where the poet describes his
longing to travel back to the days of his Angel-infancy.
Dickinson’'s persona may also be longing for "some shadows of
eternity” not knowing where to look for them.

In her search for the kingdom of Heaven, the poet-
persona reiggE§\EEE“SSEESgfifiigg,gi—5a4¥etisqi/lt has become
dated and useless. This is the theme in the poem "Those-dying
then":

Those—~dying then

Knew where they went -
They went to God’'s Right Hand -
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That Hand is amputated now )
And Bod cannot be found - (#13551)

Despite this attitude that God cannot be found anymore, the
Dickinson canon consists of a number of poems relating to the
life and sacrifice of Christ. In an essay titled "Tender
Fioneer -~ Emily Dickinson’'s poems on the life of Christ",
Dorothy Huff Oberhaus examines the poems describing the love
and sacrifice of Christ and says that Dickinson "stresses the
Gospel’'s contemporary relevance and makes them freshly
available to her “sweet countrymen’ with her wit and American
colloquial language.26 The poems that Oberhaus picks up for
her study are "The Savior must have been"”" #1487 on the birth
of Christ; "The Test of Love - is Death #3573 and "One Crown
that no One Seeks #1735 on Christ’'s sacrifice "He gave away
his life #567 on the resurrection. She compares the poet with
other devotional poets such as Herbert, Vaughan and Crashaw
among others. Noting the "deep structure of her Gospel poems"
Oberbhaus places Emily Dickinson in "the poetic tradition of
Christian devotion" to which the aforesaid poets belong. She
defines the "poetic tradition of Christian devotion" as the

poets’ "reverential attention to the life of Jesus Christ and

their acceptance of such donnédes as the Trinity, the
Incarnation and the Redemption. The poets also, Says
Oberhaus, ‘regard the life of Christ as not merely a

picturesque Tfable providing vivid metaphors but rather as

their model." This definition is fine, but contrary to
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Oberhaus"” opinion that Dickinson is part of the tradition of
Christian devotion, the very definition she gives exclude
her. Dickinson’'s poems are anything but reverential. In fact,
it is her irreverence that is one of the most striking
characteristic of her devotional poetry. For instance, in the
poem on the birth of Christ, one cannot fail to notice the
subtle sarcasm:

The Savior must have been

A docile Gentleman -

To come so far so cold a day

For little Fellowmen —,
or miss the impertinence of the speaker in

"Heavenly Father" -~ take to thee

The Supreme iniquity

Fashioned by thy candid Hand

In a moment contraband -

Though to trust us - seem to us

More respectful ~ “"We are dust" -

” We apologise to thee

For thine own duplicity. (#1461)
This poem is addressed to the "Heavenly Father" but the
following lines are not what one expects to be said to the
Heavenly Father. Starting off seemingly as a prayer, it is
actually an accusation of God for His ‘duplicity’. The
speaker assumes moral superiority to God as she apologises to
God for the ‘Supreme iniguity’ which His own Hand thad |
fashioned. It implies that the persona holds God Himself
responsible for temptation and the Fall.

Emily Dickinson’'s knowledge of the Rible is faultless,

but as a poet, she takes the liberty either to critique, mock
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or satirise as zhe please. In "A little east of Jordan® #57,
she narvates the story of Jdacock, descriting bim as &
"Byanast” who had "worsted God". She re-writes the Riblical
incident to give a humorous twist to the tales

Till morning touching mountain -

Gnd Jdacob waxing strong,

The fAngel begged permission

To Preakfast ~ to return -
Thern in "Papa fAbove" #61, she parcdies the "Lord's Frayer"
while putting on an obvious mask of "a bad little goocd girl”.
The speaker prays that God reserve a& mansion in  Heaven for
the poor mouse overpowered by the cat. She sclicits God to
provide food for the mouse to last eternity. The speaker is
boldly impudent not only in the way she addresses God, but
also in the way she contradicte the orthodox idea of the
kingdom of Sod. By introducing the mouse "snug in seraphic
cupboards”, the poet vulgarizes Paradise. The rhetoric, on
cne hand affirms the poet’'s belief in the Biblical concept of
"many mansiong” in Heaven, and 5n the other hand, revesls her
ambivalence towards ©God ~ She ridicuiles the concept of

Christianity by making her prayver for the mouse. And Ronsld

Wallace comments 1in God Be ¥Hith the Clown (1984) that the

comedy opf the poems serves the twin purposes of "affirming
conventional truths about God, immortality ...", and enabling
the poet "to bring God down to a manaxgeable size”.27

In & similar manner, Dickinson has no gualms about

calling 6God "Burglar Banker - Father” parodying the Holy



Trinity in "I never lost as much as Twice" #357.
Acknowledging God as ‘Father’, she nonetheless reduces Him to
a ‘burglar’ and a 'banker’ using her own yardstick to measure
Him. She calls Him a "distant stately lover"” who ‘woos’ ‘us’
through His Son in "God is a distant stately lover”, #357.
Her only concern is that we might prefer the ‘envoy’ to the
Groom. In another poem, #1719, taking God’'s self proclaimed
attribute from the Rible, she says that God is indeed a
jealous God who "cannot bear to see/That we had rather not
with Him/But with each other play.

The poems on the life of Christ are neither exaggerated

nor satirical. Neither are they inspirational. The poet

treats the theme as literal truth and not spiritual truth. In

"The Test of Love - is Death"#573, the poet describes the
love of Christ:

The Test of Love - is Death -

Our Lord - "so loved" - it saith -

What Largest Lover - hath -

Another - doth -
The words within guotation "so loved" is lifted from the
\Gospel of John 3:16, and the next — "it saith" referring to
the Bible brings out the ambivalence of the rhetoric. Christ
may be the "Largest Lover", but it is put on the balance by
"it saith" a deliberate phrase which neither affirm nor

negate. The poet leaves the choice to the reader without

committing herself.



Dickinson’'s Christology lacks the fervour of
Rossetti’'s. Alan Schucard makes the interesting observation
that Dickinson’'s God was "really coequal with nature and her
ego in a kind of tripartite worldview"<8, 1t explains why her
religious poems are so lacking in depth. Placing her persona
as an equal and she being only human like the rest of us, she
fails to bring out in her rhetoric, the qualities and
attributes of Rossetti’'s God. Thus, in their Nativity poeas,
Rossetti’'s "Lord God Almighty" becomes a "Docile Gentleman"
for Dickinson. Oberhaus’ definition of the poetic tradition
of Christian tradition describes Rossetti better than it does
Dickinson.

Dickinson’'s ambivalent attitude towards God and Christ
is expressed in a number of poe i least - to pray -
iz left - is left" $#502.

At least - to pray - is left — is left -

Oh Jesus — in the Air -

I know not which thy Chamber is -

Im knocking — everywhere -
Here she portrays Jesus as an indifferent, uwncaring and
unresponsive God, quite different from the one, who came to
earth for the sake of "little fellowmen". The poet who
declares Jesus as the "Largest Lover” here portrays Him as an
inaccessible deity. The speaker urgently searches for Him
everywhere, but in wvain. But the first line of the poem

reveals that the persona has thought of prayer to Jesus as &

last resort when she has exhausted her other known resources.



"At least to pray is left" is self-exuplanatory about how low
prayer is in the speaker’'s priority list - so low that she
does not know where to reach Jesus.

The silence and indifference of this God is again the
theme of the poem "0Of Course I Prayed" $376. There is a hint
of defiance and challenge in the tone of the rhetoric as the
speaker rants about an uncaring God. The scant attention
which her praver elicits from God is expressed thus:

Of cause — 1 prayed -

And did God care? .

He cared as much as on the Air

A Rird - had stamped her foot -

And cried "Give me" -
The persona challenges the usefulness or effectiveness of
prayer in this poem. She cannot, however, cancel prayer from
her 1life, but evidently, there is no answer from ‘God’. In
the light of God’'s vast indifference, she feels it would have
been better not to exist at all. Ambivalently, however, the
poet persona believes that God has singled her out if only to
bear the brunt of His partiality, "God gave a Loaf to every
Bird —~/But just a Crumb - to Me -" (#791) while in another,
she declares,

Nature and God — I neither knew

Yet Both so well knew me

They startled, lite executors

Of My identity. (#835)

Around the same time the poem, "Of Course - I Prayed”

was written, the poet also wrote the poem "I prayed at first,

a little girl" #3746, in which the persona confides how she
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used to pray when a little girl because ‘she had been told
to. But when she became ‘qualified’ to guess how her prayers
would sound to God, she ‘stopped’ praying.

I prayed at first, a little Girl,

Recause they told me to -

But stopped when qualified to guess

How prayer would feel - to me -
In the above poems, the persona betrays her ambivalence - she
prays and not prays to God, whose existence she believes in,
even when she does not get an answer for her prayers. The
notion that 6God is inaccessible and impersonal is again
expressed in the poem "My Feriod had come for Prayer" #564:

My period had come for FPrayer -

No other Art - would do -

My Tactics missed a rudiment -

Creator - was it you?

Infinitude - Hadst Thou no Face
That I might look on Thee?

The Silence condescended -
Creation stopped — for me -
But awed beyond my errand -

I worshipped — did not "pray".

Imn Emily Dickinson: The Metaphysical Tradition (1982), Anand
Rac Thota describes this poem as the poet’'s "visit to the
Creator” and remarks that here, Dickinson "comes to terms
with the Creatar"29 as she does in no other poem. The persona
resorts to ‘prayer’ since no other “Art’ would do and her
earlier ‘tactics’ had failed. But the ambivalence of the poem
is that the persona has no faith. She needs to "see this

Curious Friend" and to behold the "face" of "ITnfinitude".



Prayer, the poet tells us, in another poem, is "the little
implement”

Through which men reach

Where Presence - is denied them
They fling their speech ....
Ry means of it — in God’'s Ear {#437)

The persona finally ‘worshipped’ the condescending ‘silence’
or ‘Infinitude’, but ‘did not pray’. Burke interprets this
poem in "Religion of Poetry" to mean that Dickinson views
‘divinity’ as indifferent to individual prayers "but as so
indifferent to individual prayers "but as so impersonal and
indifferent in an overwhelming way as to call for ‘worship’

30

rather than prayer". It is uncertain whether the poet holds
the ‘Creator’ or God in the same bracket as ‘silence’ and
‘infinitude'. She is ‘awed’ by whatever she has confronted,
in this case, the vast expanse of sky. But the question that
the persona asked, "Creator was it you" in the beginning is
not answered just as she does not finally pray at the end,
after stating that her ‘period had come for prayer’ at the
first line of the poem.

' In the poem "Houses" #127 the speaker says of the
Father that she does not know Him: "'Many mansions’ by his
‘father /1 don’'t know him; snugly built!" 0Of course, this is
an allusion to Christ’'s promise to prepare a place in the
many mansions in His Father’'s house. However, in her

typically irreligious manner deprives it of its spiritual

dimension in the last two lines: "Could the children find the
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way there —/Some, would even trudge tonight.” The persona
denies any knowledge of the Father at the same time she has
Riblical knowledge about Christ’'s promise of mansions. The
rhetoric of ambivalence is used in another poem where the
speaker again denies knowledge of God while acknowledging is
knowledge of her: "Nature and God - I neither knew/Yet Both
s0 well knew me." (#835). The poet who wrote "I went to
Heaven" also has written,

I never spoke with God

Nor visited in Heaven -

Yet certain am 1 of the spot

As if the checks were given (#1052)
The word ‘yet’ as conjunction occurs in both the poems to
express the ambivalence of the rhetorics.

The poet expresses ambivalent attitudes in her poems.

In "Only God detect the Sorrow", the persona proclaims her
acceptance of the Christian Trinity, but in such a way as to
be almost blasphemous:

The Jehovahs — are no Babblers -

Unto God

God the Son — confide it -

Still secure -

God the spirit’s Honour -

Just as sure. (#626)
More glaring than anything is the note of profanity, as if
the persona is taking the name of the Lord in vain. The poet

may believe in God, but only on her terms. As in her vyouth,

80 alsoc in her poetry, perhaps in her entire life, Dickinson



refused to surrender completely to God. In poem #1403, she
solicits as humbly as she possibly can,

My Maker - let me be

Enamored most of thee -

But nearer this

I more should miss -
Still, the persona never ever feel that her prayers are
heard, much less answered. She tells us that she prays, but
only because "no other Art would do" and because she has "no
one else"” to tell:

Savior! I've no one else to tell -

An so I trouble thee

I am the one forgot thee so -

Dost thou remember me? (#217)
The persona would, no doubt not “trouble’ the 'Savior’ if she
had someone else to tell her problem. She claims to be the
one to forget Him and she wants to be remembered by Him.
Since she needs Him to give her audience. The Savior is
ambivalently either the only one she trusts enough with her
news, or, her last bid for finding someocne to share her news,

The persona in "I got mo I could take his name" #2933

resorts to prayer when she remembers a "Grace’ called 'God’ -
"Renowned to ease Extremity/When Formula, had failed ~". She
simply ‘shapes’ her hands ‘petitious way’ without knowing a

word to say. In such poems as this, no personal faith is

discernible in the persona.



