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i ^ T R O D U C T j ^ O N 

Emily Dickinson ( 1830-86 ) is a major American poet of tine 

nineteenth century. Her emergence as a f i r s t rate poet owes a great deal to 

the publication of the T.H. Johnsons' Varorium Edition of her poems in 1955 

as it has made available to the public as well as c r i t i cs the entire body of 

her poetry for c r i t i ca l and scholarly appraisal since then. Twentieth century 

c r i t i cs have acclaimed her wi th epithets l ike a "Poet restored" and a 

"discovery of the twentieth century c r i t i c s " . Even as late as the f i r s t half 

of the twentieth century, c r i t i cs in America and abroad, made l i t t l e progress 

towards establishing authentic c r i t i ca l interpretation of her poems and her 

biography. It was, par t ly her cloistered l i fe which shunned al l social 

contacts and human relation (beyond her home) and par t ly due to the 

inconspicuous nature of her poetry, that her poems missed the l imelight and 

the praise they deserved. 

Emily Dickinson was born in Amherst, Massachusetts, December 

10, 1830. Her l i fe was uneventful, except for a circumstance which has 

caused much speculations among her c r i t i c s . She led a ch i ldhood, t h r i l l i ng 

and joy fu l , so common to al l ch i ld ren . At seventeen, Emily Dickinson entered 

South rKadley Female seminary, rebelled at the extremities of its puritanism ; 

and her gradual d is l i ke for it culminated in her leaving the place and a 

return home. According to her f i r s t biographer ^she was " a social creature 

in the highest sense " from her eighteenth to her twenty - t h i r d year, after 

which there was a gradual receding away from the wor ld ly scene. Several 

w i ld speculations of her c r i t i cs and biographers claim that Emily Dickinsons' 

frustrated love affairs contributed to her withdrawal from the mainstream of 

l i f e . The mysterious events which caused her to keep herself immured was 

variously detailed and disputed. 
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Josephine Po l l i t t ^ i d e n t i f i e d the man who prompted the love 

poems and her proud w i t h d r a w a l f rom the w o r l d as Edward Hunt, the husband 

of Emi ly D ick insons ' close f r i e n d , Helen Hunt Jackson. 

Genevieve l a g g a r d in her book " The L i f e and Mind of Emi ly 

Dickinson " , d i scove red a secret lover in George Gould of Amherst Col lege. 

But the romance was sha t te red by Emi ly D ick inson ' s h a r s h l y possessive 

f a t h e r , maintains the au tho r . 

3 
Even a c r i t i c a l b i og raphy l i k e Geogre F r i s b i e Wh i che r ' s , does 

not say much except tha t i t cuts down a l l obscu r i t i es of specu la t ions . 

Whicher g ives a de ta i l ed account of Emi ly D ick inson 's meeting w i t h Reverend 

Char les Wadswor th , her admi ra t ion fo r h i s p reach ing , and her growing 

infatuat ion w i t h the man. 

T i l l v e r y recen t l y what obssessed c r i t i c s of E;mily Dick inson was 

her p r i v a t e l i f e because i t was shrouded in m y s t e r y . It became so important 

fo r c r i t i c s to d i scove r a bond between the events of her l i f e and her poems, 

that the poems fo r most pa r t of the t ime were shoved to the background . 

Recent ly , the scene has changed w i t h the changing a t t i t udes of the c r i t i c s . 

Char les R Anderson being seemingly aware of the t rue charac ter 

and importance of the poems of Emi ly Dick inson has remarked : 

"The ser ious at tent ion i t deserves is the real task that remains. 

To study i t i n t e n s i v e l y , to s tare a hole in the page un t i l these apparen t l y 

c r y p t i c notat ions y i e l d t h e i r f u l l meanings- th is is the great chal lenge to the 

modern readers " . 

1 . Josephine P o l l i t t Emily Dickinson : The Human Background of her 
Poetry, New York : Copper Square P u b l i s h e r s , 1970. 

2 . Genevieve Taggard : The l i fe and Mind of Emily Dickinson : New Y o r k , 
A l f r e d A. Knof, 1934. 

3. George F r i s h b i e Whicher This was a poet : A cr i t ica l Biography of 
Emily Dickinson. New York : Sc r ibne r ,1938 . 

1 . Char les R. Anderson, "P re face " , Emily Dickinson's Poetry : A stairway 
of sur,|3frise, (Garden C i t y : Doubleday and Co : Anchor Books, 1969) 
P-X1V7 
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Keeping t h i s 'Cinal lenge' in m i n d , the at tempt in t h i s s tudy is 

aimed at po r t r ay i ng o m i l y Dick inson as a rebel poe t . With t h i s in v i e w , 

e f fo r t s have been made to s tudy her poems ' i n t e n s i v e l y ' and ' s t a re a hole 

in the p a g e ' . The obv ious d i s c e r n i b l e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of her poems is that 

they are a r i c h t r e a s u r y / of symbols and themes, employed to te l 1 y ,,more " 

about the poet , her ideas and her na tu re , than any b iog raphy could d o . 

We cannot ove r look the fact t h a t , l i k e a l l o ther poe ts , Emi ly 

I 

Dick inson 's work too changed at t imes , and got cond i t ioned by the even.ts of 

her l i f e . Infact t he re are a number of th ings in her poe t ry wh i ch becomes 

i n t e l l i g i b l e only when put against the background of her l i f e . Yet her poems 

f o r m , the most impor tant source of f i r s t hand in format ion about the poet , 

because her poems were fo r Emi ly Dick inson a means of p rob ing and analyz ing 

the ex is tence she was to l ead . The poems re f l ec ted her approach to r e a l i t y . 

To es tab l i sh Emi ly Dick inson as a rebel poet , the v i t a l fac tor 

w i l l be to d i scove r the sources. Th is necessi tates a minute and e laborate 

study of her hand l ing of her themes, to spec i f y the po int that the themes 

she used were t r a d i t i o n a l no doubt but her hand l ing of them was un ique. So 

unique was her use of symbols and metaphors , and her language, tha t i t led 

Higginson to remark qu i te at the i n i t i a l stage of her poet ic carrer*!, 

"Her verses are l i k e poe t ry p u l l e d up by roots w i t h r a i n , dew 

and ear th c l i n g i n g , g i v i ng a f reshness and fragnance not o therw ise 

conveyed" .5 

Though her themes of r e l i g i o n . Cod, i m m o r t a l i t y , d e a t h , nature 

and love are as un ive rsa l as the t reatment P?uritan and New Englandly ; i t 

was p r e c i s e l y due to her personal t reatment of the same wh i ch accounts fo r 

her uniqueness, the qua l i t i e s of " f reshness and f ragrance" tha t Higginson 

G:l:?:î iS t̂i to have d i s c o v e r e d , 
5. Thomas Wentworth Higginson, " P r e f a c e " , Poems by Enfiily Dickinson 

(Boston : Robert B r o t h e r s , 1890) 
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Emi ly Dick inson remained a c r i t i c of the Pur i tan God and dogma 

throughout her l i f e . She r e b e l l e d against the a t r oc i t i e s of the - p j r i t a n f a i t h 

as ea r l y as the age of seventeen when she le f t Holyoke Seminary School 

because she could not respond to the ca l l of S o d . 

Never the less , she was a deep ly re l i g ious person , and the c r i s i s 

she faced because of her scep t i c i sm f l owered into phrases l i kes ' " f a i t h is 

d o u b t " . H the C h r i s t i a n theology d i d not su f f i ce h e r , Emi ly Dickinson 

evo lved fo r he r se l f a personal r e l i g i on and God. Wi th in t h i s s e l f s t y l e d 

re l ig ious f r amework , Emi ly Dick inson t a l k e d about death and I m m o r t a l i t y , 

love and na ture . Cod and r e l i g i o n . She had to pay h e a v i l y fo r i t , because 

dur ing her l i f e t i m e , her poems d i d not see the l i g h t of d a y . I t was only 

a f te r four decades fo l l ow ing Emi ly D ick inson ' s death that her poems were 

taken s e r i o u s l y , read and a p p r e c i a t e d . The a t t i t ude expressed in most of 

Emi ly D ick inson ' s poe t r y is c loser to what we choose to ca l l modern than to 

the general concept ion of what people thought in the eighteen - n i ne t i es . So 

the f l i ppancy of many of her re l i g i ous poems, her cur ious m ix tu re of sneer­

ing w i t w i t h sent iment , and her ep igrammat ic b r e v i t y , were not the accepted 

poet ica l norms of her t i m e s . 

The f i r s t chapter of t h i s d i sse r ta t i on t i t l e d "Em i l y Dickinson 

and her themes" - is a s tudy of her va r i ous themes l i k e - G o d and l ove , 

death and i m m o r t a l i t y . Nature, r e l i g i o n . It is an at tempt at focussing on the 

unique fashion of her themat ic hand l ing and deve lopment , by ennumerating 

severa l of her poems. 

The second chapter deals w i t h the sub ject - " Emi ly Dick inson and her 

contemporar ies " . Th i s sect ion of the s tudy is devoted to a s tudy of the 

th ree contemporary poets - Emi ly D ick inson , W/alt Whitman and Ralph Waldo 

Emerson. The Study has been more r e s t r i c t e d to Emi ly Dickinson and Walt 

Whitman because the l a t t e r has been cons idered the spokesman of h i s age, 

w i t h h im s ta r ted a new cu l t in p o e t r y . C r i t i c s now c la im tha t i t was w i t h 
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the advent of Mark Twa in , Wi!3\t Whi tman, and Herman M e i l v i l e , that the roots 

of modernism took g r i p in the American s o i l . So a de ta i l ed compara t ive study 

of Emi ly Dick inson and Walt Whitman is i n e v i t a b l e , because what accounted 

fo r Emi ly D ick inson 's r ebe l l i ous s p i r i t was the modern aspect of her poe t ry 

wh i ch ba f f l ed c r i t i c s and readers of her t i m e . ^ 

The t h i r d chap te r - " Emi ly D ick inson 's s t y l i s t i c Strategies " , 

IS an attempt at ana lys ing Emi ly Dickinson's a r t i s t i c d i s t i n c t i o n s in the f i e l d 

of language, m e t r e , symbols and metaphors , and grammar. 

The fo l l ow ing is the format of the present d i sse r ta t i on -

(1) I n t r oduc t i on . 

(2) Chapter I : The Themes of Emi ly D i ck inson . 

(3) Chapter II : Emi ly Dick inson and her 

Contemporar ies . 

(U) Chapter I I I : Emi ly D ick inson ' s S t y l i s t i c 

Strategies. 

(5) Conclus ion. 
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C H A P T E R - I 

The Themes of Emily Dickinson 

The main e f f o r t at es tab l i sh ing Emi ly Dickinson as a rebel poet , 

begins w i t h a de ta i l ed study of her concurrent themes, focussing upon the 

nove l ty of her t reatment of them not only f rom the convent ional po in t of v iew 

but also f rom those of her con temporar ies . 

Looking back just two centur ies from the b i r t h of Emi ly 

Dickinson the o ld New England Church p r o v i d e s enough ev idence of the 

p u r i t a n ' s sense of grace and beauty expressed in s imp le f o r m s . There were 

l im i t s imposed on l i t e r a r y composi t ions too ; the s t y l e of the a r t i s t , h i s 

approach to h i s mate r ia ls and h i s medium/which must be useful to s o c i e t y , the 

aim being to set f o r t h the g l o r y of Cod and not to indulge in the a r t i s t s ' 

imaginat ion. Though a poe t , Anne Brads t ree t wanted to make i t c lear to her 

c h i l d r e n that : 

" I have not s tud ied in t h i s you read to show my s k i l l , but to 

dec la re the t r u t h , not to set f o r t h myse l f but the g l o r y of Cod " . 

Deep into the nineteenth century the o ld ideas and opin ions clung 

to the new na t i on . 

Whitman observes in the opening of h is 1855 Preface to the 

Leaves of Cr£ss tha t " the slough s t i l l s t i c k s to opin ion and manners and 

l i t e ra tu re w h i l e the l i f e wh i ch served i ts requi rements has passed into the 

new l i f e of the new f o r m s . " 

The convent ional poet of Whi tman's day took the easy way out of 

s tat ing again the o ld conceptions f rom abroad and a f f i rm ing anew the outworn 

T'. The wj|r^.§ of Anne Bradstreet , edT. Jeannine Hens ley (Cambr idge , Massa-
Chuset'ts ; Harvand U n i v e r s i t y Press , 1967) p . 240. 
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affirmations of the past. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow's " A Psalm 

of Life " disturbed nobody's comfortable bel ie fs . Walt Whitman could have 

remained snug and safe by s t r i c t l y cdd'hering to the sentimental verses l ike " 

0 Captain, My Captain, " Which proved so popular during that t ime. But his 

choice was del iberate. Like Emily Dickinson he chose to look deeply into his 

own nature, to make profound discoveries of the self and s p i r i t there. 

For Emily Dickinson too, poetry is less a form of self expression then a 

probing and questioning of her inner l i f e , her soul. Infact her grand theme is 

- " Life as it is involved in her l i fe Her empire is , in the 

2 
poems, one over which she has total dominion - her soul. " 

Emily Dickinson, descendant of a Puritan New Ei'nglander, was born too 

late to l ive by the laws of Puritanism. Inspite of her great reverence for 

orthodox rel igion and mora l i ty , Emily Dickinson could not conform to the 

doctrinal aspect of Puritanism. She could neither reject outr ight nor f ina l ly 

accept the religious dogmas, al l along she struggled wi th her f a i t h . The 

reading of the Bible inspired her wi th her various structures and thematic 

images of many of her poems. Her pr incipal themes are therefore death, 

immortal i ty, love and nature. 

Emily Dickinson's poems strongly suggest her pre-occupation with 

the subject of death, almost to the point of obsession. Her experience of 

death came as early as thirteen when she lost one of her dear f r iends. 

Perhaps the greatest influence on her response to death was the death of her 

preceptor Benjamin Franklin N:,ewton. She talks of him as a fr iend who taught 

her immorta l i ty . For her " a fr iend without a corporeal frame means 

immortality " . 

By the closing years of her l i fe Emily Dickinson had witnessed 

the death of her close and dear ones», her fa ther 's death in ISZ^*, followed 

2. The Continuity of American Poetry by Roy Harvey Pearce. Princeton 
New Jersey Universi ty Press, 1961. "American Rennaisance" p. 82. 
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by the death of Samuel Bowles in 1878^ Four years la ter Rev. Char les 

Wadswor th 's and her m o t h e r ' s death wh i ch f o l l owed in qu i ck succession, led 

her to w r i t e to her cousin in the year ninteen e i gh t y three^^, 

3 
" The C r i s i s of the sor row of so many years is tha t i t t i r e s me . " 

She was close enough to death to t a l k about i t f r e e l y . Her re f lec t ions on the 

subject of death is not w h o l l y p h i l o s o p h i c a l , fo r death is not mere ly an 

abst rac t idea fo r h e r . An ennumeration of her va r i ous death poems br ings to 

l i g h t the fact that Emi ly Dick inson has t rea ted the subject of death along 

var ious l i n e s . She has pe rson i f i ed death as a gentleman and l o v e r . She has 

also presented the state of death as the passing of the d iscarnate mind from 

one w o r l d to another - f rom actual consciousness to the consciousness of the 

dead . 

Above a l l , through the theme of death Emi ly Dick inson has 

ra ised p rob lemat i c quest ions such as of the a f t e r w o r l d and l i f e a f te r d e a t h . 

In the poem, "Because I Could Not Stop For Dea th " . ^ death is 

humanized and made to behave l i k e a gent leman- l o v e r . On the d e s c r i p t i v e 

level the poem is an exce l len t example of a metaphys ica l conceit desc r i b i ng 

in a s ingle image a b r i d a l j ou rney , w h i c h is in fact the funeral p rocess ion . 

In i ts obv ious i n te rp re ta t i on the poem is s imp l y the cour t ing of 

a lady by a k i n d gentleman who is f i n a l l y taken away in a coach to a 

" House tha t seemed / A swe l l i ng of the g r o u n d / . 

The roof was scarce ly v i s i b l e " 

3. The Letters of Emily Dickinson, 3 \Jo\s. e d . Thomas H. Johnson and 
Theodora Ward . (Cambr idge : Harva rd U n i v e r s i t y Press , 1958) 
In subsequent c h a p t e r s , Emi ly D i ck inson ' s l e t t e r s w i l l be re f f e red to by 
the volume number to be fo l l owed by the page number. 

U. The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson, ed by Thomas H. Johnson London 
: Faber and Faber ; 3 Queen Square, - 1970. A l l references to Emi ly 
D ick inson 's poems are from t h i s ed i t i on ind ica ted as ' J ' f o l l owed by the 
number of the poem quo ted . 

file:///Jo/s
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At a deeper leve l of meaning the poem presents an un i f i ed v i s i on of the 

themes of d e a t h . The na r ra to r of the poem, obv ious l y the dead woman, 

descr ibes her journey in a l l i t s p i c tu resque de ta i l s - the school and the 

c h i l d r e n p l a y i n g , the f i e l d s , and also the set t ing sun as she sees passing by 

in her journey towards e t e r n i t y . 

A l len Ta te ' s remark on the poem tha t - " The t e r r o r of death is 

5 
o b j e c t i f i e d th rough t h i s f i gu re of the genteel d r i v e r , " is 

ques t ionab le . The n a r r a t o r ' s vo i ce does not at any po in t seem to reveal t e r r o r 

or agony. Infact the word ' k i n d l y ' suggests how great a favour has been 

bestowed upon the n a r r a t o r , "yhe opening l ines impar t a sense of p remon i t i on , 

as i f the na r ra to r had been informed about the visii'^or.- - Death. 

There is no regre t nor any sense of doub t . Before the journey 

had ac tua l l y s ta r ted the na r ra to r was busy w i t h her l i f e ' s t a s k s , but now 

she dec lares -

" I had put away / My labour and my 

Le isure too , / For His c i v i l i t y " ( J . 103) 

The t h i r d and the fou r th l ines of the poem state the number of 

passengers in the coach and i den t i f i es them. 

" The ca r r iage he ld but just ourse lves -

and Immor ta l i t y . " 

The t r a v e l l e r s are the n a r r a t o r , the coachman (Death) and 

I m m o r t a l i t y . Emi ly Dick inson is v e r y p a r t i c u l a r about such terms as E te rn i t y 

and I m m o r t a l i t y . She c l e a r l y d i s t i ngu ishes the th ree terms - E t e r n i t y , 

Immor ta l i t y and the se l f : 

" Behind me - d i p s E te rn i t y -

Before me - Immor ta l i t y 

Myse l f - the term between ; " ( J . 721) 

5. Emjjiy Dickinson : A Collection of Cr i t ica l Essays e d . R ichard B, Sewal l . 
Englewood C l i f f s : Prent ice H a l l , Inc, 1963. 

" E m i l y o ick inson (1932) , A l len T a t e " . 
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Both R icha rd Chase and Char les R. Anderson a r e of the 

opinion tha t " I m m o r t a l i t y " in the poem is the end of the jou rney . 

Accord ing to the C h r i s t i a n theology the soul is the 

immortal essence in the human o e r s o n a l i t y . Supr i s ing l y enough, Emi ly 

D ick inson ' s ideas about death are we l l contained w i t h i n the theolog ica l 

f ramework of C h r i s t i a n i t y , i nsp i te of her non-conformis t a t t i t u d e . In 

t h i s l i g h t " I m m o r t a l i t y ' can best be exp la ined as the immorta l sou l . 

A l len Ta te ' s remark about Emi ly D ick inson ' s ' T e r r o r of 

death does not h o l d good, because ' t e r r o r ' f i nds no p lace in her 

a t t i t ude towards d e a t h . Hers is not the a t t i t ude of an escap is t ; hers 

is but a s to ic acceptance of d e a t h . Emi ly Dick inson is keenly aware of 

a sense of d i v i s i o n , a fee l ing of b isec t ion (as the poet ca l l s i t ) in 

the mind wh ich leads her to accept the fact that a p a r t of one's se l f 

is c e r t a i n l y m o r t a l . She desc r ibes I m o r t a l i t y as the d i v i d e d p a r t of 

the body -

"Mind w i thou t corporea l f r a m e " . 

The two separate en t i t i es - the morta l body and the immorta l soul 

pass through death to reach the state of e t e r n i t y . As we read the 

poem we f i n d tha t the f i r s t p a r t of the poem re la tes to the v i sua l 

exper iences of the mor ta l se l f , ending in the imaginat ive sensations of 

the immortal s e l f . S lowly and l e i s u r e l y the journey p roceeds . 

However, in the succeeding stanzas the movement becomes 

fast and the quickness is evo l ved by the a l l i t e r a t i o n of the w o r d " 

p a s s e d " . 

"The coach passed the schoo l , where c h i l d r e n s t rove 

. . . . Passed the f i e l d s of gazing gra in 

. . . . Passed the set t ing s u n " . ( J . 103) 

The images of c h i l d , g ra in and sun are s i g n i f i c a n t l y used 

to rep resen t , r e s p e c t i v e l y the th ree p rog ress i ve stages of l i f e - M ; - the 

beg inn ing, the p r ime and the end . The "se t t i ng sun" symbol izes the 

completeness of l i f e and obv ious l y means the end of l i f e . I t is at t h i s 

juncture when the na r ra to r passess the "Setr 

t ina sun" the s h i f t in the n a r r a t o r ' s _ consciousness, f rom . one 
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w o r l d to another s t a r t s . Mer sense percep t ion now g ives way to imaginat ion. 

Tine o r d i n a r y consciousness changes into mythopoeic consciousness. Her 

imagination is at i ts best when she desc r ibes the grave in terms of a 

swe l l ing of the ground and the l ine " the corn ice in the ground " makes the 

v i sua l impact c lear and l a s t i n g . By the end of the poem we f i n d tha t the 

n a r r a t o r ' s consciousness is p laced out of t i m e . I t has been ' cen tu r i es ' since 

the day the na r ra to r t r a v e l l e d towards E te rn i t y but her consciousness has 

f a i l e d to keep account of the w o r l d l y ca lendar . Time has stopped fo r her and 

the consciousness feels tha t the t ime between her b u r i a l and the p i ck ing up 

of her memory is " s h o r t e r than the Day " . 

In the poem " I heard a f l y buzz when I d i e d , " ( J . 465 ) 

The theme of death reaches a d i f f e ren t d imens ion . Emi ly 

D ick inson 's scep t i c i sm about l i f e a f te r death enters the poem in the form of a 

f l y . The f l y becomes the dominant fac to r against wh ich the speaker is 

s t r ugg l i ng . 

The poem is a f a m i l i a r dea th -bed scene. The nar ra to r is 

reminisc ing about a past expe r i ence . The buzzing of the f l y stands in contrast 

to the " s t i l l ness in the room " f i l l e d w i t h the bereaved ones. As the vo ice 

speaks f rom the present she can only reca l l tha t 

" I could not see to see " . 

The whole exper ience is a mental reconst ruc t ion of the past 

event of d e a t h . The ' f l y ' has re l i g i ous over tones . The na r ra to r had 

" signed away / what po r t i on of me be / 

assignable " ( J.465) ) 

I t means tha t the worn out body and t i r e d b ra in have accepted 

d e a t h . Just " then i t was / t he re in terposed a f l y " . ( J.465 ) 

The f l y in i ts general meaning stands fo r d i r t , e v i l and m i s c h i e f . In the poem 

i t s ign i f i es the decaying and dy ing s i t u a t i o n . Keeping in mind the scept ic ism 

of Emi ly D ick inson , the 'B lue F l y ' can be best exp la ined as the e v i l s p i r i t 
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coming at the moment of death to take possession of the unblessed soul of the 

n a r r a t o r . The fear of damnation l ingered in the mind of Emi ly Dickinson as 

she could not respond to the ca l l of the Pur i tan f a i t h and Cod. The re l ig ious 

c r i s i s is apparent h e r e . I t is the theme of death wh i ch leads to the 

quest ionof an a f te r w o r l d . 

The general concept of immor ta l i t y as impers i shab i l i t y was rooted 

in a l l t h i n k i n g in p r i m i t i v e s o c i e t y . But i t is imposs ib le to p inpo in t the 

stage of mental development at wh i ch s u r v i v a l a f te r death began to be 

doub ted . P la to ' s dua l ism of body and soul tended to se t t le w i t h the passage 

of t ime into a neat d i v i s i o n of body and SOUIQ, wh i ch col lapses at death to 

launch the soul on i ts journey to e t e r n i t y . The quest ion that must have 

constant ly posed i t s e l f before Emi ly Dick inson was whether the soul would 

re ta in i t s f i n i t e i d e n t i t y a f te r p h y s i c a l death or merge w i t h the i n f i n i t e 

be ing . 

The secu r i t y of immor ta l i t y p romised by the or thodox be l i e f is 

for her a tame prospect in wh ich parad ise is a "House of Suppos i t ion" and 

"Heaven qu i te insecure" ( J . 696) . 

"The f i r s t fact of E/mily D ick inson ' s exper ience then , was tha t 

whatever the B ib le may mean by Paradise or Eden, the w o r l d of lost 

innocence and happiness symbo l i zed by the unfa l len Adam and E\Q', i t is 

something tha t is g iven in expe r i ence . I t is a t t a i n a b l e , the poet has a t ta ined 

i t " ' 

Emi ly Dick inson is h i g h l y scept ica l about the accepted dogmatic 

formula regard ing the i n t r i ca te p rob lem of immor ta l i t y - as a fu tu re l i f e of 

eternal union w i t h God or eternal damnat ion. Even as a g i r l Emiy Dick inson 

f e l t the inadequacy of her f a i t h to p r o v i d e " a Cod so strong as tha t / To 

ho ld my l i f e fo r me " . ( J . 5 7 6 ) . 

6. Nor th rop F rye - Fables of Identity : Studies in Poetic mythology (New 
/ o r k : Harcour t , brace and W o r l d , INC 1963) P .211 , 
In subsequent chap te rs any reference to t h i s book w i l l be c i t ed as F rye 
to be fo l l owed by the cage number. 
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She even c la ims tha t "The fact tha t Ear th is Heaven / 

Whether Heaven is heaven or not " ( J . 1408 ) . She refuses to accept the 

notion of l i f e as a v a l l e y of m isery and unhapo iness , the only means 

of escape f rom wh i ch is heaven. At t imes Emi ly Dick inson adopts a 

c h i l d l i k e notion of Heaven. In a le t te r to Mrs Ho l l and , w r i t t e n late 

summer in the year eighteen f i f t y s i x she w r i t e s : 

"My only s k e t c h , p r o f i l e , of Heaven is a la rge , b lue 

s k y , b lue r and la rger than the biggest I have seen in June 

"She also w r i t e s in the same l e t t e r , 

" I f roses had not f a d e d , and f ros ts had never come, and 

one had not fa l l en here and the re whom I could not waken, there were 

no need of o ther Heaven than the one below - and i f Cod had been 

here t h i s summer, and seen the th ings tha t 1 have seen - I guess tha t 

He would t h i n k h i s pa rad ise superf luous " . 

L i f e p u r i f i e d of the t e m p o r a l , exper ienc ing supreme j o y , 

and s e l f - f u l f i l l m e n t , amounts to Immor ta l i t y here and now. 

To Ettiily D ick inson , death is an adventure of the 

consciousness, her concept ion of death as an aspect of r e a l i t y is not 

dogmatic and nor is i m m o r t a l i t y . 

Immor ta l i t y is an abs t rac t t r u t h fo r her based on her 

d i r e c t exper ience of d e a t h . 

Emi ly D ick inson ' s theme of Death and Immor ta l i t y are 

in t imate ly associated w i t h her concept of Cod and r e l i g i o n . Though the 

idea of a heaven of eternal happiness d i d not impress h e r , Emi ly 

Dick inson at t imes regrets her non-conformis t a t t i t u d e . So poe t ry 

became fo r her the only means of associat ion between her soul and God 

whom she conceives of as Absolute R e a l i t y . Emi ly Dickinson is 

however v e r y scep t i ca l about the Pur i tan Cod and f a i t h . 

The themes of Death and love are i n t e r re l a ted in Emi ly 
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Dick inson 's p o e t r y . 

So c lose ly are the t h e r n e s " ' ^ f l B » i ^ t h a t i t is d i f f i c u l t to 

exac t l y p in po in t the l ines of demarcat ion between each theme, as each 

one is i nvo l ved in another . The themes are pos i t ioned l i k e the s t r ings 

of a l y r e , one cannot be touched w i thou t d i s t u r b i n g the o t h e r s . 

As to the themes of love and d e a t h , i t can be seen that 

in Emi ly D ick inson , love becomes an emblem absorb ing the cyc le of 

l i f e , death and ressur rec t ion and i m m o r t a l i t y . Th is is how the f ines t 

of Emi ly D ick inson 's love poems have t h e i r roots in her re l i g ious 

consciousness. 

"Ci rcumsference thou B r i de of Awe/Possessing thou sha l t 

be / possessed by eve ry ha l lowed kn igh t 

That dare to covet thee " . ( J . 1620) 

It can be reca l l ed her that 'Awe ' is Emi ly D ick inson 's 

personal term fo r Cod. The r e l a t i o n s h i p between the ' c i r cumfe rence ' 

and 'Awe ' has been equated to the b r i d e and the b r i d e g r o o m . The 

' c i r cumfe rence ' is possessed by a greater consciousness - Cod to whom 

the poet responds l i k e a v i r g i n . Cod courts her sou l , takes i t to 

heaven - t h i s is the union w i t h her l o v e r , poss ib le only a f te r the 

morta l ex is tence on the ear th has ceased. Though she abandoned and 

abd ica ted the Pur i tan god , ye t she could not a l together remain 

uncompromis ing ly hos t i l e to the concept of T r i n i t y in C h r i s t i a n theology 

or the 'Ce les t ia l Host ' as she ca l l s t hem. C h r i s t i a n i t y and Pur i tan ism 

o f fe red her va luab le ingredients - a m i x tu re of ideas and emotions tha t 

const i tu te her poe t r y ; s p e c i a l l y the notion tha t the soul remains 

immortal even a f te r death and at ta ins oneness w i t h the person of Cod 

in T r i n i t y . But express ing t h i s idea in her poems, Emi ly Dickinson 

re jec t the theo log ica l p r i n c i p l e s and her concept ion of Immor ta l i t y is 

cent red in the lovers themse lves . 
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"These F lesh less Lovers met -

A Heaven in a gaze -

A Heaven of Heavens - the p r i v i l e g e 

of one ano the r ' s E y e s " . ( J . 625) 

The Pt3.radise or Heaven is the p lace of un i f i ca t ion fo r the 

lovers separated on ear th by the s e v e r i t y of moral and Social l aws . 

Cer ta in o ther poems deal w i t h the p o s s i b i l i t y of a knowledge of 

i m m o r t a l i t y wh i ch would enable the lovers to meet in the pos t -mor ta l 

l i f e . 

Emi ly D ick inson ' s love exper ience recognises Cod as 

l o v e r , a - "Dim companion" of her sou! - and also es tab l i shes union 

w i t h Him in E t e r n i t y . The other fact is t h a t , in the union w i t h Cod 

the lover b r ings about a Conversion in her wh i ch is both emotional and 

phys i ca l . 

In the poem " He touched me, so I I'ue to know" , ( 

(J.506) C h r i s t the lover touches the n a r r a t o r , and the la t te r grop ing 

upon the l o v e r ' s breast f i nds " i t was a boundless p lace " (1 .4 ) 

The exper ience of the na r ra to r is not mere ly the 

phys i ca l touch but also the rea l i sa t i on of the expansi»/eness of the 

lover in cont rast to the puniness of the n a r r a t o r . Just as the stream 

f lows towards the sea to submerge i ts i d e n t i t y in i ts ( sea ) l i m i t l e s s 

expanse, so does the na r ra to r lose her i d e n t i t y in the person of the 

l o v e r , and t h i s exper ience has changed her p ro found ly : 

"And now I am d i f f e r e n t f rom be fo re . 

As i f I b rea thed supe r io r a i r -

Or b rushed a Royal Cown -

My fee t , too , tha t had wandered so -

My Cypsy face - t r ans f i gu red now -

To tenderer; Renown " - ( J . 506 ) 

In the poem " I am a l i v e - I guess - " , the na r ra to r 

has a l ready " s tepped into i m m o r t a l i t y " . The speaker is immensely 
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happy for being not merely a l ive but 

" A l i v e - Twofo ld 

The B i r t h I had 

and t h i s - bes ides , in - Thee ; " (J.470 1.27,28 ) 

she has now become one w i t h God and has a t ta ined i m m o r t a l i t y . 