In the poem "Those - Dying then" #1351, the speaker
comments, perhaps with a trace of envy on the faith of those
who have died:

Those - dying then,

kKnew where they went -

They went to God's Right Hand -

That Hand is amputated now

And God cannot be found -

The Abdication of Belief

Makesz the Rehavior small -
There is ambivalence even here. The speaker feels the
desertion of God because she has no contact with Him. God’'s
saving arm does not reach her because either she does not see
it or refuses to grasp it. "Abdication of Belief" however
implies that the persona is responsible for her loss of
faith, one who amputated God’'s arm. But "And GBod cannot be
found” contradictorily implies that the persona has searched
for Him while He has deliberately stayed away from her. Those
already dead were fortunate to go to "God’'s Right Hand" while
for the speaker and those still living, He cannot be found
anymore.

The rebellious non-—conformist Dickinson also writes
such poems as "He Strained my Faith” and "Life is what we
make it" where the speaker declares a deep and abiding faith.
In "He Strained my Faith" #497, the speaker herocically clings
to her faith in the face of strong opposition from Jesus, the

obvious ‘He ' of the poem. She uses words such as ‘“strained’;

‘shook’, ‘hurled’', ‘racked’ and ‘wrung’ to describe the

[y
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attack on her faith. But never once did she doubt Him or let
herself be shaken, even though she is ignorant of the reason
of this siege on her faith and trust. At the end, the speaker
identifying herself as "John", the beloved disciple begs for
"sweet forgiveness". The poem, has no Biblical context and
therefore should not be assumed that the disciple is the
speaker. Rather, "Jobn"” is a mask assumed by the poet to
identify the speaker of her poem.
In "Life is what we make it" #4698, the poet portrays

Jesus as a "tender pioneer" who, out of love first tested and
experienced death for humanity to follow:

He would trust no stranger

Other — could betray -

Just His own endorsement
That - sufficeth me -

His sure foot preceding -

Tender Fioneer -

Ease must be the coward

Dare not venture - now —
Here Christ is depicted as a trustworthy Savior since He has
tested all the distance from earth to Paradise. There is no

reason for anyone not to follow Him unless if one was &

‘Coward’ .

ContradiﬁzggllyT\\,the poet in #1360 describes an
ambivalent attitude towards the Gospel, also referred to as

the Good News:

I sued the News - yet feared - the News
That such a realm could be -

"The House not made with Hands” it was -~
Thrown open wide to me.
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The speaker of this poem is overwhelmed by the magnitude of
Divine Love. Referring to the celestial mansion that Christ
prepares for believers, the speaker confesses that such love
for her makes her fear the News at the same time she follows
it. Possibly, Emily Dickinson, like Christina Rossetti felt
herself unworthy of salvation.

Sometimes, the poet eupresses her ambivalence in the
same poem itself. In "SBumptuous Destitution", Richard Wilbur
describes Emily Dickinson as "inconsistant in her
attitudes".>! For example, the poem "I know that He exists”
begins with an assertion of faith, only to expose a
horrifying doubt at the end.

I know that He exists
Somewhere — in silence -
He has hid his rare life
From our gross evye.

four lines are a confession of implicit faith from the
poet who has also written "Hadst thou no face that I might
lock on thee." ‘He’' has hid his ‘rare life’' so as to increase
the joy of the beholder when he or she finally meets him. But
faith twns to doubt as the poet once again uses the rhetoric
of ambivalence:

*Tis an instant’'s play
‘Tis a fond Ambush -
Just to make Hliss

Earn her own surprise!
But - should the play
Frove piercing earnest -

Should the glee - glaze -
In Death’'s — stiff — stare -—



Would not the fun

Look too expensive!

Would not the jest

Have crawled to far!
The ambivalence is expressed by the use of "But” at the
beginning of the third stanza. The faith with which the poem
begins completely disappears at the end as the poet exclaims
that it would be a cruel joke played on us if there were no
God and no salvation at the end. Paul J. Ferlazzo comments on
this poem in Emily Dickinson (1976). He says that the last
line ‘"suggests an evil sense of humour that is at play with
its connotations of the serpentine or the monstrous."32 The
last two stanzas also raise the guestion of whether there
really is immortality. This doubt comes as a contrast to a
number of Dickinson poems in which the poet declares her
belief in immortality and existence after death.

Another poem beginning with an assertion of faith only
to end with a declaration of unbelief is ‘Going to Heaven’
#79. In contrast to the more sinister poem "I know that He
exists", this one is light-hearted and playful. The poem
opens with the certainty of going to heaven.

Going to Heaven!

How dim it sounds

And yet it will be done

As sure as flocks go home at night
Unto the Shepherd’'s arm!

The speaker requests the "you" to save her "a little space"

"the smallest Robe" and "just a bit of Crown" should he/she



go "home" before she does ~ "For you know we do not mind our
dress/when we are going home." In the last stanza, there is a
shift in the persona’s stand and she denies her belief in
Heaven. Without any change in the tone, the speaker says that
she is '"glad" that she does not believe in the idea of going
to heaven.
Going to Heaven!
How dim it sounds
And yet it will be done
As sure as flocks go home at night
Unto the Shepherd’'s arm!
The speaker requests the "you” to save her "a little space”
"the smallest Robe" and "just a bit of Crown" should he/she
go "home" before she does — "For you know we do not mind our
dress/when we are going home."” In the last stanza, there is a
shift in the persona’s stand and she denies her belief in
Heaven. Without any change in the tone, the speaker says that
she is "glad" that she does not believe in the idea of going
to heaven.
Im glad I don't believe it
For it would stop my breath -~
And I'd like to look a little more
At such a curious earth!
I'm glad they did believe it
Whom I have never found
Since the mighty Autumn afternoon
I left them in the ground.
The denial of faith in the above stanza, however, does not
sound very convincing. It is as if the speaker is enjoying a

simple jest. There is none of the horror described at the end

of "I know that He exists”.



Totally opposed to the two poems discussed above is the
poem "Some keep the Sabbath" #324. It contrasts conventional
worship with the freer and more individual kind:

Some keep the Sabbath going to Church -
I keep it, staying at Home -

With a baobolink for a chorister -

And an orchard, for a Dome -

Some keep the Sabbath in surplice -~

I just wear my wings —

And instead of tolling the Bell, for Church,
Our little sexton - sings

God preaches, a noted clergyman -

And the sermon is never long.

So instead of going to Heaven at last -
Im going all along.

This poem has been variously interpreted. It is sometimes
read as Dickinson’'s rebellion against a traditional form of
worship and her subscription to a more personal form of
worship. It has also been described as a contrast between
traditional religious practice and a religion of nature.

Garbowsky in The House Without the Door (198%) even suggests

that the poem reveals "Dickinson’'s fear of crowds and public
gatherings." Read outside the context of Dickinson’'s life,
this poem is a celebration of a simple child-like faith. As
such, it is the utterance of a soul at peace with God and
nature. The speaker does not need clergymen to preach to her,
as she can listen to God, ‘a noted Clergyman’ speak directly
to her to the accompaniment of the bobolink as chorister. The
speaker, whether it be the ‘supposed person’ or the poet

herself has found a unigque form of worship. She is a one—man



congregation. Her abstinence from the Church does not make
her irreligious. She has a daily communion with God, unlike

those who go to Church only on Sundays. S0, instead of going

to Heaven after death, she declares that she is ‘"going all
along”. The last line is contradictory to what is expressed
in "Going to Heaven", where the speaker declares that she

does not believe in going to Heaven. In this poem, through
its simplicity of imagery, the poet recreates the essence of
pre-lapserian Eden.

The ambivalence of Christina Rossetti and Emily
Dickinson on the subject of faith form an important part of
this study. Rossetti held on firmly to her faith in God
despite being washed by waves of self doubt. The rhetoric of
ambivalence in Rossetti’'s devotional poems operates through
the juxtaposition of contradictory words. To illustrate, here

are two poems:

0 Christ my God who sees the
unseen,

0 Christ my God who knowest
the unknown ...

0 Thou who seest what I cannot
S0,

Thou Who didst love us all so
long ago

0 Thou Who knowest what I
must not know

Remember all my hope, remember
me.,

and,

Before the beginning Thou hast
foreknown the end



Refore the birthday the death bed
was seen of Thee:
Cleanse what I cannot cleanse, mend
What I cannot mend.
0 Lord All Merciful, be merciful
to me.
In the case of Emily Dickinson, Ferlazzo says that she
"permitted herself to experience the extremes of faith and
loss”, and this is reflected in her poetry, which expresses
both belief and disbelief. As illustrations, here are some
extracts:
I know that He exists
Somewhere — in Silence
He has hid his rare life
From our gross eyes.
and
Those — dying then
kKnew where they went —
They went to God's Right Hand -
That Hand is amputated now
And God cannot be found -
What one tries to do in this chapter, is to prove that
Christina Rossetti and Emily Dickinson have written poems
that stamp them as believers, whose faith, like the rest of

M”\/
us, sometimes flickers and falters, to the point where it

almost dwind1esﬁ:guggagzugga\aisﬁg?:;;?\The saintly Rossetti
and the agnostic Dickinson are more alike than they seem t

be at a glance. In fact, Dickinson is more insistent than
Rogsetti in her effort to claim the attention of God the
Father. Why else should she hurl her bombastic rhetoric

"Burglar! Ranker and Father” at Him? Or call Him "Papa above"
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and pray for a mouse? She can no more get away from Him than

a willful child from a loving father. Her seeming

indifference and irreverence are masks that hided/a sensitive
— -

soul d in attegtion and love. Rossetti’'s soul, in

contrast, is timid and lowly. She puts herself solely at the

mercy of God, yet daring to claim His love. Only because He
is love. Through all their poems, they touch readers in a
special and unique way, because they echo the same sentiments
and sometimes, the same hurts and bewilderments. The feelings
and thoughts in them may not always be approved by all, but
they are Egggg_ggﬂ_ﬁggligﬁigi_lhey may not always reflect the
poets’ real thoughts, at all times, but the sincerity make
them creditable. Through it all, the rhetoric of ambivalence

is what gives the poems strength, variety and uniqueness.
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Chapter—IV

IERREESTEERES IR o

LLIFE AFTER DEATH

Life after death, Immortality or Eternity, however one
chooses to describe the continuity of the spirit after the

death of the body is an intriguing phenomenon. Not

surprisingly, it fascinated Emily Dickinsony who régarded it
as a fload-subjec f he oetry. She asserted her belief in

immortality in a letter she wrote to T.W. Higginson on the
25th April 1862: "When a little Girl, I had a friend who
taught me Immortality -" In her poems, she describe/
immortality as a 'shapeless friend’ in the chamber of her
mind and as a third "presence" accompanying her on her
Journey with death. But when actually confronted with the
death of her loved ones, Emily Dickinson suffered anguish and
wondered where the departed had gone. Personal faith was not
enough to provide satisfactory answers. On the death of the
Rev. Charles Wadsworth, she exclaimed, "Lives he in any other
world/My faith cannot reply” (#1557). On the death of her
mother, she cried "We dont know where she is, though so many
tell ws"1., In one of her new poems discovered by William
Shurr, she has written, “"To still have her, but tears forbid

me/My own is in the Grave." When a friend James Clark died,
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she questioned, "Are you certain there is another life? ..."2
The uncertainty, doubt and pain in her voice is a far cry
from the confident voice of the poet. The poet in her has no
doubt about the certainty of her going to Heaven or about the
state of post-mortal life. Judith Farr, in the introduction
of Emily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical Essays writes
that Dickinson’'s "great preoccupation is not love, naot death,
but the question of eternal life, of consciousness beyond the
grave."

fis for Christina Rossetti, her biographer, Mackenzie
Bell, stated that she "no more doubted the existence of a
state of coming blessedness than the traveller doubts the
existence of the place for which he is bound when setting out
on a journey”.3 But unlike the converted Jobn Donne, Rossetti
held an ambiva1E2E/gieu_nn_the_state_ni_the—saul—aitgcamﬁﬂﬁn
Donne believed that the soul, created by God is immortal and
cannot perish. He believed that after death, the soul
immediately went to Heaven instead of waiting till the Last
Day, when it would be reunited with the body.4 Rossetti, by
contrast depicts "varying aspects of the supernatural"5 by
introducing "ghosts" lingering on earth. These poems are
found side by side with those in which the poet describes the
gathering of souls in Heaven.