Emi ly D ick inson ' s uncompromising a t t i t ude towards the 

Pur i tan God and theology was re f l ec ted as ea r l y as her school d a y s , 

when she could not b r i ng he r se l f to answer the ca l l of God. At the 

age of seventeen Emi ly Dick inson dec la red he r se l f "s tanding alone in 

r e b e l l i o n , and growing v e r y care less " . The s t ruggle fo r f a i t h 

continued throughout her l i f e . Insp i te of being scept ica l about an a f te r 

l i f e , Emi ly Dick inson was v e r y often plagued by the idea of a damned 

sou l . But her f a i t h was in the i n t e g r i t y of her own mind and so her 

i n d i v i d u a l t r i i m p h e d over a l l o ther t h i n g s . She remained a c r i t i c of 

the Pur i tan God throughout her l i f e , though she would have been 

no th ing , she f e e l s , w i thou t Cod. 

There is a sense of regre t expressed in severa l of her 

poems : 

"Those-dy ing then . 

Knew - where they went -

They went to Cod 's Right Hand -

That Hand is amputated now 

And God cannot be found " . { J . 1551 ) 

Cod is to her an ' Absolute R e a l i t y ' and w h i l e deal ing 

w i t h t h i s 'Abso lu te R e a l i t y ' , she v e r y often wears the mask o f a c h i l d . 

Her mood is genera l l y surcharged w i t h a m i x tu re of w i t , humour, i rony 

together w i t h a k i nd of c h i l d l i k e innocence. Th is is d i s c e r n i b l e in her 

parody of the L o r d ' s Prayer : 

"Papa above ; / regard a mouse 

O 'e rpowered by the cat ; 

Reserve w i t h in t h y kingdom 
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A 'Mansion' for the Rat ;" 

Snug in seraphic cupboards 

To n i bb l e a l l the d a y . 

Whi le unsuspecting cyc les 

V»fheel solemnly away ; " (J .61) 

The poem " I never lost as much but t w i c e " is Emi ly D ick inson 's 

charge against Prov idence fo r s tea l ing away from the a l ready 

i m p o v e r i s h e d . 

The loss of her loved ones forces an exc lamat ion f rom her wh ich is as 

much a,? accusation as a plea : 

" tw ice have I stood a beggar 

before the door of Cod ; 

Angel - tw ice descending 

Reimbursed my store -

Burg lar ; Banker - Father ; 

I am poor once more ; " ( J . 49) 

Behind t h i s p l a y f u l and spor t i ng a t t i t u d e towards t h i s ' 

Absolute R e a l i t y ' , the re is a c l ea r - cu t mani festat ion of s incere and 

ab id ing f a i t h as she (Em i l y Dick inson) remarks in 1848 : 

" I have not ye t g iven up to the c la ims of C h r i s t , but t r us t I am not 

e n t i r e l y thought less on so impor tant a subject . " 

The B i b l i c a l my th about Jacob who wres t les w i t h an 

angel a l l n igh t and defeats i t , and in the morning d i scove rs tha t i t 

was Cod ; fasc inated her and she f r equen t l y re fe rs to i t in her poems 

and l e t t e r s . The poem " Two Swimmers w res t l ed on the spar " -

(J ,201) is a reference to t h i s B i b l i c a l My th -

"Two Swimmers w res t l ed on the spar -

Until '^' the morning sun -

When one - turned smi l ing to the land -

Oh Cod ; the o ther one : 

The s t ray sh ips - passing 

Spied a face -
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Upon the water borne -

With ,eyes in death - s t i l l begging ra ised -

And bands - beseeching - th rown ; " (J ,201) 

Here the w res t l e r s (Jacob and the Angel) are in t roduced 

as swimmers and the sea is in t roduced in the background where the 

swimmers w res t l ed un t i l morn ing . 

Since Emi ly D ick inson ' s intent ion is to covey her 

personal fee l ings through the poem ; she qu i te convenient ly changes 

the B i b l i c a l my th into a poet ic one. 

Emi ly Dick inson i den t i f i e s he r se l f w i t h Jacob who 

wres t les w i t h f a i t h . In the poem Qod is v i c t o r i o u s and He does not 

b less Jacob. Th is is exac t l y the s i tua t ion in wh i ch the poet v i sua l i ses 

h e r s e l f . L i t e r a i y the poem is a re f l ec t i on on the f i na l des t iny of a 

person who de f ies -God. Through i t Emi ly Dick inson p ro jec ts her own 

pos i t ion as a n o n - b e l i e v e r . God refus ing to b less Jacob, p ro jec ts her 

fear that her p r a y e r s may be un-b lessed and the re fo re unanswered. 

S u r p r i s i n g l y enough, fo r Emi ly Dickinson Cod and love 

are synonymous. He has been p ro jec ted in severa l poems as the lover 

f i g u r e , the ' Awe' whose b r i d e is the poet } ( J , 1620) as the 

supe r io r Man who touches her and she is t ransformed in mind and 

matter ;- ( J . 506) . She also ca l l s Him "My Dim Companion" ( J . 2 7 5 ) . 

The poet employs va r i ous symbo ls , images and metaphors to concret ize 

her r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Cod or the greater consciousness - l i k e tha t of 

the sea to the moon, b r i d e to the b r i d e g r o o m , da i sy to the sun. 

Through her unique technique of present ing the theme of 

Cod and r e l i g i o n , Emi ly Dickinson suceeds in making i t c lear tha t her 

Cod and re l i g i on is not jus t a r i t u a l or a sacrament. Cod must be fo r 

her an exper ience of the consciousness. She must feel a to ta l sense of 

belonging to Cod - what Cod is fo r her and she fo r H im. She expects 

to feel His presence w i t h her whole b o d y , m i n d , and sou l . 
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This is what she indicates when she announces "The 

Bible deals wi th the centre and her business is circumference". 

'Centre' for her is the doctrinal aspect of rel igion and she feels alien 

to i t . It is Emily Dickinson's mythopoe';ic imagination that creates for 

her the world of circumference - i t is the metaphor through which she 

describes the ac t i v i t y of the consciousness. In th is innermost part of 

her consciousness she finds her Cod and Heaven. Through the 

experience of her circumference she reaches Paradise. 

Perhaps the most recurrent theme in Emily Dickinson, 

next to the theme of Death and Immortal i ty, is Nature. Nature was the 

most popular subject picked up by the poets of the 1860's. It 

continued from Blake and Wordsworth in England to Emerson in America. 

The theme was exhaustively exp lored. 

To Wordsworth Nature was an expression of the Divine 

w i l l , a 'guide, f r iend and ph i losopher ' ; a cure of the evi ls of c i v i l i ­

zation, and also a means of glimpsing immorta l i ty . In America, Emerson 

was the poet perhaps the closest to Wordsworth. They al l 

philosophised about Nature. Emily Dickinson's treatment of Nature is 

dif ferent and unique. Her's is a fresh approach, she never idealizes 

nature nor evolves a philosophy around i t . Her treatment of Nature is 

so var ied that a single def ini t ion is inadequate to describe her 

attitude towards Nature. 

In most of her minor poems, she l ike Wordsworth, 

declares the existence of a mystical bond between Nature and man. 

"Several of Nature's People/ I know, and they know me/ 

I feel for them a transport of cord ia l i ty "(J.985) 

Unlike her Puritan heri tage, she does not see 

Nature as a stern preceptor. At times her att i tude towards Nature is 

humorous and f r i end l y . It is in sheer del ight and mir th she writes : 
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" In the name of the Bee / And of the Butterf I '^ /TArid o f 

the Breeze, Amen ; " ( J . 18) 

Yet in cer ta in o ther poems Emi ly D ick inson ' s f r i e n d l y 

and close associat ion w i t h nature is r e v e r s e d . She becomes unsure as 

to the i d e n t i t y of Nature : 

"Nature and God-I ne i the r know 

Yet both so wel l knew me 

They s t a r t l e d , l i k e Executors 

Of My i d e n t i t y " y ( J . 835), 

Most of her nature poems are an exce l len t apprec ia t ion 

and minute d e s c r i p t i o n of Nature in a l l her sub t le t i es and moods. For 

her Nature is tha t pa r t of c reat ion belonging to a h ighe r o rde r and so 

: "Nature is what we know/ye t have no a r t to say / so impotfan't our 

wisdom is / To her s i m p l i c i t y " - ( J . 668), 

Emi ly D i ck inson ' s Nature poems express ing a cer ta in mood 

of na tu re , and her react ions to i t , can be termed as r e f l e c t i v e poems 

of her e a r l y stage of w r i t i n g . The poem "These are the days when 

B i rds come back" ( J . 130),^ desc r ibes b e a u t i f u l l y the t r ans i t i on pe r i od 

between w in te r and s p r i n g . The sky is desc r i bed as ' f r a u d ' as i t 

resumes the " Old s o p h i s t r i e s of June " 

" a b lue and a gold m i s t a k e . " ( J . 130) 

The ' f r a u d ' cheats the b i r d s as we l l as the poet and a few b i r d s f l y ' 

to take a backward l o o k " . As the a i r a l t e rs " s o f t l y / H u r r i e s a t i m i d 

lea f " . The whole process of renewal of nature is sacred to the poet 

and she appeals to Nature to " Permi t a c h i l d to j o i n " in t h i s 

'communion* . The poet wishes to apprec ia te the beauty of eve ry ob ject 

of Nature v i s u a l l y and p h y s i c a l l y , t he re fo re she p leads : 

"Thy sacred emblems to pa r take 

Thy consecrated bread to take 

And th ine immortal wine ; " ( J . 130) 
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The same mood is pe rs i s ten t in severa l o ther poems l i k e " F u r t h e r in 

summer than the B i r d s " , ( J . 1068) " There is a morn by men unseen 

" ( J . 24) 

Towards the end of her poet ic ca ree r , Emi ly D ick inson 's 

Nature poems seem to contain less of such concrete images, l i k e the 

Bobo l i nks , Bee, B i r d , Sky and Sea. Her concern is now w i t h mys t i ca l 

ideas and so the images and symbols used are a b s t r a c t . 

"Br ing me the sunset in a cup" is an exce l len t example 

of t h i s a b s t r a c t i o n . Fhere, the poet l i k e an i n s p i r e d person quest ions : 

"How fa r the morning leaps - Te l l me what t ime the 

weaver sleeps who spun the b rea ths of b l ue " * ; " ' (J.128) She even asks 

fo r the sunset to be brought in a c u p . She feels at t h i s stage a d i r e c t 

communion w i t h Nature . Such moments of e x h i l a r a t i o n , and ecstasy leads 

her to p roc la im : "And Awe - was a l l we could feel ; " . 

I t is as i f Emi ly Dick inson has been v i s i t e d by S h e l l y ' s 

" a w f u l , unseen p resence" , the s p i r i t of the " I n te l l ec tua l Beau ty " , when 

she is i n s p i r e d and t a l k s l i k e an Orac le . 

"A l i t t l e Madness in the sp r ing 

Is wholesome even fo r the k i n g " ( J . 1333) 

Th is 'madness ' in ecstasy^ she f i nds i s t i r i n g , and 

expresses i t s e l f in the beaut ies of na tu re . In such ecs ta t ic state of 

mind even the awful and t e r r i f y i n g moods of nature create an emotional 

tu rmo i l wh i ch is at ,-: once intense and v i v i d . The exper ience recorded 

in the poem " I s ta r ted e a r l y took my Dog" , {J .520) is one such 

t e r r i f y i n g expe r i ence . 

On i t s l i t e r a l leve l the poem is a reco rd of the poets 

wa lk by the sea shore w i t h her dog . She is in a most re laxed state 

of m i n d . As she stands "Aground upon the sands" the sea advance 

towards h e r . The sea is pe rson i f i ed here f i r s t as a ' T i d e ' then as 
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He' . Gradua l ly 

" t he t i d e / w e n t past my s imp le shoe -

And past my Apron - And My Bel t 

And past my Boddice - too - " . 

With t h i s exper ience the na r ra to r in the poem is moved emot iona l ly and 

p h y s i c a l l y . Soon the na r ra to r faces a k i n d of agonising t e r r o r as the 

sea "made as He would eat me up . . . /And then I s ta r ted - too - " . 

She is t e r r o r i s e d by the expanse of the sea against the backd rop of 

wh i ch she is jus t a puny , h e l p l e s s , f r a g i l e c reature - " as a 

Dew/upon a Dandelions s l e e v e " . 'He ' f o l l ows her as i f t r y i n g to cour t 

her but she escapes ' H i s ' g r i p and succeeds in res i s t i ng ' H i s ' 

advances. The l ine " I f e l t h i s s i l v e r hee l " reveal her app rec ia t i on of 

the beauty of the sea even in i t s t e r r i f y i n g aspect . In the last stanza 

the sea is seen w i t h d r a w i n g in degrees : 

"And bowing - w i t h a Migh ty look -

At me - The sea w i t h d r e w - " 

Emi ly D ick inson ' s whole conception of nature owes i ts 

a l legiance to the bees and bobo l i nks and roses of her garden, Simi l a r l y 

the t i ny inc idents in her e x c l u s i v e l y p r i v a t e w o r l d , formed the basis 

of the drama of l i f e she const ructed in her poems, l i k e - Death and 

I m m o r t a l i t y , ecstasy and s u f f e r i n g , love and sepa ra t i on . What was 

outs ide her ' c i r cumfe rence ' was outs ide her o r b i t . Her only form of 

communication w i t h the outs ide w o r l d is her p o e t r y . 

" T h i s is my l e t t e r to the w o r l d " , (J .441) is what she 

says of her poems. Her poems m i r r o r her fee l ings and re f l ec t a 

rebe l l i ous mind and a unique pe rsona l i t y at w o r k . 

C r i t i c s c la im tha t the educated Americans of Walt 

Whi tman's t ime found h im repy.gnant because the poet dev ia ted f rom the 

'genteel t r a d i t i o n ' of h i s t ime by w r i t i n g unabashedly about sex and 

the ' body e l e c t r i c ' , - such ideas w h i c h were taboo dur ing tha t 
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p e r i o d . Emi ly d i ck inson too may inave been unacceptable but dec ided l y 

to a lesser degree than Whitman ; had her poems been pub l i shed 

dur ing her l i f e t i m e . Emi ly Dick inson de f i ed t r a d i t i o n only in her 

choice of themes and s t y l e . She never wrote about the convent ional Cod 

or r e l i g i o n . Nor d i d she s t i c k to the t r a d i t i o n a l metre and rhyme 

scheme, or poet ic language of her t i m e . Whereas the e ro t i c and 

amorous nature of Whi tman's w r i t i n g debased the v e r y decency of 

contemporary l i f e . The poet outrageously c la ims : 

"As the hugging and lov ing b e d - f e l l o w s sleeps at my 

s ide th rough 

the n i g h t , and w i t h d r a w s at the peep of the day w i t h 

s tea l thy t r e a d , . . . . " (Song of Myse l f ) 

I t was p r e c i s e l y because Emi ly D ick inson 's thought and 

techniques ran ahead of her t ime tha t she f a i l e d to reach the 

l i m e l i g h t , as we l l as acceptance and recogni t ion when she was a l i v e . T h e 

fame she earned posthumsously and the d e l i g h t w i t h wh i ch she is read 

t o - d a y , is p roof enough of her m o d e r n i t y . C r i t i c s have f a i l e d to f u l l y 

apprec ia te so myster ious a poet and assign to her a spec i f i c p lace in 

the l i t e r a r y genre . That she is s imul taneously ca l l ed a metaphys ica l 

poe t , mys t i ca l poe t , r e l i g i ous poet , t ranscendental poet , es tab l i shes 

the enigmatic range of her imag ina t ion . Recognising the nove l t y of the 

t reatment of her themes, modern c r i t i c s have made c la ims of 

d i scover ing her and of res to r ing h e r . 

The fact Qnat Emi ly Dick inson had kep t her poems h idden 

f u l l y conv inced tha t they would never see the l i g h t of the day ; 

makes her poems a l l the more p rec i ous . 

The utmost secrecy w i t h wh i ch she conf ined her poems, 

is a d i s t i n c t c l a r i f i c a t i o n of the po in t tha t she wrote not to impress 

her c r i t i c s , nor to ba f f l e her readers w i t h her w i t . For h e r , w r i t i n g 

poe t ry was the only means of communication between her inner soul and 
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the outs ide w o r l d , and what she wrote was the u l t ima te t r u t h as she 

pe rce ived i t . 