Eoth Christina Rossetti, a devout Christian and Emily

Dickinson, a non—-practising Christian believed in the concept



of the spirit and alsoc in the concept of Heaven as the final
destiny of the soul after death. Rossetti’'s faith allowed her
to believe in the Biblical concept of Heaven, but Dickinson’'s
poetry both affirms and denies the reality of Heaven. But
both poets are curiously silent about Hell, the alternative
place to Heaven, where there will be an eternity of wmisery.
Incidentally, William Michael Rossetti writes that his sister
disliked6 Milton's Paradise Lost, which features Satan, the
alleged arch enemy of man and God, as well as the fallen
angels, In the case of Emily Dickinson also, it is likely
that she knew about Hell, the place reserved for unsaved
souls. But apart from the lines, "And Bad men - ‘go to
Jail® -/1 guess —" (#234) she does not feature Hell in her
poetry. In some poems, both Dickinson and Rossetti imagined
and visualised the dead as living in Arcadian Eden while in
some, they are depicted merely as ghosts, who are desparately
seeking to maintain their contact with the living. The poets’
rhetoric on post-mortal life therefore reveal more than their
hope of eternal bliss. Ranging from the religious to the
bizarre, the poems depict conflicting ideas and attitudes
towards life after death. Both poets give a unique treatment
to this particular theme. As in the other themes discussed in
the previous chapters, the rhetorical ambivalence of the
poems on this theme manifests the fact that not all the poems

can be interpreted as the poets’ personal convictions. As
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before, their imagination, creativity and poetic licence,
play a dominant role in the making of the poems. This chapter
explores the range of ideas and speculations about life after
death and the sometimes contradictory attitudes of both the
poets that finds expression in their poems,

For Emily Dickinson, immortality is neither strange nor
extraordinary. It is a mere continuation and part of
mortality. In poem #1234, "If my Rark Sink", she describes
immortality as the "ground floor” of mortality:

If my BRark sink

‘Tis to another Sea -

Mortality’'s Ground Floor

/ Is Immortality.

The difference between mortality and immortality is a mere
shift in space, 1like the different floors of the same
structure. In just four lines, the poet conveys the concept
of burial through the imagery of the ‘bark’ which might
‘sink’ to ‘another sea’. Immortality being the ‘ground-floor’
is, in fact, the support base, without which there can be no
life in the perceivable surface of the sea. The speaker of
the poem "Conscious am I in my Chamber" (#679) attests to the
presence of "a shapeless friend’ in the "chamber" of her mind
whom she identifies as '"Immortality’. Neither by ‘posture’
nor by ‘word’ does this ‘friend’ assert himself but by
‘Presence’ only. The speaker, however, refers to it in the
masculine gender. Immortality is the very essence of being in

the Dickinson canon.
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Dickinson’'s immortal soul does not necessarily go to
heaven. Life after death is wmore of a continued
consciousness, a concept also subscribed to by Christina
Rossetti in some of her poems. In one of Dickinson's
masterpieces, "I heard a fly buzz when I died", the speaker
is a dead person narrating the final moment of her death:

I heard a Fly buzz -~ when I died -

The stillness in the Room

Was like the stillness in the Air -

Between the Heaves of Storm -
There are others in the room, gravely and sombrely waiting
for death to claim the speaker. The speaker’'s attention is
hypnotically drawn to a fly, whose presence in the room bas
been interpreted by Caroline Hogue as a 'grim omen’ of decay
of the body in the grave.7 The presence of the fly, however,
dispels some of the grimness of the situation by its sheer
banality. The speaker, who had finished signing her will is
mesmerised by it, staring at it, till finally it blocked away
the 1light from her sight. All her attention is focussed on
the fly, which indirectly implies that there is no earth-
shattering experience at the moment of dying. On the
contrary, the ‘uncertain stumbling buzz’' of the fly, trivial
as it is, is in fact, the one thing the speaker remembers

most significantly in the course of her narration.

And then the windows failed - and then
I could not see to see -
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There is a sense of incompletion, as if the speaker has been
deprived of light or life rather abruptly. But even if death
has dimmed hetr eyes, the speaker continues to be herself. She
does not mention, however, in the course of her narration,
how 1long ago she has died or where she is, after her death.
The poem ends with the ambivalent line that she could not see
to see. Was it the fly that blocked the light or that the
light of life faded from within and made the fly invisible.
The speaker is neither a voice from Heaven nor Hell, although
Anantharaman is of the opinion that "although she longs for
salvation, damnation is her predestination - as she was not a
devout Christian."” The author of Sugseg in_a Cup (1985) no
doubt has made the common error of mistaking the speaking '1°
of the poem for the poet herself. Karl Keller finds the
nartration "deliberately funny"”, that a "woman sitting
somewhere hereafter” should be "telling other dead how she
died".® But whether the speaker is addressing other dead or
has caome back from the grave to address the living has been
left deliberately vague by the poet. What is important is
that the poem affirms immortality, that the physical death of
the body is not the end of existence.

Christina Rossetti has a similar poem in which the
narrator describes the sceng\;;;;;f;;:—;;;:;T~;;;/ﬁoem *"After
Death” is a sequence to the poem "A Pause", although

chronologically, it was written prior to it. In "A Pause" the
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narrator lies dying, waiting for her beloved to come to her.
In "After Death", the beloved arrives, but he is too late.
The narrator is already dead. But like Dickinson’'s speaker,
she is aware of the things in the room:
The curtains were half-drawn, the
floor was swept
And strewn with rushes, rosemary
and may
Lay thick upon the bed on which
I lay.
The shroud is overstrewn with flowers. But underneath the
covering, the narrator sees and hears everything. She can see
and hear the beloved as he comes into the room to pay his
respect. The faculties of sight and hearing are more powerful
it appears, after death than when she was alive:
He leaned above me, thinking that
I slept
And could not hear him; but I
heard him say,
‘Poar child, poor child’, and as
he turned away
Came a deep silence, and I knew he
wept.
The narrator has experienced physical death, but her
consciousness is still alive and intact. She can even still
feel joy in the knowledge that the beloved is still alive and
warm even as she herself is lying dead. The poet-persona of
this poem and "I heard a fly buzz when I died” gives one the
impregsion that the spirit, after death, does not leave the

body but continues to be in it. In both cases, they identify

themselves as the dead persons, and both acknowledged their
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death.

One of Dickinson’s best known poems, "Because 1 could
not stop for Death" describes the jouwrney from this life to
that of beyond. Death, in the guise of a courteous gentlemen
comes to call on the persona and takes her for a ride in his
carriage. The carriage, with its third presence, identified
as "Immortality" heads towards eternity. This makes it clear
that the soul or spirit is infinite and death can claim only
the body which is finite.

Recause I could not stop for Death -
He kindly stopped for me -

The carriage held but just ourselves
And Immortality.

We paused bhefore a House that seemed

A swelling of the Ground -

The Roof was scarcely visible -

The Cormice - in the Ground -
This is perhaps the most discussed poem in the entire
Dickinson canon, with no two interpretations being exactly
alike. Whether the speaker is the poet, imagining her own
death or talking about "her encounter with death in the death
of another",9 the focal point in the poem is the continuity
of awareness of the soul, or the essence of being, of a
person, after the body is dead and buried. The presence of
Immortality in the carriage affirms that it is also, to use
the words of Budick, a "component of consciousness itself,

somehow co-—-extensive not only with death, but with 1life as

well."10 1t is true, that the soul is not depicted as "flying
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from her house to a home above”, but the voice is not exactly
the voice of the damned either. There is an air of gentility
and placidity, if not contentment, in the well modulated
tone:

Since then - tis Centuries - and yet

Feels shorter than the day

I first surmised the Horses Heads

Were towards Eternity. (#712)
This last stanza asserts that the speaker is one who is long
dead physically, but one who continues to exist, perhaps, for
“"Centuries" after her death. The carriage in which Death
comes calling on her, takes her to 'Eternity’, only pausing
before what obviously is a graveyard. Jeoanne A. Dobson in
"Oh, Susie, it is dangerous" notes the "pregnant swell of the
grave, his destination proves a barren and eternal
disappointment” and that the speaker has obliged to accompany
‘Death’ only to land herself in "eternal nothingness”. The
time elapse, since the day 'Death’ came to collect her and
the present, actually "feels shorter than the day” she went
for her ride. She may not be transported to Heaven, but

i1

contrary to Marder's view that the soul "longs endlessly

for life" from eternity, the speaker is contented to be where

she is. As Ronald Wallace suggests in God be with the Clown:

Homour in American Poetry (1984), death has paradoxically

given her life. The speaker betrays no sign of pain or
distress about her present existence in eternity.

The ambivalence of the poem lies in the fact that the
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persona is dressed in a bridal attire of ‘“Gossamer’ and
‘tulle in bher outing with gentleman Death. The imagery is
that of a genteel couple with none of the wmalignity one
usually associates with Death. Another poem which is
profoundly ambivalent is #1033%, "It was a quiet way". The
persona related an extraordinary climatic experience which is
at once a religious or a sexual ecstasy. She is borne on by
an undeterminate ‘He’ from this world and transported "with
swiftness, as of Chariots/And distance, as of wheels" to a
state of bliss? expectations? Who exactly is ‘He’'? and where
is ‘He’ taking the speaker? Is 'He' the same gentleman-
caller, 'Death’ encountered in "Because I could not stop for
Death” or is it Christ come to take a soul to Heaven? These
are passible explanations, which the poet has left to our own
surmise. The lines, ‘'This World did drop away/As acres from
the feet/0f one that leaneth from BRaloon/Upon on other
Street", suggest that Death/Christ/Lover has transported the
speaker beyond this ‘World’' of process to where ‘eternity it
was before/Eternity was due’. It is impossible to determine
for certain whether the persona’s narrative is mystical or
eschatological., Or is it one of Dickinson’'s superlative
imagination of sexual ecstasy. The general atmosphere of this

poem as well as "Because I could not stop for Death" is



transcendental. In another poem, Dickinson refers to Death
as a "supple suitor” that wins at last.

A similar view, that the grave serves as home for the
spirit and that life there is not distasteful is expressed by
Rossetti in the poem "The Ghost’'s Petition"”. The "ghost" of a
dead husband caomes back at midnight to comfort his grieving
wife. His wife who waits for him at midnight gladly calls out
his name, but he warns her not thirow herself in his arms,
because he is only a ‘shadow’:

Lay not down your head on my
breast:
I cannot hold you, kind wife, nor
fold you.
In the shelter that vyou love best.
To all appearances, bhe may look the same as when he was
alive, but the ghost "cannot hold” his wife in an embrace
anymore. To his wife’'s questions about what he does in the
underground and what he has found there, he replies:
What I do there I must not tell
But I have plenty; kind wife,
content ve:
It is well with us - it is well.
The ghost may not/cannot report about life in the grave, but
he assures his wife that life is good where he is. He has
come out of the grave temporarily because of his wife, who
weeps with grief at home. The rhetoric of ambivalence is
operational here. The ghost cannot reveal his new life inside

the grave as that would put the poet’'s credibility at stake.

She might create a ghost who returns from the grave, but she
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is not in a position to reveal for a fact what is yet beyond
human knowledge. Whatever the ghost say about the life inside
the grave would be taken as the truth by both his wife and
the readers. And the poet cannot risk this. Instead, what the
ghost indeed reveal is actually the living’'s expectations and
hopes of what life after death might be:

Tender hand hath made our nest;

Dur fear is ended, our hope is

blended
With present pleasure, and we have
rest.

In the poem, "The Grave my little Cottage is" #1743,
Dickinson‘'s speaker is again a dead woman who describes the
grave as her "little cottage", where she keeps her "parlour’
ready for her beloved when the two of them will be reunited
for an everlasting life.

The grave my little cottage is,

Where "keeping house" for thee

I make my parlour orderly

And lay the marble tea.
The imagery of this poem depicts the dead as not merely
reposing in  the grave, but engaged in house-keeping like
ordinary folks. The only difference between this life and the
world of the grave is the ‘marble tea’. This picture is again
ambivalent from the one that Rossetti imagines the grave to
be. In a poem called "What Good shall my Life do me?",

Rossetti answers the question she asks in the first line,

"Have dead men long to wait? -
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There is a certain term
For their bodies to the worm
And their souls at heaven gate:
Dust to dust, clod to clod
These precious things of God,
Trampled underfoot by man
And beast the appointed years -
These lines express the view that the dead spend some time in
the grave before they get to Heaven. The body returns to dust
and is given to the worms for a “certain term" before
reuniting with the soul at heaven—-gate. This view is again at
odds with others euxpressed by Rossetti herself and Dickinson.
Dickinson’'s poems on the state of life after death is
widely apbivalent. She begins one poem with a bold assertion
that this world is not conclusion, for a "species" exist
"heyond" it:
This World is not Conclusion
A species stand beyond -
Invisible as music
But positive as sound -
It beckons and it baffles -
The rhetoric of this poem is full of ambivalence as the poet
gives a series of reasons to doubt her premise. Scholars and
wisemen are unable to give satisfactory explanation about
this order of reality because it is "beyond" this world.
Neither can conventional belief praovide a convincing answer.
Fhilosophy, sagacity and even theology have only proved their
inadequacy. But despite their failure to explain or prove

this existence beyond earthly life, the reality of it is as

‘positive as sound’ though as "invisible as music"”. The hope



and belief in it is right there in the soul: '"Narcotics
cannot still the Tooth/That nibbles at the soul -". No drug
is strong enough to make the soul forget that ‘this world is
not conclusion’” nor is it the end of life. In spite of the
inconclusive answer provided by human learning, the soul is
aware that the death of the corporeal body is not the end of
itself.

So far, the trend has been to read this poem as a
negative poem. This has been possible due to the ambivalence
of the rhetoric. Daniel Orsini in "Emily Dickinson and the
Romantic use of Science” has observed that the paoem never
proves the narrator’'s thesis."12 Cynthia G. Wolff also
observes that this poem "examines the leakage and finally the
loss of faith."13 Paul Ferlazzo too, interprets the poem in a
similar vein, and comments that "Dickinson seems to be
suggesting .... none of owur intellectual or spiritual
institutions offer, upon closer inspection, a lasting peace
of soul".1% He challenges that "rousing sermons and loud
hymns'" may drug the senses into submission but they cannot
ease the pain of gnawing doubt in her ([Dickinson’'s] soul.
These charges may however be refuted by pointing out the fact
that the poet is aware that no branch of learning is equipped
to explain Infinity in concrete terms. Only the soul, itself
immortal, feels "a nibbling” which no drug may stupefy. The

poet has declared not only the reality of Infinity, but also



the fact that the wisdom of this world, which is finite,
cannot fully comprehend what is beyond itself. These critics
are right in pointing out the inadequacy of dogmatic religion
to prove that this world is not conclusion. But what they
have all failed to point out is that the poet relies on the
" eee. Tooth/that nibbles at the soul", to prove her posit at
the start of the poem. The poem, however, goes no further
than stating the fact of immortality. It makes no statement
or speculation as to ‘where’ or how the ‘species’ might live
except for the fact that it is "beyond" this world. There is
na proof save the innate knowledge that death is not the
"conclusion® or end of the soul’'s existence.

If this world is not conclusion, the logical question
is where do people go after leaving this world. In one of her
most beautiful poems, Dickinson asks if anybody can tell her
where the dead have gone. Only their statues and pictures
remain to indicate that they too, had once lived on this
earth.

Those fair - fictitious people -

The women -~ plucked away

From our familiar Lifetime -

The men of Ivory -

Those boys and Girls, in Canvas -
Who stay upon the wall

In Everlasting Keepsake

Can anybody tell?

We trust - in places perfecter -

Inheriting Delight

Bevond our faint conjecture -
Our dizzy Estimate -
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Remembering Ourselves, we trust -

Yet Rlesseder - than we -

Through knowing — where we only hope -

Receiving — where we - pray -

Of expectation — also -

Anticipating us '

With transport, that would be a pain

Except for Holiness -

Esteeming us - as Exile -

Themselves — admitted Home -

Through easy miracle of Death -

The Way we ourselves must come. (#499)
I¥ it were not for the usual Dickinsonian ‘dashes’, this poem
with its quiet dignity and hopeful anticipation could have
been one of Christina Rossetti’s devotional poems. The poet
depicts the dead to be in a ‘perfecter’ place where there is
Joy and gladness beyond the imagination of the 1living. The
rhetoric does not go beyond credibility. Less definitely is
more, as by not venturing to describe the measure of
‘Delight’, instead saying that it is ‘bheyond our faint
conjecture’ and ‘estimate’, the poet conveys the sense of
indescribable Jjoy. The dead are also 'blesseder’ than ‘we’
who are still living because they have received and known
what we still hope and pray for. They know the now while we
know the old. These happy blessed souls do not return to
earth where, once dead, they are relegated to the status of
*fictitious people’, to give an account of their lives beyond

this world. It is ‘us’ whao 'trust’ that they are not only

sublimely happy, but that they also remember and wait for us
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to Jjoin them. They are already ‘home’ and thinking of the
living as being still in ‘exile’. The dividing wall or
barrier between life on earth and the new world is ‘death’
which the poet describes as a ‘airacle’. It is the gateway
that marks the passage from ‘exile’ to "home’. However, the
whole structure of life after death rests on the pivotal
phrase "we trust". It is the key phrase in the poem, which
supports and holds it together. The word °‘trust’ carries a
more profound weight than ‘belief’ and the poet’'s choice to
use it endows the poem with a sense of religiosity, even with
the absence of worde like ‘Heaven’ or 'God’. Envisioning a
better and happier state of existence for the dead brings
hope and encouragement to the living. Even death is viewed
without bitterness, but rather as a doorway to our petrmanent
‘home’. There is no sense of morbidity at the mention of
death at the end of the poem. With its lack of the usual
Dickinsonian flippancy and irreverence colouring even the
religious poems, this poem is perhaps the closest that
Dickinson comes to professing the Christian theme of faith.
The unnamed "places perfecter" where life is "blesseder" can
be easily transcribed as Heaven or Paradise. The speaker,
using words such as ‘we’, ‘our’ and ‘ourselves’ is a
representative of all believers.

Dickinson’'s hetoric on post—-mortal state is full of

ambivalence. For example, in "Heaven is so far of the Mind"
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(#370), she declares that Heaven is an idea that exists only
in the mind and has therefore no reality:

Heaven is so far of the mind

That were the mind dissoclved -

The site — of it - by Architect

Could not again be proved. -
This poem denies the existence of the "places perfecter" of
the previous poem by stating that Heaven ‘exists’ only in the
mind. The poet says that Heaven is as ‘vast’ and as "fair’' as
our imagination can grasp. The poeam reduces Heaven to a mere
figment of the imagination, the only advantage being the
possibility to invoke it right 'Here’ in this life. The poem
also negates the hope of going to Heaven after death, since
death will have stopped the mind’'s capacity to think and
imagine Heaven. Heaven then ceases to be, a&along with the
death of the body. Or else, the mind after death dwells on
its idea of Heaven, which, if it were the case would mean a
special individualised Heaven for each person. The rhetoric
of this poem is one of scepticism and totally contradictory
to the poem "Those fair fictitious people” where the speaker
inspires hope with the sheer beauty of the rhetoric.

Denying geographical location to Heaven in poems like
"Heaven is so far of the Mind’ and "Of Paradise’ Existence"”
(#1411) where she says:

0f Paradise’ existence

All we know
Is the uncertain certainty -,
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the poet ambivalently reaffirms that Heaven does exists,
wherever it may be located no one knows except that it is
beyond this life. One may get there only after being summoned
by the messenger death. In some poems like "Arcturus is his
other name” (#70) and "Heaven has different Signs to me”
(#575), the poet identifies the visible sky as the location
of Paradise, a place which is brighter and fairer than the
sun, where she proposes to go "When Time’'s brief masquerade"
would be over. Then again, in “How far is it to Heaven®
(#929), she declares that Heaven is as far as death when
viewed from this side of the grave. But beyond death, "0Of
River or of Ridge beyond/Was no discovery”. The rhetoric of
this poem neither affirms nor negates the presence of a place
called Heaven. But it states the fact that so far, it has not
been discovered by anyone. What lies beyond earth is after
all, beyond the reach of the living and if the cliche may be
used, dead men tell no tales.

The poet creates a pastoral Eden where the dead spend
their 1lives in the poem "There is a morn by men unseen”
{#24). She describes an idyllic ﬁiace, a sylvan paradise
whose inhabitants spend their time in dancing and merry-
making:

There is a morn by men unseen -

Whose maids upon remoter green

Keep their seraphic may

And all day long, with dance and game.

And gambol I may never name -
Employ their holiday.

162



This poem is reminiscent of the poem "The Echoing Green" from
the Songs of Ipngcence by William Rlake. The first stanza of
the poem is quoted below:

The Sun does arise

And make happy the shkies;

The merry bells ring

To welcome the spring;

The skylark and thrush,

The birds of the bush

Sing harder around

To the bell’s cheerful sound

While our sports shali be seen

On the echoing Green. 3 .
The BRlakean glen echoes with the sound of the Children’'s
happy laughter which reminded the old folks of their own
youth spent gambolling on the same ‘echoing green’. In a
similar manner, the imaginary scene that Dickinson creates is
filled with joyful sounds and activity. Chiming bells and
sweetly singing birds give accompaniment to dancing feet. The
scene is ‘wondrous’ and ‘serene’, such as she has never seen
before. It is as if the stars themselves, with their luminous
twinklings have Jjoined in the revelry:

Ne'er saw 1 such a wondrous scene -

Ne'er such a ring on such a green -

Nor so serene array -

As if the stars some summer night

Should swing their cups of Chrysolite —

And revel till the day -
In these lines, Dickinson weaves a web of magic whose delight
and frolic, transport readers into the enchanted world of

faery. Notwithstanding its arcadian nature and setting;

Dickinson’'s "remoter green” is no ordinary countryside. It is
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a "mystic green" as yet "unseen" by human eyes. It is
"wondrous" as well as “"serene". The poet—persona’s desire is
to be transported to this ‘dell’, so that she too may be with
the frolicsome people. But she can go there only after her
life on this earth is over. Only then will the far, distant
bells ring to "announce’ her coming. The poet-persona is as
confident of the existence of this Eden as she is of going
there herself someday:

Dickinson’'s use of the term *men’ in this poem is
generic and its denotes all human beings to whom the reality
of the poet’'s vision is still denied. It does not stand for
the male sex alone as it has been alleged by some critics and
scholars. Aliki Barnstone, for example, says that Dickinson
has created a uni-sex heaven motivated by the idea of
freedom, since "men" represent lack of freedom.16 Amy L.
Cherry says that "the speaker (poet) is safe whilst among
women and can even reach spirituality thru this chaste
sensuality."17 But while describing the light—-hearted
activities of the maids, the poet in no way denies the
presence of the menfolk. In the last stamza, she addresses
the "Feople of the mystic green", which is a proof by itself
that the inhabitants are not single sexed as has been
commonly interpreted. By popular understanding, ‘People’
denotes a collection of men and women. Death being universal,

it is unreasonable to think that the poet has imagined a
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heaven exclusively for women. The poet also does not imagine
a heaven where there will be no division of the sexes. Her
‘remoter green’ is not the conventional idea of Heaven nor is
it too other-worldly. The locale could easily bhave been
"Tempe or the vales of Arcady".18 The first and the last line
of the poem describe this Eden in terms of ‘morn’ and “dawn’,
signifying a new beginning to which the soul awakens after
the sleép of death. There is an implied paganism in this
particular description of post-mortal ecstasy, as if one
might encounter satyrs frisking amid the dancing feet. The
poet, without any mention of pagan gods creates an atmosphere
usually associated with myths, just as she endowed "Those
fair fictitious people” with an air of Christian hope and
faith.

Two vyears after writing "There is a morn by men
unseen”, Dickinson does a poetical volte face by writing
"What is Paradise" (#21%), where the poet-persona claims an
apparent ignorance of Paradise, and puts forward a series of
mundane questions about it:

What is "Paradise"

Who live there -

Are they "Farmers" -

Do they "hoe" -

Do they know that this is "Amherst" -

And that I - am coming - too -

The poet, to borrow the words of Carton in The Rhetoric of

American Romance (198%), "Somewhat domesticates the
mysterious" and "also mystifies the oppressively common-—
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place" through associating Paradise with the exceedingly
common. The speaker knows that one day, when she ‘'dies’, she
too will go to Faradise. She wonders if this place will be
pleasant or if she might get homesick for this earth. This
fear of being homesick, perhaps for this "curious earth" lay
in contrast with the earlier expressed desire to be with the
‘people of the mystiec green’.

If the earlier vision of Eden was idyllic and pagan,
then this one is cold and grim, the inhabitants as solid and
earthy as the inhabitants of the other are frolicsome. This
poem heavily underscores the ambivalent ideas about Heaven
which the poet entertains. The only consclation the poem
aoffers, that too, qualified by ‘may be’ is that it is less
lonesome than New England. Equating 'Eden’ and ‘Paradise’ the
persona feels no attraction towards it while acknowledging it
as the place where one goes to after death. The rhetoric
points a cold comfortless Heaven reminding one of the title
of one of Yeats’ poems "The Cold Heaven". If the poet
delights in treating spiritual things in terms of the common
place, she however, finds no delight in this particular
vision of Paradise. The Christian concept of Heaven, as the
place where ‘ransomed’ souls are gathered after death, is
drawn upon in this poem. But in no way does the poem qualify
as a religious poem. The speaker, perhaps, is afraid that she

will not fit in among the ransomed souls and therefore tries
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to make light of the matter in order to hide her
apprehension. The speaker is certain that she is destined for
this Paradise and mentions it as a matter of course.
Dickinson comes closest to describing a believer’s

concept of Heaven in the poem "I Shall know Why" (#193). In
this poem, the speaker anticipates a meeting with Christ, who
will explain every question baffling her in this life:

I shall know why - when Time is Over -

And I have ceased to wonder why -

Christ will explain each separate anguish

In the fair schoolroom of the sky -

He will tell me what "Peter" promised -

And I - for wonder at His woe -

I shall forget the drop of Anguish

That scalds me now — that scalds me now'! (#193)
The speaker is obviously one who is acquainted with suffering
and anguish. She is one who is mature enough to be resigned
toc whatever Fate gives her. In "Emily Dickinson and the
Disappearance of God", Vincent Anderson notes that Dickinson
has made an important point in this poem; that "at the heart
of her own and Christ’'s experience", there is "suffering and
anguish" which binds the two together.19 Looking at Christ’'s
suffering will make her forget her own ‘Anguish’ which is a
mere ‘drop’ by comparison with His. But this will only happen
when "Time" is over and she loses all her desire to ‘know’.
Her interest by then, would have shifted from hetr own
suffering to Christ’'s. The satirical description of heaven as

a "schoolroom" has no impact on the general mood of the poem.