To quote R ichard Wi lbur -

" The poems of Emi ly Dick inson are a cont inual appeal to 

exper ience , mot iva ted by an arrogant passion fo r the t r u t h , ' T r u t h is 
o 

so ra re a t h i n g ' , she once s a i d , ' i t is d e l i g h t f u l to t e l l i t ' . 

In the p rocess , when she found the C h r i s t i a n re l i g i on and Cod f a l l i ng 

shor t of her need to e s t a b l i s h the t r u t h she conve i ved , Emi ly 

Dick inson d i d not hes i ta te even to rep lace C h r i s t i a n i t y w i t h her own 

personal r e l i g i o n . 

"The resu l t is a home-made re l i g i on to su i t her : the 

o ld terms are made to mean t h e i r oppos i tes ; the r i t u a l s are stolen 

and d e r i t u a l i z e d ; the sacred is desecrated ; the forms are re formed . 

The a l lus ion funct ions as camp ; the na ivete is r evo lu t i ona ry 

„ 9 

8."^"~'"Sumptous Des t i l u t i o i r ' - ^Rî chcTtrd W i l b u r , f rom : Emily Dickinson^,; A 
Collection of Ci^iitical E^.says, e d . b y R icha rd B .Sewa l l . New Yr>ri< 
Pren t i ce -Ha l l INC, 1963 ' . 

9. "The Sweet Wolf Wi th in ; Emi ly Dick inson and Walt Whitman" P. 
292 in The only Kangaroo among the Beauty, Emily Dickinson and 
America (Ba l t imore and London : John Hopkins U n i v e r s i t y . Press, 
1979) 
In subsequent chapte rs reference to t h i s book w i l l be c i t ed as 
j lfeller to be fo l l owed by the page number. 



( 26 ) 

C H A P T E R - II 

Emily Dickinson and her contemporaries 

"Em i l y D i c k i n s o n " , in the words of Jhon F. Lynen, " i s a 

ba f f l i ng poet because she seems to bear l i t t l e or no re la t i on to the 

h i s t o r i c a l p e r i o d w i t h i n wh i ch she w o r k e d . She stands a p a r t , as 

i nd i f f e ren t to the l i t e r a r y movements of her day as to i t s great 

1 
e v e n t s " . 

But another c r i t i c H .H. Waggoner has something qu i te 

d i f f e r e n t to say about h e r . He w r i t e s : "There are a v e r y few 

American poets e i t he r before or a f te r her ; whose work is not 

suggested somewhere in h e r s , whose images she d i d not t r y ou t , whose 

2 
ins igh ts she d i d not r e c a p i t u l a t e , c r i t i c i s e , or a n t i c i p a t e " . 

How re levant these opin ions a r e , can only be astce^ained 

when Emi ly Dick inson is p laced along w i t h her contemporary American 

poets , s p e c i f i c a l l y Walt Whitman ; a comparison wh i ch w i l l be s tud ied 

in some d e t a i l . 

Emi ly D ick inson 's in teres t in contemporary American 

poets was s u p e r f i c i a l at bes t . With the except ion of perhaps Emerson, 

no o ther contemporary poet of America impressed her . 

"We do not have much poe t ry (here at home)" , she 

complained to her b r o t h e r in 1851. 

When T . H . Higginson, then the e d i t o r of ' The A t l a n t i c ' , 

had asked Emi ly Dick inson i f she had read t h i s new andacious poet . 

1 . John F. Lynen, "The Uses of the Present : The H i s t o r i a n ' s the 
C r i t i c ' s , and Emi ly D ick inson ' s College English 28 {Nov'1966) : 
126-36 

2 . H.H. Waggoner, "Em i l y Dick inson : the Transcendental Self" : 
American poets : From the Puritans to the Present. New Y o r k , 
Boston : Houghton (1968) p . 213 

3. L e t t e r s , P. 161 
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her reply was in the form of a letter where she wrote,- "you speak 

of . Mr. Whitman - I never read his Book - but was told he was 

4 
disgraceful " . 

In fact, for the entire New York l i te rary scene of which 

Whitman was a par t . Hmily Dickinson cared very l i t t l e . Nonetheless the 

two were contemporaries. Their poetry belonged to the same cultural 

per iod. It was a phase when poetry became a curative for society, 

when established doctrines were abandoned, when the question of 

individual integr i ty became a serious matter, when one was besieged by 

the idea of impermanence. Hence i t is not i l logical to imagine that she 

shares some rather def ini te intellectual characterist ics wi th Walt 

Whitman. They both prefer,red to present themselves as spi r i tua l 

adventurers. To them, wr i t ing was an art which performed the sacred 

task of exposing an unique personal i ty. 

They both appeared to have held that a poem, when 

created out of a certain special , l iv ing experience, gains authent ic i ty. 

The individual consciousness gains p r i o r i t y over a l l , in the works of 

both Whitman and Emily Dickinson. They seemed to have fe l t that the 

poets effort is successful when i t is capable of causing an upheaval in 

society. So thei r inclination is markedly towards antigenres resulting 

in the fragmentary qual i ty and the sense of incompleteness of Emily 

Dickinson's poetry, and the defiance of al l metrical canons in 

Whitman's. 

Even in the f a c e o f s u C h ' g e n e r a l . a f f i n i t i e s - i f e - w o j a l d 

inappropriate to call Emily Dickinson "a feminine Walt Whitman", as 

some readers d id in the 1890's . Emily Dickinson chose to be a 

"recluse" and Whitman claimed to be a spokesman - poet for ai l 

America. 

U. Letters, p. UOU { A p r i l , 26, 1862) 
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The ' t ; :ard ic £ ;ymbo ls " , l i k e a m a j o r i t y of Whi tman's 

ea r l y poems, places h im in the presumptous ro le of a se l f - appo in ted 

spokesman. His d e f i n i t i o n of ideas l i k e - the Sel f , Cod, America - are 

matched to sa t i s f y h i s own personal needs. He has even dared to make 

such p rohe t i c statements l i k e -

" America is iso la ted yet embodying a l l , what is i t 

f i n a l l y except myse l f ?" 

Whitman is not jus t Whitman the poet, but Americat p e r s o n i f i e d , he and 

the nation becomes one. He created an ideal out of h i s own personal 

des i res and then named i t " A m e r i c a " . In the preface to the Leaves of 

Grass, 1855, he w r i t e s -

"The (Poe t ' s ) s p i r i t responds to h i s c o u n t r y ' s s p i r i t 

he incarnates i t s geography and natura l l i f e . . . . 

to h im enter the essences of the real th ings and 

5 
past and present events - of enormous d i v e r s i t y . . . . " 

So the poet is not mere ly a myth - maker , he is also a 

p r o p h e t , a man w i t h a v e r y sacred and ser ious mission in l i f e . Accor­

ding to Whitman the poet or o ther a r t i s t s alone can g i ve " t he u l t imate 

v e r i f i c a t i o n to f a c t s , to sc ience, and to common l i ves endowing them 

w i t h glows and g lo r i es and f i na l i l l us t r i ousness wh i ch belongs to every 

real t h i n g , and to real th ings only w i thou t t h i s u l t ima te 

v e r i f i c a t i o n r e a l i t y would seem to be incomplete and sc ience, democracy 

and l i f e i t s e l f , f i n a l l y in v a i n " . I t is a summing up of Whi tman's 

growing sense of the power of poe t r y and thus of the poe t . 

Emi ly Dick inson was never the se l f appo in ted Messaiah 

5. Leaves of Crass and Selected Prose by Walt Whitman, e d . John 
Kouwenhoven. New York : Random House : The Modern L i b r a r y ( 
1950) 
"Preface 1855 - Leaves of g r a s s " , p . 442. 

6. I b i d . 
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tha t Whitman was. In fact she was v e r y much a ' p r i v a t e p o e t ' , 

d e l i b e r a t e l y detached f rom the l i t e r a r y scene of her t i m e . Emi ly 

D ick inson 's poet ic exper iences were imag ina t i ve l y created around 

cer ta in symbols d e r i v e d out of her l i f e and read ings . For her poet ry 

was not so much a means of se l f expres ion as i t was means of p rob ing 

and analyz ing the ex is tence she was to l e a d . The 'Cen t re ' and 

'C i rcumference ' form the major components of her l i t e r a r y symbo ls , the 

understanding of w h i c h is necessary to i n t e r p r e t her poems. She 

remarks tha t the B i b l e is the 'Cen t re ' and 'Mybusiness is 

C i rcumference" . 

The B ib le p r e s c r i b e fo r man a w o r l d where there is a 

promise of an Eden a f te r death where man w i l l l i v e e t e r n a l l y . Emi ly 

Dickinson could not come to terms w i t h such an idea of a l i f e in 

parad ise a f te r d e a t h . For h e r , bo th re l i g i on and 9 ° ^ must be a pa r t 

of her in the presence of w h i c h she must be at peace and f i n d j o y . 

Since her encounter w i t h the 'Cen t re ' makes her feel 

a l i e n , she creates th rough her imaginat ive consciousness the w o r l d of 

her ' c i r c u m f e r e n c e ' . Under t h i s new re l i g ious consciousness Emi ­

ly Dick inson comple te ly i den t i f i e s he rese l f w i t h na tu re . Nature now 

becomes fo r her the p a r a d i s e . In t h i s Paradise of her imagination the 

inhab i tants -

" dance and game, / And gambol 

/ Employ t h e i r h o l i d a y " . ( J . 24) 

The people of the "Mys t i c Green" (J .24) are ab le to make t h e i r 

moments of b l i s s e t e r n a l . 

Surrounding the 'C i rcumfe rence ' of human consciousness, 

says Emi ly Dick inson is a s t i l l g rea te r consciousness wh i ch she 

descr ibes as ' A w e ' , 'Awe ' is her personal name fo r ' G o d ' , and her 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 'Awe ' is l i k e b r i d e to the b r i d e g r o o m , or sea to the 

moon. 
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For Emi ly Dick inson poe t ry became an essence fo r the 

redempt ion of l i f e , fo r she had abandoned b e l i e f in the covent ionai 

c h u r c h . Cod, and the B i b l e . So the only mec;;;s of es tab l i sh ing the 

re la t ion of her soul to her Cod, whom she conceived as 'Abso lu te 

R e a l i t y " , was o o e t r y . 

She wasdQi.bt fu l about the idea of eternal happiness in 

Heaven a f te r d e a t h . For her the boundar ies of her Paradise are Wi th in 

her own m i n d . So the impor tant fact about her r e l i g i ous exper ience is 

the v i s i o n of ea r th as Heaven, and the second impor tant fact is that 

the v i s i o n is not permanent, -

" I ' ve known a Heaven, l i k e a Tent 

To wrap i t s sh in ing Yards -

Pluck up i t s s takes , and d isappear 

Without the sound of Boards " . ( J . 243) 

Such a v i s i o n comes and goes u n p r e d i c t a b l y . 

Man's t e r r o r of death is deep ly rooted in h i s sense of 

s i n . People d i f f e r i n v a r i a b l y in t h e i r speculat ion about the consequence 

of d e a t h . For some the only consequence of death is to ta l a n n i h i l a t i o n , 

a thought most d ismal and t e r r i f y i n g . For o thers death is the merging 

of the soul w i t h the Ul t imate soul or R e a l i t y . For the rest immor ta l i t y 

is the natura l sequel to d e a t h . But common to a l l is the w ish to 

maintain a hea l t hy s p i r i t u a l l i f e un t i l the t ime of depar t i ng f rom t h i s 

w o r l d a r r i v e s . 

But the new generat ion of t h i s s c i e n t i f i c and mechanical 

w o r l d remains scept ica l about d e a t h ' s seque l , fo r they no longer 

be l i eve as t h e i r f o r e - b e a r e r s be l i eved about death and i ts 

consequences. Walt Whitman foresaw and p rophes i zed the coming of such 

a t i m e . He h imse l f was scept ica l about l i f e a f te r d e a t h , v e r y much 

l i k e Emi ly D i ck inson . To quote Jung, " One has to be close to death 
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to acqu i re the necessary freedom to t a l k about i t " . 

Th is was exac t l y vv?'-. the pos i t ion of Emi ly D ick inson , 

her concern w i t h death was p a r t l y gained by exper ience and pa-miy by 

r e f l e c t i o n . Emi ly Dickinson is o b i v i o u s l y much more dar ing than 

Whitman, in her approach to d e a t h . Her obsession w i t h death turned at 

t imes to m o r b i d i t y and i t took more than in te res t on her p a r t to make 

her eager fo r de ta i l s a f te r the death of a f r i e n d . But her concern fo r 

death was not p h i l o s o p h i c a l . I t was p u r e l y p o e t i c a l . The poem 

"Because I Could not Stop fo r Death " , is an example of a 

metaphys ica l conce i t . The s ingle image of the b r i d a l journey is used to 

desc r i be the funeral procession w h i c h is v i e w e d as a journey to 

e t e r n i t y . And aga in , 

"Beh ind Me - d i p s E te rn i t y -

Before Me - Immor ta l i t y -

Myse l f - the term between " . (J .721) 

So e t e r n i t y is the end of the journey and immor ta l i t y i s , accord ing to 

Emi ly Dick inson " Mind w i thou t corporea l f r a m e " . One pa r t of the se l f 

is morta l and the o ther pa r t i m m o r t a l . But both the pa r t s must go 

th rough death to ach ieve r e b i r t h into an eternal state of consciousness. 

In the B ib l e death is seen as means of separat ing man 

f rom G;od, due to man's s in fu l ways . Emi ly Dickinson takes a p o s i t i v e 

v iew of t h i s idea by t r y i n g , to g l o r i f y l i f e . She t rea ts death in a 

personal manner but w i t h ce r ta in reserva t ions about an a f te r l i f e . Even 

in the face of anguish and sor row Emi ly D i ck inson ' s preference is fo r 

an e a r t h l y ex is tence and in many of her poems she weighs the ear th 

against Heaven. 

7. C D . Jung : Memories, Dreams, Rflection, (New York The 
Fontana L i b r a r y , 1972) 
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In cont rast to Emi ly D i ck inson ' s s c e p t i c i s m , Walt Whitman 

ho lds a strong and s o l i d a f f i rma t i on tha t death is a phase of t r ans i t i on 

- a natural t r ans i t i on to f e - b i r t h . The thought of death was c l e a r l y 

the ch ie f t h rea t h i s v i s i o n had to overcome. So a major theme of Walt 

Whi tman's poe t ry between 1855 to 1858 is the p o e t ' s v i c t o r y over 

d e a t h . In Song of M y s e l f he presents h imse l f not as an immortal soul 

t e m p o r a r i l y i nhab i t i ng a morta l body and s t rugg l ing to l i v e in a wo r l d 

of d i v e r s i o n s : 

" I have heard what the t a l k e r s , were t a l k i n g , 

the t a l k of the begging and the end 

But I do not t a l k of the begging or the end 

There was never anymore incept ion than there 

is now. 

Nor any more youth or age than the re is now 

And w i l l never be any per fec t ion than there is now" . 

('Song of M y s e l f ) 

But Whitman understands death as a cosmic p rocess , as a 

cont inual loss thorough death and consequent gain of death - in - l i f e . 

To quote John S n y d e r , . 

" One of t h i s poem's { 'Song of M y s e l f ) major t h r u s t , 

along w i t h so many o thers in Leaves o f C rass , is tha t i f death is the 

end of l i f e , bo th i t s goal and a n n i h i l a t i o n , than l i f e would seem to be 

absurd and empty . . . . In 'Song of M y s e l f grass is a constant sign of 

l i f e and death co l lapsed into the process And Whi tman's t ac i t 

argument when he es tab l i shes t h i s symbo l i c p a r i t y is t ha t l i f e and 

death are one because they both a r e , because they both have be ing . 

Q 

Death 's being f i l l s the v o i d of l i f e ' s be ing" In sect ion 6 , of 'Song 

8. John Snyder The Dear Love of Man : Tragic and Lyr ic 
Communion, Walt Whitman. (Clear Lake C i t y , U n i v e r s i t y of Houston 
1975) p p . 46 - 47 
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of M y s e l f ; Whi tman's search fo r the i d e n t i t y of the grass is ev ident 

fo l l ow ing the quest ioning of the c h i l d -

" A c h i l d sa id what is the grass ? 