Cristanne Miller, in Emily Dickinson: A Foet's Grammar (1987)
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says that Dickinson’'s speaker "proves herself more generous
than Christ both in her willingness to accept His refusal to
care for her and in her anticipated empathy at His “"woe",
despite His apparent indifference to her's."zo This is true,
since the speaker bears no grudge against Christ for the
delayed explanation. The pain and anguish of the moment would
lose their acuteness and serve only to recognise His woe. The
speaker is almast humble in her unquestioning acceptance of
her present suffering, which, she hopes, she will forget in
the presence of Christ. She anticipates Heaven as a place
where she will learn about things she is, in this 1life,
ignorant of. But she is also astute enough to foresee that it
would not matter to her anymore. Heaven is represented as a
place where earthly sufferings will be forgotten, where there
will be no mysteries because Christ will explain, answer and
reveal all that is denied and hidden in life. This idea of
Heaven as a "Schoolroom of the Sky” with Christ as the
Teacher is satirical in spirit but sericus of tone. This
itgself is ambivalent. It is not the aim of the poet, here, to
ridicule Christ, but the unusual seriousness of tone |is
somewhat spoilt by bher description of Heaven. When the
speaker gets to Heaven finally, it will be to realise that
answers to questions asked on earth are not important
anymore. Her being’'s attention will be focussed wholly on

Christ. The rhetoric of the poem indirectly hints at human
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self-centredness that obstructs one’'s relationship with
Christ. It is only after death, when the soul reaches Heaven

that it will fully comprehend the depth of Christ’'s

sacrifice.
If the speaker of "I Shall Know when Time is Over" is
an adult acquainted with anguish, then the speaker of "I

never felt at Home—~BRelow" (#413), is a child or the poet
speaking with the wvoice of a child. It is a typical
Dickingonian poem in its unconventional treatment of the
theme. Faradise, which is also referred to as the ‘Handsome
Skies’ in the poem is depicted as an eternity of Sundays.
This vision of Paradise is inspired by the poet’'s experience
of going to Church on Sundays. Her rebellion from Church is
reflected in the poem that describes Heaven as a place where
one has to be on one‘s best behaviour under the watchful eyes
of an ever—present God:

I never felt at Home - ERelow

And in the Handome skies

I shall not feel at Home - 1 know

I don't like Paradise -

Because its Sunday - all the time

And Recess — never comes -—

And Eden’l]l be so lonesome

Bright Wednesday Afternoons -
This poem is another example of the poet’s ambivalence about
eternity. In a mockingly playful tone, the speaker reveals,
perhaps, Dickinson’'s own impatience over the propriety and

sobriety of the New England Sunday School. An eternity of

such a Sunday without ‘recess’ would be intolerable to her.
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The poet draws on the conventional concept of Heaven as the
soul’'s destination after death. But the speaker’'s reaction is
not at all conventional. On the contrary, it is almost anti-
religion. Instead of the usual anticipation of joy and
blessedness, the speaker is afraid she is going to find God’'s
presence in Heaven irksome and tedious. The trhetoric of
ambivalence is found from the very start of the poem. The
speaker "never felt at home-below”, meaning on earth; she
declares, almost in the same breath, that she will not feel
at home in Heaven either. She says that Heaven would be
tolerable if only God’'s ‘perennial’ presence could be removed
for a little while. If possible, she would even prefer to run
away than spending an eternity in God’'s presence:

Myself would run away

From Him - and Holy Ghost - and All -

But there’'s the "Judgement Day"!
The poet-persona takes it for granted that going to Heaven is
an inevitable prospect irrespective of whether one is saved
or not. Dickinson knew the pre—-condition for going to Heaven
according to the Christian belief: she had been the only one
who resisted conversion during her stay at the Mount Holyoke
female seminary. Yet the poem makes no mention of the pre-
regquisite for religious conversion. This is because, the poet
imagines Heaven not from the point of view of a ‘Ransomed
soul’ but from the point of view of that youthful reprobate

who stuck to her guns by remaining unconverted and "standing
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alone in her rebellion and growing very careless".21 The

image of Paradise in this poem is synonymous with the Church
Dickinson rejected all her life. The poem alsoc proves her
acceptance of dogmatic faith even if she does not believe in
it personally. Her mention of Holy Ghost in such an
irreverential manner may be considered blasphemous by the
orthodoy reader. The orthodox reader might even be tempted to
argue that with her particular frame of mind, it is doubtful
the speaker will ever be allowed entry into Paradise. She
probably knew this herself as she says she will "not feel at
home” in the "Handsome skies". The speaker’'s attitude towards
Paradise is not the same as in "1 shall know why when Time is
Over", proving once again the poet’'s ambivalence of ideas. In
fact, in another poem, the speaker is not very sure if there
is a heaven, much less the possibility of her going there.
She uses her reasoning that since

So much of Heaven has gone from Earth,

That there must be a Heaven

If only to enclose the saints. (#1228)
This poem rules out the possibility of going to Heaven for
ordinary men and women, including the poet-persona. If there
is a Heaven at all, then it will be for the ‘Saints’ only.
The belief that there must be a Heaven is not based on any
religious conviction on the part of the poet-persona, but

trather on a logical inference.
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The poem that best illustrate the poet’'s ambivalence is
the poem "Going to Heaven" (#79), where the speaker affirms
both the idea of going to Heaven and her unbelief of the very
same idea:

Boing to Heaven!

How dim it sounds'

And yet it will be done

As sure as flocks go home at night

Unto the Shepherd’s arm!

Im glad I don’'t belief it

For it would stop my breath

And I'd like to look a little more

At such a Curious Earth!
In the course of one poem, the poet completely denies what
she has affirmed with such conviction at the start. She is
actually glad not to believe in Heaven "for it would stop my
breath”. The idea of going to Heaven might be ‘dim’3; but the
truth of it is asserted by the use of "and yet it will be
done". Gaing to ‘Heaven’' is compared to going ‘home’ and in
the second stanza, the speaker asks the ‘you’ to reserve a
‘space’ and a ‘robe’ for her, should ‘You’ reach Heaven
before her. But in the third stanza, the speaker declares her
disbelief in going to Heaven, saying however, that she is
glad that the two whom she left on the ground one ‘mighty
autumn afternoon’ had believed in it.

While Dickinson does not(Egl;94’iﬂ going to Heaven in
"Going to Heaven”, in another poem, "Where Bells no More

Affright the Morn" (#112), the persona displays a distinct

impatience for reaching Heaven:
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Where tired Children placid sleep

Thro’' Centuries of Noon

This place is Rlisg —~ this town is Heaven -~

Please, Pater, pretty soon!
Heaven is described as a place where nothing ever disturbs
those who get there. Alluding to Moses viewing the Promised
Land from Mt. Nebo, the speaker too wishes she could "viaw
the Landscape QO’'er". Like most of her poeas on Heaven, in
this one too, Dickinson imagines Heaven from a purely human
point of view. There are no ‘Cherubims’ ‘Seraphs’ or saints
in her Heaven. It is merely a place which is not-earth, a
place which is free fraom earth-pains and disturbances.

In "I Went to Heaven" (#374), Dickinson describes
Heaven as a small town lit by a single ruby whose inhabitants
constitute a ‘unique society’. The speaker who claims she
‘went to Heaven’' compares it to a picture such as ‘no  man
drew’. She makes a small concession in her narration by
allowing that she could be "almost — contented” in this
Heaven. The narrative turns confusing as the rhetoric becomes
unclear whether the speaker is an already dead person or one
who is merely imagining things. One thing is clear: the
speaker is not 1living in Heaven. Unlike any of her
descriptions of Heaven, Dickinson begins by calling Heaven a
‘emall town’ but eventually reduces the picture to samething
insubstantial and dream—like. Even the inhabitants ;f this
Heaven have neither the solidity of the New England farmers

nor the sprightliness of the revellers of the ‘mystic green’.
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Rather, they are as illusive and wispy as dreams. The reality
of such a Heaven becaomes questionable except in the local
parameter of the poem.

Emily Dickinson’'s ambivalence on life after death is
that, on the one hand, she believed that she is Heavenward
bound, on the other land, she does not think of going to
Heaven as a privilege at all. Neither does she draw on the
BRiblical Heaven. Some of her speakers 1like the one in
"RBecause I could not stop for Death" and "1 heard a fly buzz-
when 1 died"” are deceased persons living somewhere in
eternity.

Taking into consideration the polarity of Dickinson and
Rossetti regarding their religious faith, one would expect no
ambivalence from Rossetti about the soul’s destination. As a
devotional poet, Rossetti looks forward to going to Heaven
after death. In fact, all her hopes for the future are
anchored on the Christian Heaven. Life on earth is a
temporary sojourn as the following poem express:

Life that was born today
Must make no stay

But tend to end

As blossom—bloom of May
0O Lord confirm my root
Train up my shoot

to live and give
Harvest of wholesome fruit
Two things 1 ask of Thee
Deny not me
Eyesight and light
thy Rlessed Face to see {(p.271)
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and

Here life is the beginning of our death.
And death the starting point
whence life ensues;

Surely our life is death, our
death is life: (p.256)

The rhetaric states the ambivalent fact that life that is
born is bound to end. The end, for a Christian like Rossetti
is the beginning of & new life with 6God in Heaven. The

following sonnet is one of Rossetti’'s most beautiful poem in

.

which she supplicates Gad to help ‘us’ remember that we are

heavenward bound:

Nerve us with patience, Lord, to tail or
rest
Toiling at rest on our alloted
level;
Fulfilling the good will of thy behest:
Not careful here to hoard, not
here to revelg
But waiting for our treasure and
our zest
Beyond the fading splendour of the West,
Beyond this deathstruck life and
deathlier evil.
Not with the sparvrow building here
a house:
But with the swallow tabernacling so
As still to poise alert to rise and go
On eager wings with wing-out-
speeding wills
Eeyond earth’'s gauds and past her
almond boughs,
Past utmost bound of the everlasting hills.
(264-5)

Life on earth is temporary and the poet seeks to emphasize
this through the imagery of the swallow, a migratory bird.
Alluding to the 0Old Testament times, she advocates living in

Tabernacles instead of houses, to ensure easy mobility. The
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idea behind this suggestion is to make men realise that they
are not permanent on earth but that their real home is in
Heaven. Part of the poet’'s prayer is that men should not
‘hoard’ or ‘revel’ on earth, less they should fotget the real
treasures laid up for them "beyond the fading splendour of
the west". This world is equated with ‘flesh’ or ‘devil’
which consists of ‘deathstruck life’ and deathlier evil’.
Beyond it are the ‘everlasting hills’ where there will be
‘zest’ and Ctreasure’.

The poet believes that man is bound for a better
country than this earth. In a poem called "Now They Desire”,
Rossetti describes the New Jerusalem, "the fair city of
Delights’ prepared for the redeemed. The geographical
location of this city is not mentioned, but it is described
as an ideal city, having its existence in space and time:

There is a sleep we have not slept,
Safe in a bed unknown
There hearts are staunched that long

have wept.
Alone or bled alone:
There is a sea whose waters clear
Are never tempest tost
There is a home whose children dear
Are saved: not one is lost.
There Cherubim and Seraphim
And Angels dwell with saints
Whose lustre no more dwindleth dim
Whose ardour never faints. (187)

The poet derives this image of the new Jerusalem from the
Book of Revelation in the Bible, complete with the sea of

glass and streets of virgin gold. It is a heaven where homes
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are safe, where one can sleep peaceful dreamless sleep. The
sea is never 'tempest-tost’ in this fair Jerusalem, because
it is built on the bosom of the Savior, embodied by the Rock
and the Vine.

This poem, written two years hefore Dickinson wrote
"There is a morn by men unseen” is the Christianized version
of Dickinson’'s later poem. In these two poems, the poets have
produced an exquisitely detailed description of places where
a person is transported after death. There is the same
longing in both the poems, but Rossetti also imagines the
city of delight ¢to be equally eager to receive its new
citizens:

We yearn, we famish thus -

Lo in the far—off land of life

Doth it not yearn for us?
Rossetti, in another poem tells us that this 'Holy City’ |is
‘built of gold’, ‘crystal, pearl and gem’. It is a city,
whose citizens, garbed in white drink from the River of life
and feed on the fruits of the Tree of Life. To this
Jerusalem, "where song nor gem/Nor fruit nor waters cease,"”
the poet prays that all will be shepherded in:

God bring us to Jerusalem

God bring us home in peace
The strong who stand, the weak

who fall
The first and last, the great and small
Home one by one, home one and all. (206)

Just as ‘Paradise’, ‘Heaven’' and ‘Eden’ are synonymous in

Dickinson’'s poetry, s0 alsoc are ‘Jerusalem’ ‘Heaven® and
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‘Paradise’ synonymous in Rossetti’s. The New Jerusalem or
Paradise is prepared for "myriads of earth’'s myriads’ who
will meet again after being parted on earth, for these would
be
Safe gathered home around Thy Blessed Feet
Come home by different roads
from near or far
Whether by whirlwind or by flaming car
From pangs or sleep, safe folded
round Thy seat. (265)
This anticipation of Heaven is based on Rossetti’'s religious
faith. It is a far cry from the ‘Small Town’ that Dickinson’'s
persona claims Heave to be.

ARnssetti accords equal devotion to the three Persons of
the Godhead and mostly uses the term ‘Lord’ to address both
God the Father and Christ the Savior. Rossetti‘s Heaven,
unlike Dickinson’s is Christocentric. It would never have
occurred to her to think of a Heaven where there is no
Christ; nor could she ever, like Dickinson, be ready to
forego Heaven because of God's eternal presence in it.
Rossetti’'s Heaven is not, also, the inevitable destination of
the soul after the death of the body. It is a place where God
is, whetre only the chosen may ga, to live forever with
Cherubim and Seraphim’, ‘angels and archangels’. Unlike
Dickinson’'s persona, who takes it for granted that she |is
going to Heaven, Rossetti is often in doubt about the m

worthiness to be allowed entry into Paradise. A large part of

her devotional poetry, therefore, is made up of prayers for
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mercy and grace. The following are some of Rossetti's typical

pravers:
Thou art Thyself my goal, O Lord
my King.
Stretch forth Thy Hand to save
my soul.
What matters more or less of journeying
While I touch Thee, 1 touch my goal
Sweet Jesus. (224)
and

0 Lord Christ, whom having not
seen., I love and desire to laove,
0 Lord Christ, who lookest on me
uncomely yet gtill Thy dove
Take me to Thee in Paradise, Thine
own made fair
For whatever else I know, this
thing is so:
Thou art there. (231)
Although not as confident as Dickinson’'s speaker often is,
Rossetti is equally certain that Heaven awaits the Christian
after death. As for herself, as expressed in the poems, she
trusted on God's grace to transport her unworthy self to this
Heaven. “Uncomely yet still Thy Dove" is her own estimation
of herself in God's eyes.

Rossetti’'s rhetoric on life after death is not entirely
free from ambivalence while it is not as varied ag
Dickinson’'s. There are two major movements in the poems
concerning after-life. One is the expectation aof trans-
mundane ecstasy, a Heaven for the Chosen, based on Christian

theology. This finds expression in the devotional poemss

discussed above. With vivid imagination, the poet sees
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Refreshing green for heart and eyes
The golden streets and gateways pearled
The trees of Paradise.
The ‘New Heavens’ that awaits one after death is a land where
There shall be no more blight nor need
No barrier of the sea.
No sun and moon alternating
For God shall be the light thereof
No sorrow more, no death no sting
For God who reigns in Love. (197)

The other movement, so far left unexplored, perhaps has
never been even noted before. It is found in poems which
depict ghosts haunting the living, as in "The Hour and the
Ghost", and "The Poor Ghost" or simply comforting the 1living
grieving relations as in "The Ghost’'s Petition" and "A Chilly
Night”. Rossetti’'s attitude towards life after death is
ambivalent. Georgina Battiscombe writes that the poet "longs
for the Christian Heaven" accessible after death. She has
conjectured that Rossetti must have been taught "somewhere in
the course of her education”" "that the Church is divided into
three parts, namely, the Church militant, expectant and
triumphant.22 Whatever this is supposed to mean, BRattiscombe
is of the opinion that it accounts for the poet’'s
"contradictory nature of her view of life after death". To
make her point, Battiscombe quotes the twin sonnets "“Two
Thoughts of Death’. The first one speaks of corruption of the

body after death, while the other affirms the glory after

death. But Battiscombe makes no mention of the poems dealing

180



with ghosts while discussing Rossetti’s view on life after
death.

In the poems that describe or anticipate Heaven, the
persona assumes that she will be with the saints in Paradise.
If not, she pleads God for love and grace so she may be
allowed to enter in His presence. But the poet also has
another way of imagining post-mortal existence. In some of
her poems, the spirits of the dead come back to the world aof
the living as ‘ghosts’. Stephen Gurney’'s explanation about
the presence of ghosts in Rossetti’'s poetry is not only
beautiful but unusual. He accounts for their presence as the
nostalgic glances which the poet cast backwards in the
direction of what she has renounced. These "glances”" are then
"transformed into the ghaosts that stand in the doorways of
her poems.“23 It is neither Heaven nor Hell that these
spirits have come back from. On the contrary, they are
depicted as coming back from the graves where their bodies
have lain buried.

In "The Hour and the Ghost", a bride is haunted by a
tortured soul, the ghost of her dead husband, who threatens
to take her away from her present husband. He wants to carry
her off and make her watch her bridegroom find a new wife to
take her place. The poem is regarded by Leder and Abbott in

The bLanguaqge of Exclusjion (1987) as an ‘anti-—marvriage’ poem.

They point out that the bride’'s "Consciousness is controlled
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by her dead husband’'s ghost who demands 1loyalty from her
beyond the grave."24 The ghost tells the bride:

Thou shalt visit him again

To watch his heart grow cold

To know the gnawing pain

I know of old;

To see one much more fair

Fill up the vacant chair

Fill his heart, his children bear:

While thou and 1 together

In the outcast weather

Toss and howl and spin. (327)
It is plain old jealousy speaking here, and not the guilty
conscience of the bride over her second marriage. The first
husband’'s ghost cannot bear to see the bride happy with
someone after his own life has ended. The poet invokes &
spine—chilling imagery of a damned soul. The very words
‘outcast weather’' points towards an existence beyond the pale
of human habitation, outside the world of the 1living. The
last line of the poem evokes visions of the tormented
restless souls. Theirs is an unending paroxysm of pain and
agony. Everything is awry and disorderly as they are thrown
out of orbit and out of control. The ghost’'s proposition to
the bride is no less terrifying than eternal damnation in the
Biblical lake of fire. The bridegroom does not see ot hear
the ghost tormenting his bride. He tries to reassure her that
he will protect her and let no harm come to her. He tells
her,

Lean on me, hide thine eyes.

Only ourselves, earth and skies
Are present here: be wise
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He wurges her to quieten, to "cease" her dreams and terrors.
RBut though sight unseen and unheard, the ghost will not let
go of her, determined as he is to drag her with him back to
wherever he has come from. Even the grave seems decidedly
safer and familiar as compared to the total gravity—-defying
chaos desciribed by the ghaost.

Rossetti’'s "ghosts" poems form a different category of
their own. They remain mostly neglected, being overshadowed
by either the love lyrics or the highly ambiguous "Goblin
Market”. They reveal the poet’'s ability to reconstruct an
existence beyond this life, which is neither a conventional
idea of Heaven nor Hell. While in "The Hour and the Ghost",
the ghost, itself invisible controls the consciousness of the
bride, the ghost in "The Poor Ghost” comes back fTrom "the
other world” to visit her beloved. The poem, written in a
dialogue form between one who is living and one who has come
back from the world of the dead illustrates the
incompatibility of life and death. Unlike the wife in "The
Ghost’'s Petition", the "friend’ is not happy to encounter
someone who has already been dead. He ‘shrinks’ from the
sight, as he urges her to go back to the grave where he had
planted a vioclet for her.

The ghost, golden hair hanging below her knees looks
macabre with her dew-drenched white face. With a wvoice "as

hollow as the hollow sea" she tells her friend,
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From the other world I come back
to you
My locks are uncurled with dripping
drenching dew

You know the old whilst 1 know the new.

But tomorrow you shall know this too. (p.340)
The rhetorics express the ambivalence of life and death.
Juxtaposing the words ‘old’ and ‘new’, the poet delineates
the difference between this life and the hereafter. The ghost
has some back to earth to take her friend away with her to
let her know the ‘new’ ‘order’ too. Her reason for wanting to
take away her friend is a far cry from the one given by the
ghost in "The Hour and the Ghost”. The "poor ghost” is
disturbed by the ‘tears’ and ‘sobs’ of her friend and because
he had been her ‘only love’ in life, she wants him to be with
her in death. It is with an attitude of caring that she comes
back with her friend. But though her feelings may remain the
same, there is a change in her friend's feelings for her.
Death has changed the appearance of the poor ghost, making
her frightful and unsightly to her friend. He tells her,

Indeed I loved you, my chosen friend

I loved you for life, but life has an end;

Through sickness 1 was ready to tend:

But death mars all, which we cannat mend.

(p.360)

Unlike the poor ghost, her friend realises that Death alters
love and friendship. His love for her had been 'for life’ and

death is beyond life. To those who are living, a deceased

person who reappears takes on a new identity of a ‘ghost’,
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which is an altogether offensive and unwelcome entity. The
poor ghost means well, but her friend who is not yet ready to
leave life behind bids her return to the grave. Life and
death cannot co-exist. The poor ghost has no alternative but
to go back to the world of the dead:

I go home alone to my bed

Dug deep at the foot and deep at the head,

Roofed in with a load of lead

Warm enough for the forgotten dead.
The ‘poor ghost’ shows an unexpected docility by agreeing to
he friend’'s commands without any fuss. While her appearance
may be dreadful, she does not threaten a dire future like the
vile ghost in "The Hour and the Ghost". Instead, she will
sleep till the Judgement Day. According to the Scriptures,
all the dead shall rise on that day to receive either eternal
bliss or damnation. Till that day dawns, the dead will sleep
on the grave. Emily Dickinson gives a more elegant
description of the dead in "Safe in their Alabaster Chambers"
(#216).

Safe in their Alabaster Chambers

Untouched by morning

And untouched by Noon

Sleep the meek members of the Resurrection

Rafter of Satin

And roof of stone.
The rhetoric of this poem draws a different picture of the

dead from the one Rossetti has about ‘dust to dust, clod to

clod’ period of waiting in the grave.
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In the poem "The Ghost's Petition”, Rossetti again
depicts the dead as living in the grave. A husband’'s ghost
comes visiting his wife, who weeps and moans with sorrow. The
wife is happy to see her husband once again, but she "quakes
to see"” him. She can feel the chill of the grave clinging to
him. The ghost tells his wife that her grieving disturbs his
rest and sleep. Otherwise, he says, life is good for them in
the "underground,/In the dark hollow."”

The only factor that stands in the way of complete rest
and sleep is the sound of his wife’'s weeping, which reaches
even the grave:

I could rest if you would not moan

Hour after hour; 1 have no power

To shut my ears where I lie alone.

I could rest if you would not cry

but there’'s no sleeping while you sit

weeping

Watching, weeping so bitterly. (364)
A situation concerning deceased people and their relationship
with the living is created by Jean Paul Satre in the play No
Exit. The characters Garcin, Ilnez and Estelle are in Hell,
but they can see and hear the people they have left behind on
earth. But unlike Rossetti’s ghosts, these three characters
find no exit from the room they are assigned. At Tfirst,
feeling that the word ‘dead’ was too crude and terrible, they
agreed to call themselves ‘absentees’. They reasoned that

they are only absent from the world which is not too far from

their thoughts. Just as in FRossetti’'s poem, the wife’'s
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thoughts and grief bring the ghost up from the grave, so also
these three see and hear the living talking about them.
Estelle even plaintively cry out to her friend Feter who is
still on earth, that as long as he thinks of her, she feels
that only half of her is in Hell, while the other half is
still on earth. But once the living stop remembering them to
go on with their lives, the three lose their connection with
the world. They are forced to accept that they are truly
dead. While Satre’s characters are accommodated in a drawing
room with "Second Empire" furniture, Rossetti’'s ghosts rest
in the grave, which Dickinson in her famous poem "Because I
could not stop for Death" has described as
a House that seemed

A swelling on the ground -

The Roof was scarcely visible -

The cornice in the ground.

In Christina Rossetti’'s ghost rhetoricse, the ghosts
come wandering back to the warld of the living. But death is
an insurmountable barrier which prevents closeness or even
communication between those it has separated. Both the living
and the dead realise this. In "A Chilly Night", the speaker
rises up at midnight to seek her mother’'s ghost for comfort.
Having been failed by all her friends, and acquaintances, she
is forced to seek the ‘ghosts’ who appear ‘warmer’ than all
her friends. She says,

I looked and 1 saw the ghosts

Dotting plain and mound:
They stood in the blank moonlight
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But no shadow lay on the ground:

They spoke without a voice

And they leaped without a sound. {321)
The rhetoric of ambivalence functions as a means of
describing the supernatural. The ghosts who come out in large
number cast no shadow on the ground on the moonlit night.
They speak without a voice and leap without a sound. The
eeriness of the atmosphere is suggested through the use of
the rhetoric of ambivalence. The speaker’'s purpose is to find
solace and company, yet she cannot help feeling uneasy at
such a grisly sight. Her ‘flesh crept’ on her bones and the
hair stood up on her body at the sight of her mother staring
at bher with blank sightless eyes. The ghost toss her
‘shadowless hair’ and wring her hands together as she strains
to let her soundless voice be heard. The sight is so
disturbing that the speaker begs her mother not to let the
other ghosts see her ‘night or day’'. Loneliness has forced
her to seek out her mother’'s ghost, but the sight of her
amidst all the other ghosts is too auch to bear. Mother and
child can no longer have the close relationship like before.
There is an unbreakable barrier between them for they have
been separated by death. Then as the night wanes, the ghost’'s
slowly disappear:

From midnight to the cockcrow

I watched till all were gone,

Some to sleep in the shifting sea

And some under turf and stone

Living hagd failed and dead had failed
And I was indeed alone.
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This poem is in conformity with the popular and common
notion that ghosts appear at midnight, especially on moonlit
nights. Devoid of any religious overtones, the poem is a
simple narrative that proves Rossetti’s versatility as poet.
The speaking ‘I’ is definitely not Rossetti herself but an
imaginary young girl. The poet imaginatively describes ghosts
appearing at midnight from their turf and watery graves and
then subtly disappearing at sun—-up. They stand and leap in
the ‘'blank moonlight’ as if that were a nightly ritual. In
reality, the sighting of not one, but a host of ghosts is
unheard of. With their ghastly appearances, they form a
horrendous sight in the eerie night. The poet does not
portray them as either happy or tormented; but simply as
awful as ghosts are popularly believed to be. Their
appearance at night, when the world is8 sleeping 1is an
indication of their reluctance to sever ties completely with
the living even though they are aware that there can be no
interaction between the living and the dead. This is proved
by the mother’'s failure to communicate with her daughter.