I do not 

Know what i t is anymore than he " . ( 90 -91 ) 

Whitman goes th rough a ser ies of speculat ions about the 

poss ib le meaning of grass -

" 1 guess i t must be the f lag of my d i s p o s i t i o n . 

Out of hopeful gree^nstaff woven. 

Or I guess i t is the handke rch ie f of the Lo rd 

A scented g i f t des igned ly d ropped . . . " . 

U l t ima te l y what appears v i t a l to Whitman is not the 

i d e n t i t y of the grass but to i d e n t i f y i t w i t h the meaning of l i f e . He 

f i n a l l y se t t les on an answer w i t h the asser t ion tha t grass symbol izes 

the t o t a l i t y of l i v i n g and dead men -

"Crowing among b l ack f o l k s as among w h i t e , 
s 

Kanuck, ^Aickahoe, Congressmen, Cuff , I g i ve 

them the same, I rece ive them the same. 

And now i t seems to me the beaut i fu l c i r c u i t 

h a i r of g r a v e s " . (Song of M y s e l f , 1 . 99-101) 

The fo l l ow ing l ines are a t r i umphan t asser t ion of the 

poet , of h i s understanding of l i f e as a cont inual loss through death and 

a consequent gain of death in l i f e . 

" They are a l i v e and we l l somewhoere; 

The smal les t sprout shows there is r e a l l y no d e a t h . 

And even i f there was i t led f o r w a r d l i f e , 

and does not wa i t 

at the end to a r res t i t . 

And ceased the moment l i f e appea red . 

( 'Song of M y s e l f , 11.116-119) 

" Out of the Crad le Endless ly Rock ing" f rom the 'Sea D r i f t ' section of 

Whi tman's poems, presents the mother sea as the grave as wel l as the 

womb. The poem notes Whi tman's e a r l y rea l i za t i on of death as a b o y . 
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At the Surface level the poem describes the separation of two mocking 

- b i r ds . After the disapperance of the she-mocking - b i r d , al l summer 

along the he - mocking - b i r d sings a song (Sf unsatisfied love. The 

boy poet moved by the song translates this song, and at its completion 

the boy is -

" Ecstatic wi th his bare feet the waves / wi th his hair 

the atmosphere dal ly ing , The love in the heart long past, now loose, 

9 now at last (Tumultously bursting " . 

The boy-poet grasps the meaning of th is experience 

which is the knowledge of his 'tongue's use' and the conviction that 

i t w i l l never cease uttering a thousand other songs "c learer, louder 

and more sorrowful" ( 1 . 163) 

The boy 's experience of one song has opened a 

promising, gateway for the entrance of a 'thousand songs'. The 

philosophy of th is experience is that , a single experience has unlocked 

inummerable doors making i t possible for further new--experiences. 

" 0 give me the clew ; ( i t lurks in the night somewhere 

here ) 

0 i f I am to have so much, let me have 
„10 more ; 

The sea whispers to him in answer the "strong and delicious word -

death". The sea represents the wisdom of death. The presentation of 

the sea as a gently rocking cradle - endlessly rocking provide with 

the theme of death and r e - b i r t h . 'Cradle ' i tsel f is h ighly suggestive 

of b i r t h and l i f e . The implied cycle i s , - c rad le -dea th -b i r th . 

W. 'Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking' 

10. 'Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking' 
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The message of the sea fo r the boy is "Dea th , d e a t h , 

d e a t h , d e a t h , d e a t h , " ( 1 . 173) w h i l e the b i r d teaches h im l o v e . The 

word ' d e a t h ' is " t he word f ina l Super ior to a l l " , the ' c l e w ' the 

boy-poe t searches fo r . Th is ' c l e w ' awakens in the boy a ' thousand 

responses ' . Once he unearthes the meaning of l i f e wh i ch is " d e a t h " , 

the boy -poe t is never the same innocent lad - "never again leave me 

to be the peaceful boy I was b e f o r e " . 

He has now become the poet the "Un i te r of here and 

a f te r " . Walt Whitman f i nds in death the u l t ima te t r u t h of l i f e , the 

key to l i f e and r e - b i r t h . 

Emi ly D ick inson ' s theme of death is i n t e r r e l a t e d to the 

theme of l o v e , and these themes are again i n t ima te l y associated w i t h 

her concept of Qbd. In fact i t can r i g h t l y be mentioned h e r e , tha t the 

f ines t of Emi ly D ick inson ' s love poems have t h e i r root in her re l i g ious 

consciousness. True r e l a t i o n s h i p of the poe t ' s consciousness to a 

"Greater consciousness" w i t h whom the union is poss ib le only in 

p a r a d i s e , is a major po in t of her concept ion of love -

"These F lesh less lovers met -

A Heaven in a gaze -

A Heaven of Heavens - the p r i v i l e g e 

of one ano the r ' s eyes - " . ( J . 525) 

VVhitman too , ex tab l i shes a l i nk between love and d e a t h . 

In the 'Calamus' sec t ion , the poem "Scented Herbage of 

my B reas t " , stands as an e x p l i c i t proc lamat ion of t h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between love and d e a t h . "Death is beaut i fu l (What 

indeed is f i n a l l y beaut i fu l except death and love ?") ( 1 . 17 ) . 

Since love is the t r u t h of l i f e , the hear t of the poem is 

a genuinely t rag ic recogni t ion tha t to l i v e is to l o v e , and to love is 

to lose. Love is the beginning of l i f e and also i ts end . Th is acknowle­

dgement l i f t s the poet to a k i n d of exa l ta t ion and death becomes 
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beaut i fu l to h i m . Walt Whi tman's love is so strong tha t i t must f i nd 

some means of re lease . Since l i f e denies t h i s f u l f i l m e n t , death is the 

only way open to i t . 

"The h igh soul of l overs welcomes death most" (1.24) 

since to love is to lose. The f i na l secret of l i f e is rese rved fo r the 

lovers that the ' r ea l r e a l i t y ' of l i f e is love and d e a t h . The poem 

imp l ies that man is born fo r defeat because the need of the hear t is 

not met by l i f e . So the only course open to h im is to s t o i c a l l y meet 

h i s f a t e . 

"Death or l i f e I am i nd i f f e ren t - my soul 

dec l ines to p re fe r " { 1 , 23) 

The exa l ta t ion is the exa l ta t ion of passing beyond hope and i l l us ion to 

a knowledge of what l i f e and death f i n a l l y a r e . Death is welcomed 

because i t is the u l t ima te t r u t h of l i f e . Walt Whitman also wrote 

about sex , f r equen t l y and w i t h a f rank enthus iasm, wh i ch earned fo r 

h im the reputa t ion of being ' d i s g r a c e f u l ' His w r i t i n g in 1855 - " the 

procreant urge of the w o r l d . . . . a lways sex , . . . a lways a 

breed of l i f e " , s tuck as a nas t i y image p r a c t i c a l l y in every b o d y ' s 

m i n d . But to h im the subject of sex was a form of l i t e r a r y rea l i sm 

and he wrote about i t r e p e a t e d l y . 

"Through me f o rb i dden v o i c e s . 

Voices of sexes and l u s t , vo ices 

Ve i led and 1 remove the v e i l . " 

(Song of Myse l f ) 

I t cannot be sa id that Emi ly Dick inson t o t a l l y neglected the sexual 

aspect of a man/woman r e l a t i o n s h i p . She wrote about des i r e w i t h an 

almost equ iva len t in te res t as Whitman -

No man moved me - t i l l the T ide 

Went past my Simple shoe -

And past my Apron - and my Be l t 
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And past my Boddice too -

And made as He would eat me up " . ( J . 520) 

But hers are not the k i n d of sexual poems that can be 

ca l led revo lu t i ona ry l i k e Wh i tman ' s . *^er sexual statements are subt le 

and are hence often over looked and eas i l y f o rgo t t en . 

Since Emi ly D i ck inson ' s "business is c i r c u m f e r e n c e ' , Hi'er 

p re-occupat ion is the human consciousness. She remar l^ , ' tha t the B ib le 

is the 'Cen t re ' and her concern is the "C i r cumfe rence" . Her poet ic 

outpour ings are the b r i l l i a n t p leasures she exper ienced in the process 

of d i s rega rd ing the doc t r ines and d i s ca rd i ng the convent iona l l y accepted 

Ch r i s t i an Cod and dogma. Suit a deep ly re l i g ious poet l i k e Emi ly 

Dickinson was in constant search of a re legion and Cod to f a l l back 

upon. So she evov led fo r he r se l f a personal r e l i g i on in the presence 

of wh ich she feels p e r f e c t l y at case. Ta lk ing about her personal Qod 

w i t h c h i l d l i k e s i m p l i c i t y she w r i t e s -

"Cod is indeed a Jealous God - " (J.1719) or ca l l s Him "Papa above ; " 

{ J . 15) I t is aga in , her fee l ing of closeness to Cod wh i ch leads her to 

remark of Him as ' 'Banker , Bu rg l a r , F a t h e r " , ( J . 49) or t h i n k of Him 

as her "Dim companion" . ( J . 275) 

For Walt Whi tman, Cod whether be a person or a 

d i v i n i t y , or a l i f e - f o r c e , expresses Himsel f in the s p i r i t and passions 

of man. 

"And I say to mank ind , be not cur ious about Cod 

I see Cod each hour of twenty four . . . . In the faces 

of men and women. 1 see Cod and in my own face in the 

g l a s s " . ("Song of M y s e l f " ) , sect ion 48 ) . 

Walt Whi tman's Goid is a l l encompassing, he expresses i den t i f i ca t i on 

w i t h Cod, w i t h a l l men and women and w i t h na tu re ' s v a r i e t y . 

"And I know tha t the hand of Cod is the 
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Promise of my own. 

And I know tha t the s p i r i t of god is the 

b r o t h e r of my own. 

And tha t a i l the men ever born are also my 

b r o t h e r s , and the women my s i s te r s and l o v e r s . 

And tha t a Kelson of the creat ion is l ove . 

And l i m i t l e s s are leaves s t i f f or d rop ing 

in the f i e l d s . 

And brown ants in the l i t t l e we l l s beneath 

them. 

And mossy scabs of worm fence, h e a p ' d 

stones, e l d e r , mul le in and poke -weed " 

(Song of M y s e l f ' - s e c t i o n s ) 

Such a mys t i ca l exper ience leads Walt Whitman to a form 

of be l ie f . , i t is a revea la t ion that the se l f is inseperab le from i ts 

Creator - Cod. Here Walt Whitman e x h i b i t s , as many c r i t i c s b e l i e v e , a 

marked a f f i n i t y w i t h the Hindu Vedant ic though t . Malcolm Cowley in 

h i s " In t roduc t i on to Whi tman's complete Verse and p r o s e " , (1948) 

suggests tha t 'Song of M y s e l f is be t te r understood when cons idered in 

re la t ion to the greater mys t i ca l p h i l o s o p h y of Ind ia as expounded in 

the Bhagavad Cite and the Upanishads. 

Cowley is not alone in d i scove r ing t h i s s t r i k i n g k i n s h i p 

between Whitman and the ancient Hindu s c r i p t u r e s in thought and 

expe r i ence . Quite a few American readers of Leaves of Crass over 

these one hundred years have recognized these cor respondences. When 

Thoreau read i t in 1855, he remarked tha t the book was " w o n d e r f u l l y 

l i k e the O r i e n t a l s " , and Emerson found in i t a m i x tu re of the Bhagavad 

Cita and the New York Hera ld . There is no es tab l i shed evidence tha t 

Walt Whitman had any f i r s t hand knowledge of the Hindu S c r i p t u r e s . 

The only d i r e c t ev idence of h i s enthusiasm fo r Ind ia is perhpas h i s 

poem "Passage to I n d i a " , but i t revea ls no p rec i se knowledge about the 

coun t r y . Yet the re ex i s t s a strong a f f i n i t y between h i s thought and the 

Hindu Vadas. The ' S e l f tha t is the \ /edantic 'A tman ' or the i n d i v i d u a l 
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soul is inseparab le f rom i ts c rea to r or the Vedant ic "Brahma" - the 

surpreme sould of c r e a t i o n . The soul or ' A t m a n ' , and the creator or 

'B rahma ' is one, each is a mani festat ion of the o t h e r . Consider ing the 

po in t tha t America showed cons iderab le enthusiasm fo r Hindu 

ph i l osoph i ca l ideas ; i t is l i k e l y tha t Walt Whitman read the Engl ish 

t rans la ted ve rs i on of the Bhagavad Cita wh i ch became a v a i l a b l e there 

by the t ime he wrote Leaves of Crass. 

Any s tudy of Emi ly Dick inson would remain incomplete 

w i thou t r e f e r r i n g to Ralph Waldo Emerson, another contemporary poet 

and e s s a y i s t . His con t r i bu t i on to the development of American l i t e r a t u r e 

make h im an impor tant f i gu re in i ts h i s t o r y . Emerson had an 

astonish ing ef fect upon h i s con temporar ies . I t was Emerson who was 

respons ib le fo r b r ing ing Whitman " to a b o i l " , a f te r he read h i s 

(Emerson 's) essays . 

Emerson convinced both Whitman and Emi ly Dick inson tha t 

poe t ry had the power of t ransforming the hab i t s of percept ion and 

t he reby b r ing ing in new l i g h t into the w o r l d . Emerson saw the poet as 

" an Emperor in h i s own r i g h t " . He f u r t h e r says : "The poet has a 

new thought , he has a whole new exper ience to u n f o l d , he w i l l t e l l us 

how i t was w i t h h i m , and a l l men w i l l be the r i c h e r in h i s fo r tune . 

For the exper ience of each new age requ i res a new confess ion, and the 

w o r l d seems a lways wa i t ing fo r i ts p o e t " . 

Whi le Whi tman's idea of the poet is s i m i l a r to that of 

Emerson 's , as the pre face of Leaves of Crass, ( 1855) p roves ; Emi ly 

Dick inson never f e l t so se r ious l y about the ro le of the poe t . Perhaps 

that is why she p r e f e r r e d to stay away f rom the l i m e - l i g h t . 

1 1 . "The p o e t " . Essays : Second Series, The complete Works of Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, ed Edward Waldo Emerson, Centenary Ed i t i on 
(Boston : Haughton M i f f l i n , 1903 - 1904). 
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Emerson's essays about L o v e ' , ' N a t u r e ' , ' F r i e n d s h i p ' , 

'The O v e r s o u l ' , ' A r t ' , can be termed as a granary of in te l lec tua l 

ideas . Even Emi ly D ick inson , who dec la red to have no in teres t in her 

American male coun te rpa r t s , cou ld not escape the impress ion of 

Emerson's w r i t i n g . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , Emi ly D i ck inson ' s unique w r i t i n g on va r ious 

sub jects of Death, Love , Cod, Nature and I m m o r t a l i t y , p roves that she 

was beyond being impressed , and tha t she cared l i t t l e or nothing at 

a l l f o r the l i t e r a r y s tandard of her t i m e , or of anybody elses v iews 

of these . 

In h i s essay on " L o v e " , Ralph Waldo Emerson ta l ks 

e x p l i c i t l y about the a l l encompassing q u a l i t y of l o v e , and how centra l 

i t is to l i f e . 

"Love is our h ighes t w o r d , and the synonym of God . . . . 

seizes on man . . . . and works a revo lu t i on in h i s mind and body ; 

uni tes h im to h i s race , p ledges l i f e to the domest ic and c i v i l 

r e l a t i o n s , c a r r i e s h im w i t h new sympathy into na tu re , enhances the 

powere of the senses, pens the imaginat ion, adds to h i s charac ter 

hero ic and sacred a t t r i b u t e s , es tab l i shes mar r i age , and g ives 

permanence to human soc ie ty " . 