"A Chilly Night" by Rossetti is an affirmation to
Dickinson’'s speculation in poem #432 'Da People Moulder
Equally'":

Do people moulder equally
They bury in the grave?

I do believe a species
As positively live.
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Az 1 who testify it

Deny that 1 ~ am dead -

and fill my lungs for witness -

From Tanks - above my Head -
Dickinson prefers the use of the term ‘species’ here and
elsewhere, whereas Rossetti uses the plainer and cruder term
‘ghost’ to describe the spirit after the death of the body.
Dickinson's belief in the existence of this ‘species’ has
been discussed in "This World is not Conclusion"”. Despite a
personal faith that promises Heaven after life on earth is
over, Christina Rossetti shows a remarkable ambivalence about
post—-mortal life in her poetry. There is a seeming
contradiction between the creation of ghosts who are spirits
of the dead who reappear and walk on earth again and the
anticipation of post-mortal bliss in Heaven. The trans-—
mundane ecstasy that the poet looks forward to, is part of
the faith she adamantly clung to all her life. The ghosts are
part of her poetical ambivalence and like Dickinson, Rossetti
creates a different truths in the context of each poea.

All the ghosts she describes, with the exception of one
are shown to be living in the graves. From what meagre
account of the grave they impart, there is no suffering or
torment there. On the contrary, they know the new order after
passing the old. The only reason two of the ghosts ("The Poor
Ghaost" and "The Ghost’'s Petition") give for not being able to

rest in their graves are the sound of their loved ones

weeping and sobbing on earth. The interim period between
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death and going to Heaven (The poor ghost says she will sleep
till Judgement Day) is neither Limbo nor Purgatory. In fact,
in the poems that feature ghosts, there are no Heaven nor
Hell. The ghosts simply exist in the grave which apparently
is their home. This is totally contrasted with the idea that
once a person dies, the soul leaves the body to go to its
Heavenly abode. Rossetti does not send her dead to Heaven,
nor does she create an alternative paradise for them the way
Dickinson does in "There is a Morn by Men Unseen". The only
Heaven Rossetti believes in, is the Biblical Heaven. When
Rossetti contemplates 1life after death in relation to
herself, it is always with the hope and belief that she will
be with the saints in Heaven. Herein lies her ambivalence.
She never imagines herself, after death, to be sleeping in
the grave or to come out from the grave at night with blank-
eyed face and shadowless hair. Neither does she imagine
herself lingering, unseen and forgotten among people she left
behind. It is as if she has a double standard by which she
measured herself and others. She may ask for "the lowest
place" in Heaven in all modesty and humility, but even that
"lowest place"” is denied the ghosts by her.

Rather 1like the speaker in "Because I could not Stop
for Death"”, the speaker in Rossetti’'s poem "At Home" is a
deceased person, who returns to the ‘much frequented house’

to see her friends who are still living there:
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When I was dead my spirit turned

To seek the much frequented house

1 passed the door, and saw my friends

Feasting beneath green orange-—-boughs.

(p.399)

Here the rhetoric of ambivalence creates confusion as to who
or what is the speaker. "1’ is seemingly the spirit after
death, but ‘I’ was dead in which case it cannot be the
spirit. But if I’ is the body that has already died, then it
cannot be still alive and narrating her excursion. The spirit
and ‘I’ from the rhetoric are apparently two separate
entities —~ ane ‘was dead’ while the other is still alive.

The narrator watches her friends and listens as they
make plans for the morrow. She is sad and hurt that her
friends make no mention of her and of the past:

‘Tomorrow’ cried they one and all,

While no one spoke of yesterday

Their life stood full at blessed noon

I, only 1 had passed away!

‘Tomorrow’ and 'today’ they cried:

I was of yesterday.
The past is forgotten as the living must go on with life.
Life is a forward movement where ‘today’ and °"tomorrow’
matters and ‘vyesterday’', of necessity must be relegated to
where it belongs — the past. The narrator is painfully made
aware of this as she watches her old friends.

This poem is at odds with Emily Dickinson’'s poem "Death

leaves us Homesick" (#938), in which the poet declares that

even though the dead do not remember anymore, the 1living



continue to love them all the same. Rossetti’'s narrator,
however, is forgotten by her friends.

I all forgotten shivered, sad

To stay and yet to part how loth:

1 passed from the familiar room

I, who from love had passed away

Like the remembrance of a guest

That tarrieth but a day. (339)
The speaker betrays her disappointment in being forgotten so
fast by her friends and reveals her own wish that she could
atill stay with them. Her ambivalence is conveyed in the
rhetoric "sad/To stay and yet to part how loth". Neither she
nor the poet mention from where she has come nor where she
will go to aftetr leaving her old friends. The poet does not
intrude to offer any information and the speaker also makes
no mention of the condition of her spirit.

In the other ghostes poems, Rossetti relegates the dead
to & position of ghosts wandering about restlessly on the
surface of the earth at night. These spirits confirm the
poet’'s belief that death is not the end of life. But they are
depicted as nocturnal, sleeping in the grave in the daylight
hours. Rossetti does not imagine her dead as living in
"places perfecter/Inheriting delight/Beyond our faint
conjecture”, 1like Dickinson does in "Those fair fictitious
people". Nor does she picture them gambolling in the "remoter
green”. Instead, these ghosts are frightful and offensive,

bringing with them the coldness of the grave and the

inscrutability of death. The speakers in "After Death" and
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"At Home", while not particularly frightful are the
continuous consciousness of a dead person and the spirit
after death respectively.

Rossetti’'s ambivalence on life after death is borne out
by the devotional poems and the ghost rhetorics. She
envisions, on the one hand, going to heaven, to see "the
Shepherd of the Sheep/the Lamb one slain/Who leads His own by
living streams" - where "Our feet shall tread upon the
stars/l.ess biright than we." With regard to herself after
death, she hopes for a place in the New Jerusalem:

One day may 1 be
0f that perfect communion of lovers
Contented and free
In the land that is very far off and
far off from the sea. {210-11).
On the other hand, these expectations and hopes
notwithstanding, the poet describes the dead as ghasts who
inhabit the grave. Unlike Emily Dickinson’'s speaker in
"Because I could not stop for Death”, who is dressed as a
lady, a fitting companion for the gentleman caller,
Rossetti’'s dead as ghosts are gruesome and terrible to
behold. They are certainly not those for whom the city of
Delight,
where raiment is white of blood-steeped
linen slowly spun
where crowns are golden of

Love’'s own largessing
where eternally the ecstasy is but begun
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has been prepared. But like most of Dickinson’'s poems, it
would be wise not to read Rossetti’s ghost rhetorics as
expressions of the poet’'s personal convictions. Rather, they
are products of the 'Poet-mind’ which not only create, but
also enabled her to put herself in the blace of an
illegitimate child. The twin sonnets "Two Thoughts of Death”
stand midway between the two diametrically opposed views
discussed in this chapter. The first sonnet describes death
as an end and the body decays after burial:
Foul worms fill up her mouth so
Sweet and red;
Foul worms are underneath her
graceful head;
Yet these, being born of her from
nothingness,
These worms are certainly flesh of
her flesh -
By associating ‘foul worms’ with the ‘graceful head’ with its
‘sweet’ ‘red’ mouth, the rhetorics of ambivalence proclaim
that ‘“being born of her’ °‘these worms are certainly flesh of
her flesh’. The second sonnet is about the speaker’'s
realization that after death, the soul breaks free of the
body. Using the metaphor of a moth, she says, of the soul:
Far far away, it flew, far out of
sight, -
From earth and flowers of earth
it passed away.

As though it flew straight up into
the light. (299)



In this sonnet, the soul is depicted as flying free from the
body after death. These will be no more night or darkness for
the soul.

Christina Rossetti’'s ambivalence on life after death is
only as far as poetic creation is concerned. Her belief in
the BRible gives her the vision of the new Jerusalem where
blessed souls will be gathered home. As a believer, her poems
echo not Jjust her faith but also bher doubts fears and
prayers. She sees heaven as the real home of the soul after
death. But the eupression in the poems provides the
ambivalence. For Christina Rossetti suffered from a sense of
her own unworthiness regardless of her piety. The poems about
ghosts do not in any way affect the sincerity of the
devotional poems. Her personal belief in the Christian Heaven
do not stand in the way of her creation of ghosts to whom
T.W. Higginson’'s description of Emily Dickinson’'s poetry may
be applied - "... with rain, dew and earth still

clinging ..."25

. These ghosts come out from their graves at
night, only to go back at dawn. As Stephen Burney sees it,
they are the backward glances which the poet cast towards
earthly pleasures. Her contemplation and anticipation of
post-mortal bliss are often disturbed by nostalgic longings
and remembered sentiments.z6 These yearnings which rear their

heade in the secret chamber of her heart are “"transformed”

into the ghosts who make their appearance only at night, to
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disappear again during the day. More than likely, the ‘ghost’
poems have their roots in the poet's childhood readings of
horror novels. OGeorgina Battiscombe has mentioned in her
biography of the poet that Christina took to reading "the
blood~curdling romances of Mrs. Radcliffe, "Monk’ Lewis and
Maturrin and that all the Rossetti children had a "craze for
the horrific.“27 Dickinson’s description of the ‘only ghost’
she ‘ever saw’ is by contrast almost fragile and deceptive.
He is not macabre but almost attractive like a good fairy.
His ‘'gait’ is ‘soundless’j his ‘conversation - seldom’ and
his "laughter, 1like the Breeze -/That dies away in
Dimples/Among the pensive Trees".

Emily Dickinson, who chose to remain not only
unconverted but also the only member of her family not to
formally join the Church, wrote in her poems that there is a
Heaven to go to after death. In one of her new poems, she
declares almost fervently,

Thank Bod there is a world,

and that the friends we love

dwell forever and ever

in a house above. (#218 NP)

Mostly, her persona does not regard Heaven as an ideal place
to be. Heaven as Dickinson describes is not the BRiblical
Heaven and certainly not the Heaven that Rossetti covets. It
is parochial, a small town at best, inhabited by a few. It
has no splendour, glory or joy. The poet—-persona feels no

sense of unworthiness for this Heaven. 0Of course, in a number
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of poems, the poet describe a continuity of existence after
death. But ambivalently, Judith Fairr writes that the ‘driving
question of Emily Dickinson’'s life was the one she apparently
directed to the Rev. Washington Gladden: "Is Immortality
True?"<8 This may be a personal doubt like Rossetti’'s
personal belief, but like Rossetti, it did not, apparently
stand in the way of poetic composition. No one poem can be
regarded as the expression of her real self, while all the

poems should be read as expressions of the poetic self.
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Chapter—W\

CONCL USION

The studies made in the preceding chapters have
established, without question that ambivalence is indeed
Emily Dickinson's forte, with Christina Rossetti not far
behind. The poems have not only withstood the test of time
but literary criticism as well, including that of feminist
literary criticism. Anachronistic readin951 by which
twentieth century pre—occupations are retrojected on the
poems produce interpretations such as the homosexual leanings
of Emily Dickinson. Poems directly addressed to Sue Dickinson
and those that are conjectured to be addressed to a woman
whose identity is unknown constitute what feminist critics
label the "sisterhood” poems. Some of these poems are "One
Sister have I in our House", “Dying! Dying in the Night" and
"Ourselves were wed one Summer dear".

By the same token, feminist critics read Christina
Rossetti’s "Goblin Market" as either an expression of lesbian
relationship or Christian allegory with a female Christ
figure. The other so-called ‘anti-marriage’ poems by Leder
and Abbott, namely "Cousin Kate"”, "Maude Clare" and "An Apple

Gathering"” do have, in each of them seminal ideas of
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feminism. Ambivalence, ellipses and the very nature of the
rhetoric used by the poets encourage and sustains feministic
reading and interpretation of the poems. At the end of it
all, "who was Dickinson’'s lover?" ceases to be the burning
guestion. The poems convince scholars that Dickinson did not
write about only one aspect of love. Love and marriage with
the accompanying pain and betrayal are part of the poet’'s
repertoire. With regard to religious faith and the after-
life, Dickinson’'s ambivalence is truly reflected in her
poems. Her persona believes and not believes at the same
time. Doubting even His existence in one poem, “I know that
He exists", she listens to God, "a noted preacher”" every day
in the poem "Some keep the Sabbath”. It becomes less
imperative therefore to try to solve the mystery that is
Emily Dickinson than to accept Dickinson the poet, whose
ambivalence is the truth about herself. If her question to
"Infinitude", "Hadst thou no face/That I might look on Thee"
were asked of her, the answer, unhesitatingly would be that
ambivalence is the real face of Emily Dickinson. Her poetry,
like a multi-faceted gem dazzles with the same ambivalence.
T.W. Higginson described Emily Dickinson as a "wholly
new and original poetic genius".2 Dickinson’'s poetry is a
living example of the truth behind FPaul de Mann's statement:
Rhetoric radically suspends logic and opens up vertiginous

3

possibilities of referential aberration". In such poems as
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"I heard a fly buzz-when I died”, "Because I could not stop
for Death” and "I started early - Took my Dog", the poet’'s
rhetoric defies simple logic to plunge into new avenues of
experience and activity. The same may be said of the love
experiences of Dickinson’'s persona. The clever use of
indeterminate terms like "You", "Thee", "Sweet" effectively
camouflages whether the lover is a man, Christ or even a
woman. A secret ambiguity is established through the strength
of vagueness. In such poems as "If I may have it when its
dead", "I started early - Took my Dog" or "In Winter in my
Room" , the experience goes beyond the norm of human
experience in & way which is not quite supernatural either.
Moreover, the ambivalence makes it impossible to gauge to
what extent the poet uses facts from her life, unless of
course, the ambivalence is accepted as the basis of her life,
therefore, the basis of poetic creation.

Having never been married and often referring to
herself as & nun, Dickinson’'s speaker in such poems as “"There
came a day at Summer’'s full" and "Ourselves were wed one
summer dear"” may be assumed to be the "supposed person". The
picture of a faithful woman betrayed or left by a lover is a
suitable mask for a spinster poet. It adds the realistic
feeling to the texture of the poems. It is also less
threatening to her reputation to write about a distant lover

separated from her, when obviously there is no one around who
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might be identified as the lover. But most of all, it has
created a mystery so provocative and tantalising, that
reader’'s interest in Dickinson and her poetry will never
wane.

Dickinson’s poems on personal faith bhave all the
ambivalence of the poems on love and more. Her personal
rejection of conversion colour the poems with shades of
irreverence and lack of conviction. Her persona rejects Go
and Heaven, but partially accepts Jesus. But Dickinson’'s God
and Jesus, are in fact, customized deities, made to fit in

the mould of her poetry as these lines, "God is a distant,

stately lover" and "The Savior must have been a docile
gentleman” illustrate. Her explosive rhetoric "Burglar!
Banker -~ Father", ‘"mastif", ‘adamant’, 'a God of flint’

reduces the Almighty to a mean and arbitrary God who takes
delight in tormenting human beings. Yet to this God,
Dickinson prays, if only to parody the Lord’'s Prayer in "Fapa
above" (#61). Contradictorily, her persona also claims daily
communion with God (#324) and boasts of an unshakeable faith
in Jesus (#497), the same that she denies knowledge of,
elsewhere. The contradictory position is given expression
through her rhetoric of ambivalence. Belief and unbelief are
proportionately represented in Dickinson’'s poetry.
Dickinson’'s hermaneutic of post—mortal existence

conveys her ambivalence on the subject. Her rhetoric is not



only an exploration, but the opening of new avenues of
consciousness of being. The voices in "Because 1 could not‘
stop for Death” and "I heard a fly buzz - when I died" are
supposedly those of deceased persons, the former being dead
for "Centuries”. No place is assigned to them by the poet who

lets them recollect and narrate the moment when death claimed

them:
Because I could not Stop for Death -
He kindly stopped for me
The carriage held just Ourselves
And Immortality.
and

And then the Windows failed - and then
I could not see to see -

Almost at the same time, Dickinson regards going to Heaven
after death almost obligatory. Her persona far from looks
forward to going to Heaven, which iz an entirely different
place to the one Rossetti looks forward to going. At other
times, the grave is depicted as the final destination, the
permanent home of the gpirit. Of her own mother, the poet
writes: “My own is in the Grave". There is bewilderment in
the wvoice which exclaims: "Lives he in any other world/My
faith cannot reply" (#1557) at the death of Rev. Charles
Wadsworth. Dickinson’'s eschatology is neither fully Christian
nor wholly pagan. It is ambivalent in a way that is uniguely
Dickinsonian. Whereas she pleads ignorance in the above

lines, at other times, she is almost blase about going to
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Heaven. Her persona is more eager to be announced in the
"mystic green" than she is toc be in the eternal presence of
God .

In contrast to Dickinson’'s bold, sometimes blistering
rhetoric, Rossetti‘’s rhetoric is subdued and calm in the
mainy but can also be sharp and witty when she chooses. When
she chides the persistent suitor in "No Thank You John", her
rhetoric is pert and sarcastic:

1'd rather answer ‘No’ to fifty

Johns

than answer ‘'Yes ' to you.
Like her persona in "Isidora” who says, "I sust choose °twixt
God and man", Rossetti chose Bod over her earthly love. Her
rhetoric expresses the pain of this renunciation. Rossetti’'s
romantic life may be declared to be in a state of twilight
zone. The "Monna Innominata” which William Michael Rossetti
declares to be "personal utterances" is a monument of love
and renunciation. The poet’s ambivalence towards her love is
set from the very first line of the first sonnet: "Come back
to me, who wait and watch for you - Or come not yet, for it
is over then". The day the lovers met for the first time is a
day that "seemed to wmean so little, meant so much”;
Renouncing him for the love of God, the speaker says: "Yet
while I love my God the most, 1 deem/That I can never love
yvou overmuch". This love that she feels for the beloved,

even though she has renounced him, still has the power of



transforming her. In sonnet #nine, acknowledging her
"faithless and hopeless" state, she claims she is ‘“"yet not
hopeless quite por faithless quite" because she is “not
loveless". But the speaker feels the need to commend her
beloved to God, since in her own heart there is only "love's
goodwill, which is "Helpless to help and impotent to do/0f
understanding dull, of sight most dim."” The Monna
Innominata’s purpose is to give voice toe the hitherto silent
nameless lady of courtly love. But the poet swerves from this
purpose by addressing herself to the matter between earthly
and heavenly love; between desire and deferral. The rhetoric
abounds in repetition and ambiguities throughout the
sequence. Starting from sonnet #one, lines 1-2, "Come back to
me ... or come not yet”, Sonnet #three lines 1-2, "I dream of
you, to wake ... would that I might/Dream of you and not
wake"; sonnet #five, lines 1-2: "0 my heart's heart and vyou
who are to me/more than myself” and so on. Here in this
sonnet sequence and in others, ambivalence finds expression
in the form of love and renunciation and love and betrayal.
Similarly, in her poems on devotional themes, Rossetti,
who was intensely devout portrays her ‘Lord’ as being full of
grace and as a willful scourge at the same time. Rossetti’'s
poetical ambivalence is often expressed through juxtaposition

of words that convey opposite meanings:



"I would have gonej; God bade me stay
I would have worked: God bade
me rest.”
"For though He slay us, we will trust
in Him ...
Yea, though He slay us we will vaunt
His praise ...."
Rossetti’'s poems, in the words of Arthur Symons are
"gurcharged with personal emotion, a cry of the heart, an
ecstasy of the soul’'s grief or joy, ...." Most of the
devotional poems are in the form of prayer. Unlike Emily
Dickinson who addresses Jesus as an  independent deity,
Christina Rossetti uses "Lord" in the New Testament sense of
the term to mean Christ. In the poem "Perfect Love Casteth
out Fear", she opens the poem with "Lord, give me blessed
fear", again Jjuxtaposing words of contradictory meaning. She
asks for both fear and love, giving them a common factor
"blessed". Her prayer in that with the 'fear” of the Lord,
she might love Him more.

Rossetti’'s poems are often structured as dialogues
between the soul and the Godhead to which we, as readers, are
also listeners. We cannot help but notice the paradox in the
lines "... without a hiding place

To hide me from the terrors of Thy
Face -

‘Thy hiding place is here

In mine own heart, wherefore
The Roman Spear

For thy sake 1 accounted dear’ -
My Jdesus! King of Grace.

™
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In these lines, Jesus is both the ‘terror’ from which the
soul needs to hid as well as the hiding place. On its part,
the soul prays for "blessed fear" of the Lord, who, is, at
the same time, the only one who can ‘cast out’ that ' fear’
and replace it with love. Intense faith and love co-exist
with an acute sense of unworthiness in the devotional poetry
of Christina Rossetti. In lines reminiscent of the Holy
Sonnet of John Donne, Rossetti in "Cried out with Tears"
supplicates: "lLord, must I perish, I who look to Thee? Look
Thou upon me, bid me live, not die".

The attraction of the ‘world’ that ‘woos’ her by day
inevitably leads to retrogressive glances which in turn are
responsible for the feelings of guilt. These nostalgic
backward glances towards the world also "“translates’ in the
words of Stephen Gurney, into ‘ghosts’ who roam the realms of
her poetry.

Christina Rossetti’'s formulation of post—mortal
existence is characterised by the same ambivalence that has
marked the poems on love and faith. She bhas coq};adiciopy
visions about the state of the soul after the body/ceases to
Tive. The poem "At Home” begins with "When I was dead, my
spirits turned”. The speaker being clearly a deceased person
echoes the poet’'s ambivalence in her attitude: "Sad/To stay

and yet to part how loth."”
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The ambivalence is conveyed by the use of the word “"yet".
Similarly, the other ghosts too show a reluctance to
completely leave the world. The ghost in "“The Ghost’'s
Fetition" enters the house at midnight after he "shook the
door like a puff of air". He tells his wife he has "come from
the meadow/where many lie" because he has been disturbed from
his rest by her weeping. The ‘poor ghost’ too come back from
"the other world" as the tears and sobs of her friend have
awakened her from her sleep. She promises to "go home" to her
‘bed/Dug deep at the foot and deep at the head’ to ‘“sleep’
till Judgement Day. The appearance of the ghosts eXxpresses,
at one level, the attraction that the world still has for
those who have gone out from it. At a deeper level, it may be
interpreted as signifying the backsliding of & soul towards
the world it has renounced for the higher service of God. But
from the merely aesthetic point of view, the poems describing
ghosts may be regarded as artistic creations signifying art
for art’'s sake.

The devotional poems reflect the vision of a future
ecstasy of the soul in the presence of God and angels. After
the death of the "mortal crust", the part of her that ‘dies

.

not but only ‘sleeps’ & while will waken eternally, "with

hymns and halleluiah on its lips. The poem "Of Him that was
Ready to Perish" ends with the prayer: "Rid me also to

FParadise, also me,/For the glory of Thy Name."
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Much as Rossetti’'s persona longs for Paradise even claiming
Christ as her ‘Heavenly Lover’', she also hopes for a reunion
with her earthly love. In the "Monna Innominata” and "By way
of Remembrance" the persona voices her hope of claiming her
loved one on earth in Heaven, never to be parted from each
other again:

In Resurrection may we meet again:

No more with stricken hearts to part in

twaing;

As once in sorrow one, now one in mirth

One in owr resurrection songs of praise.

In Christina Rossetti’'s poetry, the earthly lover does
not merge into or become the Heavenly Lover. The latter is
Christ, whose Godhead the poet never for a moment ever
forgets. But the woman in her has equal desire to meet her
beloved in Heaven. Rossetti’'s rhetoric on love and faith,
therefore, is a study in ambivalence. Renunciatory love that
claims the beloved even in Heaven is juxtaposed with hopes of
Heaven thirough Grace. Unsightly ghosts exist side by side
with blessed souls on the pages of her tome. Innocent young
girls live with vile sadistic goblin merchants in the same
glen. The ambivalence in "Goblin Market" alone drawvs
attention to the poet’'s rhetorical ability. It has caused the
narrative to be interpreted as a feminist version of
temptation and redemption with a female Christ figure. It is
also read as a lesbian manifesto. The poet herself maintains

that ‘Goblin Market’ is a fairy tale and nothing more. But



the rhetoric itself lends a hand in the way modern critics
choose to read the poem.

In the poetry of Christina Rossetti, the function of
the rhetoric of ambivalence as a literacy strategy is to
{2iEiiiilffflfi—sziiiﬂl-if acts as a restraint that prevent
the poems from being mere flights of fancy and imagination.
Ambivalence does more than simply contradict. It anchors the

e ,
poet’'s expressions to a level of verisimilitude that is

aFETT; acceptable. Even the poet’s hermeneutics of
e::zggzg;;;;‘;;;;\;;g;;b1e when expressed through the rhetoric
of ambivalence. Through this strategy, both Emily Dickinson
and Christina Rossetti have expressed divergent emotions such
as love and renunciation, faith and doubt, certainty of

{

Heaven and its non—existence in theivr poetry. The use of the

rhetoric of ambivalence marks the superiority of the poets as

artists for whom the only tools aof creatiftlizs//ygﬁds__and
motgzggpdgi o
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END NOTES

This is suggested by K.K. Ruthven as one way of reading
by the feminist literary critic.

Emily Dickinson, The Complete Foems, ed. Thomas H.
Johnson. Introduction p.vi.

(Paul de Mann, ‘'Semiology and Rhetoric’, Textual
Strateqgies: Perspectives in Post—-Structuralist
Criticism, ed. Josue Harari (London: Methuen, 1980,
pp.124-7, 128-30).
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