In contrast to t h i s somewhat tar-ac'tical approabh of 

Emerson, Emi l y D ick inson ' s a t t i t ude towards love is marked ly 

i d e a l i s t i c , , her lover is no o r d i n a r y man, but she is the " B r i d e of 

A w e " . When lovers meet they are " f l e s h l e s s " . Love has i t s roots in 

her re l i g ious consciousness. So she misses out the poignancy and 

burning des i r e of the p h y s i c a l s ide of love in almost a l l her love 

poems. Even wherever sex is h i n ted at , i t is done in a most 

decorous manner. I t appears that Emi ly Dick inson has given love a 

s p i r i t u a l magnitude and a re l i g i ous ove r tone . 
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Emerson's a f f i rma t i on about s p i r i t u a l love is as strong as 

tha t of Emi ly D ick inson ' s as i t f i nds express ion in such beaut i fu l l ines 

as -

"One beaut i fu l sou l ' becomes the door through wh i ch 

a l l t rue and pure sou ls ' may be apprehended and 
1 2 

che r i shed . . . . " 

Just the same, Emerson was never squeamish about sex 

though he showed no undue in te res t in i t , in the narrow sense. He 

recognized f r a n k l y the importance of the power to rouse pass ion . So he 

w r i t e s in one of h i s poems tha t love is f u t i l e minus i ts e l e c t r i f y i n g 

q u a l i t y to d r i v e one mad" w i t h sweet d e s i r e . " 

Emi ly D i ck inson ' s "Abso lu te R e a l i t y " , and Emerson's 

" o v e r s o u l " , are synonymous t e r m s . These are personal names g iven by 

the poets to adress Cod. Abandoning the C h r i s t i a n Cod and dogma, 

Emi ly Dick inson created her own homely Cod and re l i g i on to cater to 

her needs. 

Emerson's ' O v e r s o u l ' is Cod, whom he sees incarnated in 

Man. Emerson's f a i t h in Cod is e x p l i c i t l y expressed when he says " I 

and the Father are one" . Nature too , appreared to Emerson as" a 

p ro jec t ion of Cod in the uncouscious" , an i n f e r i o r incarnat ion of the 

D iv ine than tha t wh i ch have been ache ived in man. Emi ly D ick inson 's 

approach to Nature is r e f r e s h i n g l y new, hav ing the bees, w i n d s , b i r d s 

and b o b o l i n k s , w i t h i n the c i rcumference of her consciousness. In 

comparison to Emi l y D ick inson , Walt Whi tman's a t t i t ude towards Nature 

is never so pe rsona l . I t is undeniable tha t he uses the sea, the 

mocking b i r d s , the leaves and g rass , and t r e e s , as a means to express 

many of h i s personal ideas and expe r iences . Walt Whitman sees Cod 

mani fested in Nature and man. So, fo r h im the re is a close a f f i n i t y 

12. Edward Wagen Knecht, Potrait of a Balanced Soul. New York 
Ox fo rd U n i v e r s i t y Press , 1974. ( P. 136) . 
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between man. Nature and Cod. Whitman at best is a v i s i o n a r y , and 

see^s beyond h i s w o r l d to what i t might b e . Accord ing to h im nature 

m i r r o r s the one s ingle and u l t ima te t r u t h of l i f e , w h i c h is d e a t h . 

A p p / a r e n t l y , Emi ly Dick inson and Walt Whitman 

complement each o t h e r , and appear r a t he r co -ope ra t i ve in t h e i r a r t i s t i c 

s t ra teg ies of def iance of convent ions. 

Whi le Emi ly D ick inson ' s r e v o l t is tha t of ' i nwardness ' 

and se l f - imposed iso la t ion f rom soc ie t y . Whi tman's definance of i t 

assumed a miss ionary z e a l . His a t tempt was to create " an ideal out of 

h i s own personal des i res and then a d v e r t i s e i t as " Amer ica" fo r 

popular consumpt ions" . 

In res i s t i ng the power fu l cur ren t of an European 

t r a d i t i o n , American poe t ry began to make i ts own waves . Whitman was 

the ch ie f Oarsman. He never looked back w i t h longing at London he 

had never seen, or at the Europe he had never r e v e r e d . Others 

fo l lowed him - some o b v i o u s l y , some sec re t l y ; and a s ingular poet 

Emi ly D ick inson , wrote out of a s i tua t ion so un ive rsa l tha t i t was 

beyond n a t i o n a l i t y . She was a c h i l d of Pur i tan New England, born too 

late to l i v e by the i n h e r i t e d formula of P u r i t a n i s m . Ih'M corrjtrast t o 

Whitman who i n h e r i t e d nothing and was f ree to welcome the new age, 

Emi ly Dick inson faced her age and background w i t h the desperat ion of 

one who feared to lose anyth ing because of her sens i t i ve and non­

conformis t na tu re . 

14. K e l l e r , P 292. 
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C H A P T E R - III 

Emily Dickinson's Stylistic Strategies 

Emily Dickinson's poetic sensibility, even 

during her early and impressionable years of her poetic 

career, exhibits a new awareness of form and meaning. 

Her poetic Sensibility does not conform to the cult of 

sentiment of her day to create a parallel literature 

of sentiment. Contrary to it, she harnesses it to the 

creation of a poetry of non-sentiment. 

Emily Dickinson's initial attempt to establish 

herself as a poet, failed simply because Higginson could 

not classify the four poems she sent him for his approval.. 

In 1891 Higginson wrote an article describing this early 

correspondence. 

"The impression of a wholly new and original 

poetic genious / was as distinct on my mind at the first 

reading of these four poê ms as it is now after thirty 

years of further knowledge, and with it came the problem 

never yet solved, what place ought to be assigned in 

literature to what is so remarkable, yet so elusive of 

criticism". 

The article "Experiments in poetry : Emily 

Dickinson and Sidney Lanier", traces the influence 

of contemporary events in America upon poetry. It further 

states that by the year 1870, America underwent the tumu-

"Experiments In poetry" : Emily Dickinson and Sidney 
Lanier" in Literary History of the United States. 
ed.Robert E. Spiller Willard Thorp, Thomas H.Johnson, 
Henry Seidel Canly Richard M. Ludurg.(London: Collier 
MacMillan Limited, 1969) 



( 44 ) 

-Itous phase of the shattering war between the North 

and South/ simultaneously with the advent of new science 

and new industrialism. The result was that all the poets 

sensed the moral problems posed by the new science. 

The article points out to Lanier's "Psalm of West", as.\ 

celebrating the national spectacle. It rounds up by 

picking up on Emily Dickinson and Lanier among the few 

poets who "had begun to recognize the power of fresh 

realistic material communicated by blunt, experimental 

methods This conflict between the new realism 

and the old conservatism, encouraged experiment by a 

few poets such as Dickinson and Lanier - experiments 

with new attitude and techniques which were still contained 

. . 2 

within the straining Old patterns". 

To say that Emily Dickinson experimented 

with new techniques would be too far fetched an opinion 

for a person who admits, "I don't know anything more 

about affairs in the world, than if I was in a trance". 

She was capable of shutting out all distractions from 

her life and living a cloistered life with her 'Bees' 

and 'Bobolinks'. Emily Dickinson seemed blissfully unaware 

of the world around her. Whether the war made any impact 

on her remains an uncertainty , for nowhere in her poems 

she mentions it. Her grand theme is, life as it is involved 

in her life, and she declines to take the other option 

-her soul. Only because she kr^w her own world so well, 

would she venture to meditate other worlds. 

What Emily Dickinson felt and thought took 

2. Ibid P. 899. 
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shape in a spontaneous array of images, words, and symbols. 

Hers was not a conscious effort to establish a new form 

and technique in the field of poetry. The force behind 

her new stylistic strategies lay within her and not outside 

her. John Lynen's remark that "She stands apart, as 

indifferent to the literary movements of her day as to 

3 its great event," strongly substantiate this point. 

Emily Dickinson wrote in her extraordinary 

diction, her imagery is tremendous in implication, her 

swift condensations win the most reluctant. The paradox 

that forms the pivotal point in her life is her deeply 

religious nature, refuting the doctrinal aspect of Christi­

anity. It is the mythopoeic imagination of Emily Dickinson 

which creates for her religion "of a heightened conscious­

ness based, not on the arguments, but on suggestive images 

which she calls "the Emblem". The metaphor symbols, 

images, that she employs to convey that experience are 

4 
emblems in her poetry " 

H,er Use of metaphor is the most revelatory 

aspect of her genius, and so her letters and poems defy 

literalness in interpretation. In the words of Dennis 

Donoghue, 

"with Emily Dickinson's poem in view, it 

is only a minor extravagance to say that 

nearly everything is sensibility". 

3. Lynen, p.126. 
4. Anantharaman - p.116. 
5. Dennis Donoghue - "Emily Dickinson", Six American 

Poets from Emily Dickinson to the Present: An 
Introduction : ed. A Tate (Minnea Polls University 
of Ninnesota Press, 1969) p.31. 
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An analysis of a few of her symbols in her 

poems will bear out this statement. The imagery that 

contained for Emily Dickinson a special symbolic meaning 

is that of royalty, particularly the image of 'king'. 

In the poem "I have a king who does not speak" (J. 103), 

'king' is made out to be a lover. His silence evokes 

certain reaction in the mind of the narrator. The king 

is also the narrator's source of inspiration, a guide 

to the poet's genius. Since the silent king cannot inspire 

the poet through words, the poet awaits the night, when 

the latter may confront with dreams of inspiration. 

" Half glad when it is night, and sleep. 

If, haply thro' a dream, to peep 

In parlors, shut by day. 

And if I do - when morning comes -

It is as if a hundred drums 

Did round my pillow roll. 

And shouts fill all my childish sky,. 

and bells keep saying "victory" 

From steeple in my soul;" 

And if I don't - the little bird 

within the orchard, is not heard. 

And I omit to pray 

"Father, thy will be done" today 

For my will goes the other way. 

And it were perjury;" 

(J. 103) 

The symbolic narration in the poem is far 

from the conventional mode. The 'parlor' image is attributed 

with different meanings in different poems. In the above 
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quoted poem 'parlor' is the source of inspiration for 

the poet. During the day the 'parlor' is too noisy to 

allow the mind access to inspiration, and so the suitable 

time is the night when sleep comes with dreamy enchantment. 

In the poem "The day came slow - till Five 

0' clock", parlor is used to mean daylight : "A guest 

in this stupendous place - The parlor - of the day. " 

(St.iVfl. 1,3,4.) presents a literal usage. 

Parlor gains a sinister colour in the poem 

"The grave my little cottage is" (J. 1743). Here 'parlor' 

is a place for receiving the dead ones. 

Another important word in Emily Dickinson's 

poems is "victory". In the poem "Delayed till she had 

ceased to know", stresses the meaning of lifes triumph 

over death. 

".... who knows but this surrendered face 

were undefeated still? 

Oh if there may departing be 

Any forgot by victory 

In her imperial round -

Show them this meek appareled thing 

That could not stop to be a king -

Doubtful if it be crowned;" 

(J.58. St.II., 1.1,5,6, and St.Ill) 

The poem "Triumph may be of several kinds" 

- (J. 455) enumerates 'Triumph' in varied stages, as 

when "Death is overcome by Faith", 'Triumph of Truth' 

in the 'Mind'; and 'Triumph' over 'Temptation'. 
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"Triumph - may be of several kinds -

There's triumph in the Room 

When the Old Imperator - Death -

By Faith - be overcome -

There's Triumph of the finer Mind 

When Truth - affronted long -

Advance unmoved - to Her Supreme -

Her God - Her only Throng -

A Triumph - when Temptation's Bride 

Be slowly handed back -

One Eye upon the Heaven renounced -

And One - upon the Rack -

Severer triumph - by Himself 

Experienced - who pass 

Acquitted - from that Naked Bar -

Jehovah's countenance - ". 

In a few other poems (J.42,67,690) Emily 

Dickinson uses the word 'Victory' in its most common 

place meaning. 

Emily Dickinson's symbols are founded on 

a wide and reversible elasticity of meaning. Any attempt 

to confine the meanings to a single subject ruling out 

probability of other subjects would amount to inconsistency. 
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The following poan illustrates the point 

"I met a king this afternoon; 

He had not on a crown indeed, 

A little palm leaf Hat was all. 

And he was barefoot, I'm afraid; 

But sure I am he Ermine wore, 

Beneath this faded Jacket's blue -

And sure I am, the crest he bore 

Within the jacket's pocket too ;" 

For 'twas too stately for an earl 

A Marquis would not go so grand; 

'Twas possibly a Czar petite -

Pope or something of that kind; 

If I must tell, you, of a Horse 

My freckled Monarch held the rein 

Doubtless an estimable Beast, 

But not at all disposed to run ; 

And such a wagon ; While I live 

Dare I presume to see 

Another such a vehicle 

As then transported me ; 

Two other ragged Princes 

His royal state partook ; 

Doubtless the first excursion 

These sovereigns ever took ; 

I question if the Royal Coach 
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She explains the 'Barefoot Estate' as Emily Dickinson 

7 
"conception of the unique quality of her poetry". 

According to Miller the poem is "a dramatic 

rendering of the nature of her verse. How sure she is 

of the unique quality of her poetry. How indifferent 

to the gait of the horse, but not the wagon . . . one 

can enjoy her private assessment of editors, those ragged 

princes of their first excursion into such poetry as 

hers."^ 

Theodora Ward reads 'king' as the symbol 

9 
for a living person who "held God like potentialities." 

But the outer analogue of Sts. iv.v and vi, 

and the mock-serious vein of the entire poem, makes it 

difficult to attribute to the king symbol 'God like poten­

tialities ' . 

James Reeves comments : "The king; is usually 

her lost lover, husband, master, the queen is herself". 

This reflection is based on very narrow and exclusive 

grounds. 

The two poems illustrated that Emily Dickinson's 

use of the 'king' symbolism is much more varied than 

what James Reeves states. 

Another fully exploited symbol of Emily Dickinson 

is the flower - bee imagery. . In her first valentine 

7. Ruth Miller, The Poetry of Emily Dickinson (Middletown: 
Western University Press, 1968, Pg.l04) 

8. Ibid (Pg. 106) 
9. Theodora Ward - The Capsule of the Mind : Chapters in the 

Life of Emily Dickinson (Cambridge, Mass : Harvard Univer­
sity Press - 1961. Pg.50) 

10.James Reeves, "Emily Dickinson". Commitment to Poetry 
(London : Heinemann, 1969 P.198). 
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Round which the Footmen wait 

Has the significance, on high. 

Of his Barefoot Estate ; (J.166) 

The 'king' in the poem, and the usual image 

of a royal personage provides for the paradox in the 

poem, and helps in the identification of the idiosyncrasies 

of the royal being. The poem opens with the startling 

description of the king wearing a "Little Palm-leaf Hat" 

instead of a crown. He is 'barefoot' too. The third stanza 

highlights the difficulty in precisely identifying the 

royal state of the 'king*. A connection between the 'Bare­

foot Estate' of the poem and the 'Barefoot Rank' mentioned 

in her (Emily Dickinson's) letter to Higginson, is not 

improbable. In the third letter written to Higginson 

after she accepted her destiny as an artist who in her 

life time would remain unknown, she goes on to say -

" . . . . If fame belonged to me, I could 

lot not escape her-if she did not, the longest day would 

oass me on the chase -and the approbation of my Dog, 

rfould forsake me -then. My Barefoot -Rank is better 

RuthMiller associates the imagery of 'Barefoot 

Estate' in the poem to the 'Barefoot Ranks' of the letter. 

6. Letters to Higginson in June 1862. 
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of 1850 the reference is there of -

"The bee doth court the^flower, the flower 

his suit receives 

And they make merry wedding, whose guests 

Are hundred leaves," (J. 1) 

As a student of Botany Emily Dickinson took 

keen interest in the facts of science which she used 

later for the symbolic purpose of her art. 

Emily Dickinson used the flower-bee symbolism 

on two levels : Poetry and Love. 

On the level of poetry Emily Dickinson equates 

the Bee to a hummer-poet. 

Like the nectar of the Hippocrene that inspired 

the muse so does the nectar of the flowers inspire the 

hummer-poet. 

This association, of the humming of the Bees 

with poetry is also found in Keats and Emerson. 

Keats in his 'Endymion' writes -

"Many and many a verse I hope to write 

. . . .and ere yet the bees 

Hum about globes of clover and sweet peas 

I must be near the middle of my story." 

(Endymion Bk I, L.1.49,51 - 53) 

Emerson also described the Humming Bees thus: 

"Burly, dozing humble bee. 

Where thou art is clime for me 

Zig zag steerer desert cheerer, 

Let me chase thy waving line. 
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Singing over shurbs and vines 

Hot midsummer's petted crone, 

Sweet to me thy drowsy tone 

Tells of countless sunny hours. 

Long days, and solid banks of flowers", 

("The Humble - Bee", sts. I, IV) 

On the level of love, the flower-bee symbolism 

stands for earthly love. The imaginative texture of 

Emily Dickinson's poems on love intermingles with the 

scientific fact of pollination of flowers and the collection 

of honey-dew by the bee, to colour its meaning and shape 

its design. 

"Come slowly - Eden! 

Lips unused to Thee -

Bashful - sip thy Jessamines -

As the fainting Bee -

Reaching late his flower. 

Round her chamber hums -

Counts his nectars -

Enters - and is lost in Balms ". 

(J. 211) 

That the 'Eden' image for Emily Dickinson had two levels 

of meaning can be illustrated by an analysis of the follow­

ing poem -

"Paradise is that old mansion 

Many owned before 

Occupied by each an instant 

Then reversed the Door -

Bliss is frug'̂ ali of her leases 
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Adam taught her thrift 

Bankrupt once through his excesses" - (J.1119) 

In the former poem (J.211) 'Eden' most appropri­

ately stands for the state of physical love. The latter 

poem (J. 1119) projects the image of the garden of Eden. 

Physical love is here equated to the primal experience 

in the garden of Eden, mainly in its short duration and 

abrupt ending. 

In the poem (J. 211) 'Bashful' suggests the 

moment of hesitancy and torment, felt just on the verge 

of total surrender to the bliss of love. The Bee 'counts' 

his nectars and 'enters' the flower "and is lost in Balms" 

- suggests the sensuously over-powering effect of "Jessamines". 

The same rapacious advance of the lover bee is found 

in "Did the Hareball loose her girdle" (J. 213). 

The ecstacy of consummated love (as imagined 

by the poet) signified by 'Eden' is well expressed in 

the poem (J.249). 

"Wild Nights - Wild Nights ! 

Were I with thee 

Wild Nights, should be 

Our luxury ! 

Futile - the winds -

To a Heart in port 

Done with the compass -

Done with the chart ! 

Rowing in Eden -

Ah, the sea ! 
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Might I but Moor - Tonight 

In Thee ! " 

In its obvious meaning the poem is a longing 

for sensuous consummation of love instilled with the 

awareness of its brevity. When the heart finds its harbour 

of love, - 'port', the tumult of its wild passion cannot 

be subdued by the tumult of the winds outside the port. 

The fact that Emily Dickinson took a keen 

interest in contemporary women writers especially the 

Bronte's, George Eliot and Elizabeth Browning, helps 

in establishing a connection of the Flower-Bee symbolism 

between Emily Dickinson and Elizabeth Browning. 

In "A Dead Rose", Elizabeth Browning makes 

a distinct allusion to the amorous function of the bee: 

"The bee that once did suck thee 

And build thy perfumed ambers up his hive. 

And swoon in thee for joy, till scarce alive. 

If passing now, - would blindly overlook 

thee'. 

Marjory A. Bald's opinion that Emily Dickinson 

found in Elizabeth Browning a Poetic model and she turned 

to her instinctly, does not seem totally irrelevant. 

The word 'home' has become an archetypal 

symbol in Emily Dickinson's religious poetry. 'home' 

is used by her variantly to mean immortality, God and 

Heaven. 

Her three poems, "The feet of People Walking 

11. Marjory A"̂  Bald, Women Poets ôf 'the 19th Century. 
(New York Russell 1963 P.276) . _ .„ 
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Home", (J. 7) "Tho' I Get Home - How Late - How Late-"-

(J.207) "I Years Had Been From Home", (J. 609) show how 

the symbols of Home has been used in different situations. 

In the first poem, (J.7) Emily Dickinson's approach to 

immortality is markedly within the framework of Christianity-

"Death, but our rapt attention 

To immortality. (J.7 St.ILL.17 - 8) 

The 'Crocus' in st.I, line three, symbolizes 

resurrection. Crocus is an early spring flower that 

lie dead under bed of wintry snow, only to bloom again 

with the coming of spring. The third stanza -

"My figures fail to tell me 

How far the village lies -

Whose peasants are the Angels -

Whose cantons dot the skies -" (J.7) 

established the expanse of the 'village'- the Heaven 

- which is unfathomable by mortal beings. The poem conclude 

with the adoration of "that Dark", and the concept of 

resurrection being introduced again. 

In the poem 'Tho' I get home how late - How 

Late-, the narrator is imagining how "transporting that 

moment (J.207 st.I L.7) will be, a moment which is "brewed 

from decades of Agony I" (st. I. L-8, J. 207) when she 

will reach 'home'. Her arrival will be delayed but the 

very fact that she will reach home will compensate for 

her belated arrival. The narrator in her consciousness, 

imagines the moment of 'Ecstasy' when in the "descending 

dumb and dark" (st.I L.5) night she will reach home and 

the inhabitants of the house will await her arrival expect-
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antly. The remarkable point of the poem is that the 

poet is going forward on an endless journey which may 

take centuries but she is very optimistic about the journey. 

The first two stanzas of the poem "I years 

Had been From Home", (J. 609) Depicts the fear and doubt 

of the narrator. The narrator was away from home for 

a long period, and now when she is finally back she is 

doubtful of the welcome she will receive. 

"I dared not enter, lest a Face 

I never saw before (J.609,st.I,L.3-4) 

Stare stolid into mine 

And ask my business there -

'Tyiy business but a life I left 

Was such remaining there ?" (J.609 St.II) 

With the third stanza ambiguity enters the 

poem in both tone and imagery. 

The confident person is seen here leaning 

" upon the Awe/I lingered with before". (J.609 St.Ill, 

L.1-2) 'Awe' is Emily Dickinson's term for God. The 

third and fourth lines of the third stanza are made up 

of abstract images and complex symbols. 

"The second line an ocean rolled 

And broke against my ear" (J.609) 

The technique of paradox employed here is 

very evident. The 'second' - the smallest unit of time 

passed like a ocean "and broke against" the narrator's 

ear. Probably the narrator underwent some kind of fleeting 

experience which shook her deeply. So greatly was she 
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affected that it transformed her into a confident person 

again; and we see her in the fourth stanza laughing 

away her fears. Towards the closure of the poem the 

narrator had gathered enough mental strength to touch 

the "Latch ....with trembling care". But soon the mood 

changes into fear lest the door opens with calamity for 

the narrator. Finally darkness and fear over come her 

and the poem concludes with the narrator defeated and 

fleeing. The poem presents a religious theme but without 

the sentiment of sanctity, remorse, prayer or apology. 

In fact the narrator though terrorised is never seen 

engaged in remorse or prayer. 

"The conventional notions of Emily Dickinson's 

day were that poetry should be close to prose in its 

grammar and syntax, and that its vocabulary should be 

more refined than that of ordinary speech " 

12 "But Emily Dickinson flouts both convention." 

Emily Dickinson's primary concern was for 

the faithful portrayal of her inner feelings and concepts. 

She sacrificed grammar for it in her poems. Her adherence 

to grammatical rules in her poems, is hardly discernible. 

The following poem will illustrate the point. 

" An anti quated trace 

Is cherished of the crow 

Because that Junior Foliage is 

disrespectful now 

12. Fryes P 203 
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To venerable Birds 

Whose corporation coat 

Would decorate oblivious 

Remotest consulate". (J.1514) 

Similarly, Emily Dickinson is indifferent to the rule 

that grass or hay has no singular form. To the horror 

of critics like Higginson she wrote : 

"The Grass so little has to do 

I wish I were a hay " (J.333, st.V L 3-4) 

The most baffling and enchanting nature of 

Emily Dickinson's art is the ambiguity with which she 

coats her poems. Most certainly, her life as we experience 

it in much of her poetry, was strife-torn because of 

"the honest duplicity with which Emily Dickinson faced 

12 her puritan background". She named this duplicity "com 

pound vision". 

Critics have traced the ambiguity in her 

poetry to this "compound vision". An analysis of Emily 

Dickinson can only reveal our inability to clarify the 

ambiguist in her. The position is deliberate enough in 

her and we can assume that she understood on some level 

the logic of the convention she helped to establish in 

American literature. While creating her ambiguity Emily 

Dickinson is not interested in the reader's multiple 

and divergent readings of her work so much as in her 

divergent and multiple reading of the universe and world. 

13. Keller, P.125 
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Her interest is not in deliberately blurring and muddling 

her thoughts for the sake of abstraction or wit, so much 

as in putting down in black and white the blur and muddle 

in her mind. For her ambiguity "represents not a polarized 

imagination or conceptual antithesis but instead, the 

14 ability to synthesize and suspend." It is not just 

the the simple antithesis or paradox, it took the rhetorical 

form in her writing in the oxymoron. 

Oxymoronbecame as Karl Keller put in : 

" a balanced contradiction opposed to resolution, 

a juxta position of conttadictory terms of equal rank and 

emphasis. 

The oxymoron as a linguistic feature of ambiguity 

in the work of Emily Dickinson evades logical conclusion 

and as such receives a reductive proportion. The result 

is the fragmentary equality of her poems as may be the 

illustrated by the following lines -

" A still volcano - life 

A quiet - Earthquake style -

The solemn - Torrid - Symbol " (J«6"01) 

For Emily Dickinson, who expostulated that 

"Faith is Doubt", the concept of ambiguity had its source 

in her religious dilemma. So God is simultaneously "Burglar 1 

(and) Banker ". (J. 49) 

14. Ibid. P. 129 

15. Ibid. P. 129 



( 61 ) 

Her repertoire reveals a mind who believed in 

telling the truth "but to t§ll it slant" -

"An Necromancy Sweet :" (J. 127) 

"Delight despair at setting (J. 1299) 

"Crisis is sweet" (J.1416) 

"Safe despair it is that raves ...(J.1243) 

"How ruthless are the gentle". (J.1439) 

"Anecdotes of air in Dungeons 

Here sometimes proved deadly sweet :" (J.119) 

Emily Dickinson's interest in the inherent ambiguity 

of words themselves is a very modern aspect of her writing. 

The word modern is a very elusive and relative 

term - it escapes final definition. Yet it is generally 

concded that with the advent of Mark Twain, Herman Melville 

and Walt Whitman, American literature became modern. 

Whitman wrote about America and Democracy. Whitman 

was himself a condition that he called "America". So he 

has been considered a national poet, the spokesman of his 

age. 

Away from the limelight enjoyed by the celebrity 

Walt Whitman, stowed away in a small town was Emily Dickinson, 

an equally important poet of unique qualities. Walt Whitman 

appeared on the American literary scene in the role of Messaih. 

Emily Dickinson struggled with her private self, with the 

baffling questions of her soul. 
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An analysis of both the poets will establish 

the fact that both Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson shared 

a close affinity in their use of stylistic strategies 

in their art, the former was acknowledged and appreciated 

because he declared he wrote for a nation; the latter 

unknown and neglected because she chose to be a private 

poet. 

Walt Whitman's modernism is reflected in 

his way of thinking which certainly was different from 

his age^ he thought ahead of his time. His Leaves of 

'Grass is an exquisite display of free verse, reflecting 

in its flowing lines the theme of liberty basic to the 

book. The easily discernible factor in the Leaves of 

Grass is the bond between the freedom he discovered in 

himself and his country, expressed in free and easy poetic 

diction. 

It has been a difficult job for critics to 

decide the particular niche to which Walt Whitman belong. 

To him has been simultaneously assigned the titles of 

- poet of sex, poet of religion, poet of democracy, poet 

of mysticism. It is astonishing that Walt Whitman's 

Leaves of Grass can be quoted to support any of these 

epithets. Whitman himself acknowledges this multiplicity 

when he remarks -

"Do I contradict myself ? 

Very well than I contradict myself 

(I am large, I contain multitudes".) 

(Song of Myself) 
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Way back in 1891 Higginson had to face the same difficulty 

while classifying Emily Dickinson's poems, and he admits 

that even after the passage of thirty years, he was not 

in a better position to reach at a satisfying answer. 

Emily Dickinson still evades all criticism because she 

too is "large", and "contains multitudes". However there 

is a basic difference between the two poets. Though 

outwardly Whitman could easily embrace contradictions 

he was ruthless in his consistency with the self. The 

vision in Whitman that remained constant was of the invio­

late self. The opening line of "Leaves of Grass" expresses 

it plainly - ' '""~-

"Ones' - self I sing, a simple separate person". 

Emily Dickinson's life as we see reflected 

in much of her poetry was strife - torn, revolving round 

the contradiction between 'Faith' and 'Doubt'. So the 

ambiguity in her poems. 

Through her unique style, Emily Dickinson 

turns away from the traditional concept of poetry because 

only by doing so, could she express fully the visions 

of a mind which did not "conform" - and stood "apart" 

from her generation. 

oooooooooo 
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C O N C L U S I O N 

To a r r i v e at a f a i r l y accurate answer as to what slnaped 

Emi ly D i ck inson ' s a t t i t ude towards her themes of Love , Death Re l ig ion , 

Cod and Immor ta l i t y ; i t is necessary to s tudy her poet ic ca r re r 

against a w ide pe r spec t i ve of her re l i g i ous background and her t imes . 

Emi ly Dick inson though born of a Pur i tan h e r i t a g e , found 

the C h r i s t i a n theo log ica l f ramework i nsuppo r t ab le . As ea r l y as the age 

of seventeen t h i s rea l i sa t i on dawned upon h e r , and she admits standing 

alone in r e b e l l i o n , u n l i k e her f r i ends who responded to the ca l l of 

Cod. She was not w i l l i n g to g i ve up the w o r l d she l o v e d , fo r any 

r e l i g i o n . The p r i c e she p a i d was h e a v y . She was forced to depar t from 

the Holyoke Female Seminary. Th is was the s ta r t i ng po in t of her l i f e -

long i n d i v i d u a l s t r ugg le , her r e b e l l i o n wh ich she termed as "Fa i t h is 

Doub t " . 

Emi ly Dick inson wrote in a l e t t e r in 1850 -

"The path of duty looks v e r y ugly 

indeed - and the place where I want to 

go more amiable - a great deal - i t is so 

much easier to do wrong than r i g h t - so 

much p leasanter to be e v i l than good, I d o n ' t 

wonder tha t good angels \weep - and bad 

ones sing songs 

Emi l y D ick inson 's rwn l i f e was a .'cind of dev ia t i on from 

the l i f e of the young g i r l s of her age. Even at the un r i pgSge of 

t h i r t een Emi ly Dick inson looked upto Benjamin Newton as her p recep to r 

who she c l a ims , taught her ' Immorlial i t y ' . IH,er f a the r w.is perhaps the 

only man in her l i f e to impar t in her young mind a long last ing 

1 . Le t te rs P. 82 

file:///weep
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impression of secur i ty , strength and integr i ty . So she remarked at his 

death -

" h i s hear t was pure and t e r r i b l e , and I t h i n k no o ther 

l i k e i t ex i s t s " . 

Gossip sa id tha t her f a t h e r ' s possessiveness prevented 

both he r s e l f and her s i s t e r Lav in ia f rom get t ing mar r i ed and leaving 

the house. But the re is doubt as to how fa r t h i s fact is au then t i c . 

Perhaps the most predominant fac to r among the Dickinsons 

was a strong closeness and fam i l y f e e l i n g . Strangely enough even such 

closeness could not bend Emi ly D i ck inson ' s mind to fo l l ow her Fami ly 

into church membersh ip dur ing the local awakenings that swept Amherst 

between eighteen f o r t y to s i x t y t w o . In t h i s connection her fee l ings are 

of regret -

" I am standing alone in r e b e l l i o n and growing v e r y 

careless . I am one of the l inger ing bad ones." 

In her late twent ies she looked despera te ly fo r 

a l t e rna t i ves to the church -

"The charms of the Heaven in the bush are superseded, 

2 
I f ea r , by the Heaven in the hand occassional l y " 

When g i r l s of her age bus ied themselves w i t h va r ious 

social engagements, Emi l y Dick inson chose to l i v e a c l o i s t e red l i f e w i t h 

-in the boundary of her f a t h e r ' s garden , w i t h her bees, f l owers and 

b o b o l i n k s . Her pecu l ia r h a b i t of sending notes w i t h rhymed sentences, 

as condolence massages, and congra tu la to ry r e m a r k s , made her appear 

eccen t r i c . Her e c c e n t r i c i t y reached i ts peak when at t imes she would 

In M i l l i c e n t T . Bingham Emily Dickinson's Home : the Early 
Veers as Revealed in Family correspondences and Reminiscence. 
New York : Dover . 1957. 
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in 
meet v i s i t o r s n o t / p e r s o n but th rough conversat ions c a r r i e d on accross 

the wa l l of the v i s i t i n g room. De l i be ra te l y dressed in w h i t e , Emi ly 

Dickinson aopered to her c lose acquaintances l i k e Higginson, "Way Ward" , 

3 
" i nsane" , and a " P a r t i a l l y c racked poe tess" . 

Emi ly Dick inson v e r y successfu l ly res i s ted the re l ig ious 

and social conte^xt w i t h i n w h i c h she l i - / e d . Th is rebe l l iousness is 

e x p l i c i t when she w r i t e s in a l e t t e r in 1863 : "Le t Emi ly sing fo r you 

because she cannot p r a y , to keep the d a r k a w a y " . 

She obviously sees h e r s e l f as the singing bad angel . " H^ ' ' 

"S inging" ranges f rom the ba f f l i ng quest ions of her sou l - her skep t i c i sm 

about the Pur i tan i deo logy , and her non-conformis t a t t i t ude - to an 

inconsistent at tempt at "Look ing o p p o s i t e l y . For the s i te of the kingdom 

4 
of Heaven". 

She p e r s i s t e n t l y quest ions her own f a i t h in f a i t h -

" B e l i e f , i t does not f i t so we l l 

When a l t e red f requen t l y " . ( J . 1258) 

At the same t ime she is a f r a i d of t h i s doubt wh i ch may lead her to 

state as she p i c tu res -

"Why - do they shut Me out of Heaven ? 

Did I sing - too loud ?" ( J . 501) 

Though Emi ly Dick inson mastered the B i b l e , 

( i n v o l u n t a r i l y ) and i t was the model fo r the s t ruc tu re and language, 

and even themes of her poems ; she doubted i t s ideo log ica l 

a u t h e n t i c i t y . 

"Her d i ssa t i s f ac t i on w i t h the t r a d i t i o n , her quest ions of 

i ts t heo logy , her d i sca rd ing of ideas and manners expected of her -

these are the moral adjustment o f / ^ e b e l " . 

3. Jay Leda. The years and Hours of Emily Dickinson. New Hjjaven : 
/ a le U n i v e r s i t y Press , 1990. 

4 . L e t t e r , pp 551 , 420 - 2 1 . 
5. K e l l e r , p . 76. 



Through her r e b e l l i o n Emi ly Dick inson d i scove red her 

need fa r a r e l i g i on of her o'wn-

"Guess I and the B i b l e v / i l l move to some Old fashioned 

spot where w e ' l l f e l l at Home", and there also ex i s t ed in her a 

nostalg ia fo r "God 's o ld fash ioned v o w s " . 

So the search fo r the means to sa t i s f y her needs found 

express ion in her r e b e l l i o n . Th is search can also be ca l l ed a rel igicnis 

sea rch . 

The B ib le she says in the 'Cen t re ' and her concern is 

' C i r c u m f e r e n c e ' . 'C i rcumference ' is associated w i t h a heightened 

consciousness, she othen ca l l ed ' T r a n s p o r t ' . In t h i s state she speaks 

l i k e and Oracle -

" T e l l me how fa r the morning leaps . 

Te l l me what t ime the weaver s leeps . 

Who spun the b read ths of b lue " , ( J . 128) 

Through her mythopoeic imag inat ion , Emi ly Dickinson succeeds in 

i den t i t y i ng Nature w i t h Heaven -

"Heaven is what I cannot reach 

The App le on the t ree 

P rov ided ' t do hopeless hang 

That Heaven is to Me ; " . { J . 239) 

So the B i b l i c a l Baradise is w i t h i n the c i rcumference of one's g iven 

expe r ience . S i m i l a r l y the B i b l i c a l Cod is unacceptable to Emi ly 

Dickinson because He stood fo r her as a P rov i den t i a l Cod who sanctions 

a l l the unnecessary misery in l i f e and the demytho log izes Him in th i s 

manner -

"H imse l f - such a Dance". ( J . 257) 

Her personal Cod is " A w e " , "Abso lu te R e a l i t y " . She ca l l s he r se l f -

"Ci rcumference thou B r i d o of Awe" . 
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Behind t h i s facade of ser ious a t t i t u d e , Emi ly Dickinson 

v e r y often wears the mask of a naughty c h i l d and ca l l s Cod "Paoa 

above" . Sometimes she a t t ack i ng l y addresses Him as "Banker , B u r g l a r " , 

or i n t ima te l y as " My Dim Comoanion". 

Th is same m i r t h permeates her nature poems when she 

w r i t e s -

" In the name of the Bee 

and the B u t t e r f l y 

and the w i n d . Amen ; " . 

For the most pa r t Emi ly Dick inson was happy w i t h her 

s imole apprec ia t i on of Nature . I t is not strange tha t Emi ly Dickinson 

never p h i l o s o p h i z e d Nature as was in vogue by the l8/i50's ; o r o b a b i y 

because the basis of her symbo l i c w o r l d - the p ro jec t i on of her 

r ebe l l i on - is not logical arguments but suggest ive images. Her easy 

understanding of Nature is h o w e / e r , at t imes shrouded in m y s t e r y . 

Than Emi ly Dick inson admi ts -

" So impotg^nt our wisdom is 

To her S i m p l i c i t y " . ( J . 668) 

It is again f rom the notion of 'C i rcumference ' that Emi ly 

D ick inson 's concepts of Death , Love and I m m o r t a l i t y , gets expanded . 

Emi ly D ick inson ' s obsession w i t h the idea of death is 

we l l known. By being a wi tness to the death of severa l of her Fr iends 

and r e l a t i v e s , Emi ly Dick inson gathered some f i r s t hand exper ience of 

i t . Her mythopoe i c imaginat ion coupled w i t h her expe r ience , enabled 

her to ac tua l l y r e - l i v e the exper ience of the d e a d . Death, seen from 

such a close angle, lost i t s fea r fu l s ide fo r the pcet - Infact she 

welcomes death in "Because I cou ld not stop fo r D e a t h " - . She says 

death " K i n d l y " s topped fo r he r ; the word ' K i n d l y ' suggests the favour 

bestowed upon the na r ra to r by d e a t h . Emi ly Dick inson perhaps sees 

death as the u l t ima te t»-uth of l i f e ; t he re fo re she is s to ic about i ts 
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acceptance. Death fo r h e r , is also re la ted w i t h quest ions of an 

a f t e r w o r l d . but Emi l y D ick inson , ak in to a m y s t i c , be l i eved in the 

here and now. The present engulf the past and f u t u r e . Death is 

however seen by her as the gateway to i m m o r t a l i t y - i t is the union 

of the soul w i t h Cod. She sees t h i s union as the union of two l o v e r s . 

The image of Cod, the D iv ine Lover t r anspo r t i ng the poet to Heaven 

is a ' i f requent ly used metaphor . Only " f l esh less l ove r s " can f i n d Heaven 

in a gaze. So love and death apoear synonymous te rms , both having 

t h e i r roots in the re l i g i ous so i l -

"Unable are the loved to d i e 

For Lo\/e is I m m o r t a l i t y , 

Nay, i t is Dei ty -

Unable they tha t love - to d i e 

For Love re forms v i t a l i t y 

Into D i v i n i t y " . ( J . 809) 

Where love is concerned, Emi ly Dick inson neglects the 

Dhys ica l s ide of i t . I t is not tha t she never spoke about p h y s i c a l 

l ove , but wherever she d i d , i t stood independent of l o v e . The poem " 

I s ta r ted Ea r l y - Took my Dog" ( J . 520) reca l l s the poe t ' s exper ience 

when the seaadvsncing towards her g radua l l y passing her ' s i m p l e shoe' 

passed her ' A p r o n ' and her ' B e l t ' and "Past (Her) Bodice t o o " . She is 

t e r r i f i e d w i t h the advances of the sea and she admits tha t -

"No Man moved Me - t i l l the T ide 

And made, as He would eat me up -

and then - I s ta r ted too " . 

Emi ly D i ck inson ' s love is seldom consummated, the 

moment of f u l f i l l m e n t evades into a to rment , and ecstasy mingles w i t h 

p a i n , as the fo l l ow ing poem r e v e a l s . 

" I cannot l i v e w i t h you -

I t would be l i f e -

And l i f e is over there -
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Behind the s h e l f . 

The sexton keeps the key to -

Put t ing up 

Our L i f e - His Porcela in -

L i k e a cup -

D iscarded of the Housewife 

I could not d i e - w i t h you 

Nor could I r i s e w i t h y o u . 

So we must meet apar t -

You the re - 1 - here " ( J . 640) 

Though Emi ly Dick inson operated w i t h the theme;j found 

w i t h i n the t r a d i t i o n a l norms of s o c i e t y , her t reatment of the same was 

un iquely her own. 

Emi ly D ick inson ' s r ebe l l i on is not the k i n d Shel ley 

championed. For tha t m a t t e r , Shel ley and Whitman are s i m i l a r because 

they both were concerned w i t h soc ie ty and man. 

Shel l e y ' s en~de-3vour was at c reat ing a new and be t te r 

w o r l d out of the o ld worn out sys tem. Walt Whi tman's rebe l l i on too 

was somewhat of t h i s , na tu re . I t encompassed the whole of America and 

the American s o c i e t y . Whitman ca l l ed upon the Americans to wake up to 

a sense of American i d e n t i t y and d e s t i n y . In h i s preface to the Leaves 

of Crass , he dec lares tha t A ' ^ c i c a of a l l nations on ear th have the 

fu l l es t poet ica l na tu re . Ta lk ing of the poet he says : 

" h i s s p i r i t responds to h i s c o u n t r y ' s s p i r i t 

he incarnates i t s geography " . The poet is not longer to h im 

the poet w i t h the sacred mission to set f o r t h the g l o r y of Cod. The 

poet is now to be a democrat ic h e r o , a rep resen ta t i ve of the peop le , 

t h e i r p r i e s t . Whi tman's bo ld statement made in h i s 1855 preface 

perhaps shocked the reading p u b l i c , because i t was c e r t a i n l y d i f f e r e n t 

f rom what they had tasted so f a r . Whitman says -
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"The poet is one complete lover whose v e r y f l esh sha l l 

be a great poem" . 

Aqainst the o r e v a i l i n g imootence. Whitman o f fe red America him se l f as 

mate : 

"Submit to the most robust ba rd t i l l he remedy your 

ba r reness . Then you w i l l not need to adopt the he i r s 

of o thers ; you w i l l have t rue h e i r s , begotten y o u r s e l f , 

b looded upon your ov/n b l o o d " . 

Whi le Emi l y Dick inson tTialked about the 'Cen t re ' and ' c i r c u m f e r e n c e ' , 

Walt Whitman shocked the sense of descency of the Pub l ic by ta l k ing 

about the "3ody E l e c t r i c " . 

Emi ly D ick inson ' s r ebe l l i on v/as s y m b o l i c , Walt Whitman's 

social and pe rsona l . 

Emi ly D ick inson 's unique handl ing of her themes coupled 

w i t h her innova t i ve s t r a teg ies , places her in the pos i t ion of a poet of 

tota l o r i g i n a l i t y . Higgison was s tupe f ied at such a d i s p l a y of unique 

s t y l e and o r i g i n a l i t y . He could not c l a s s i f y her poems fo r they formed 

a genre of i ts own. Mier use of metaphor ic language can r i g h t l y be 

ca l led the most revea ia to ry aspect of her genius, and so her l e t te rs 

and poems escape l i t e r a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . The fo l l ow ing poem i l l u s t r a t es 

the p o i n t . 

"My Bra in - begun to laugh 

1 mumbled - l i k e a fool -

And t h o ' - t i s years ago - tha t Day 

My b ra in keeps g igg l ing - s t i l l " . 

Emi ly Dic'Kinson's employment of ce r ta in symbo l s , her 

use of syntax ; along w i t h her pecu l i a r rhyme scheme ; requ i res on 

the pa r t of her readers the employment of t h e i r senses. She is 

indeed a sensous poet v e r y much ak in to the Romantics, spec ia l l y 

Keats, whom she admi ts to have r e a d . 

Emi ly D ick inson ' s sensual ut terance 
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"B r ing Me the Sunset in a cup" is equ iva len t to '^eats ' 

longing fo r a "beaker fu l of the warm south" 

They both emoloy abs t rac t images to express v e r y 

concrete f ee l i ngs . 

Emi ly D ick inson 's use of such images marks a gradual 

change in her f rom her ea r l y apprec ia t i on of nature to her deaLing 

w i t h the mys t i ca l ideas , using images, symbols and mataphors wh ich 

are abs t rac t 

"The wind d i d ' n t come from the Orchard - today - ' 

( J . 316) 

is an exce l len t example of such a poem w r i t t e n at the fag end of her 

ca reer . 

"The w ind d i d ' n t come from the Orchard - today -

Fu r the r than tha t -

Nor stop to p lay w i t h the Hay -

Nor joggle a Hat -

He's a t r a n s i t i v e fe l l ow - v e r y -

Rely on tha t - - - - - - - — - -

If He b r ings Odors of C lovers -

And tha t is His business - not Ours -

Then He has been w i t h the Mowers -

Whett ing away the Hours -

To sweet pauses of Hay -

His way - of a June Day " . 

To ta l k about Emi ly D ick inson ' s symbols used in her 

Doems, i t is necessary to p i c k up ce r ta in imagery w h i c h contain fo r 

the poet a spec ia l symbo l i c meaning. The imagery of R o y a l t y , 

p a r t i c u l a r l y the image of k ing is v a r i e d l y employed by the poet to 

express d i f f e r e n t meanings. The ' K i n g ' in " I have a k ing who does not 

6 . J . Keats - 'Ode to N igh t i nga le ' 
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speak" ( J . 103) is dep ic ted as a l o v e r , and a source of i n s D i r a t i o n , a 

guide to the p o e i ' s genius. 

In " I met a King t h i s af ternoon" ( J . 156) the desc r i p t i on 

of the King w i t h a "Palm leaf ha t " instead of a c r o w n , and " b a r e f o o t " , 

c e r t a i n l y o r o v i d e s fo r the pradox between the King of the poem and 

the usual image of a K ing . 

C r i t i c s have a t t r i b u t e d to the King symbol the i d e n t i t y 

of a l o / e r , husband, and also a Cod. But an ana lys is of the symbols 

p rove the mul t i tudeness of i t s meaning. 

In yet another poem " I heard a F l y buzz - when I 

d i e d " - ( J . 465} the k ing is employed fo r re l i g i ous (Conno . ta t i ^qns . 

"For the last onset - when the k ing 

be w i t ^ i e s s e d - in the Room " . 

The ' K i n g ' ind icates death who has come to take away 

"what po r t i on of ( the na r ra to r ) be Assignable " . 

The ' K i n g ' can also be associated w i t h Heaven, coming to 

c la im the s o u l , as opposed to the "Blue F l y " who " i n t e r p o s e d " in the 

room. 

"Home" is another a rche typa l symbol in Emi ly 

D ick inson ' s re l i g ious p o e t r y , used v a r i a n t l y to mean Heaven Cod, and 

i m m o r t a l i t y . In the Poem "Tho" I got home, how late - how l a t e " , the 

poet is going f o r w a r d on an endless journey wh ich may take centur ies 

to arr iv /e at her ' home ' - wh i ch is d e f i n i t l y the end of l i f e , a union 

w i t h God a f te r d e a t h . So the tone of the poem is o p t i m i s t i c . In 

contrast to t h i s poem, the poem "1 years Had been f rom Home". (J .609) 

dep ic t s the fears and doubts of the na r ra to r of being unwelcomed in 

her ' H o m e ' . 

Emi ly D ick inson ' s p r i m a r y concern w h i l e w r i t i n g ooet ry 

was the f a i t h f u l po t raya l of her inner fee l ings and concepts . T h i s is 
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the answer to her non-adherence to convent ional notions of w r i t i n g 

p o e t r y . She kept no ru les of grammar nor took her language close to 

prose in ref inement and s y n t a x . She s a c r i f i e d grammar fo r her need -

" 1 took one Draught of l i f e " . ( J . 1725) and coined new 

words wherever necessary - "And DebaU'chee of Dew" ( J . 128) 

or " Learned Waters" ( J . 1210) 

The enchanting and unique q u a l i t y of Emi ly D ick inson 's 

poems is the ambigu i ty w i t h wh i ch she coats her poems. C r i t i c s have 

c la imed the ambigu i ty in her poe t r y to her s t r i f e - to rn l i f e between 

f a i t h and doub t . An ana lys is of the poet can only repeal our i n a b i l i t y 

to c l a r i f y the ambiguis t in h e r . Whi le c reat ing her ambigu i ty Emi ly 

Dickinson is not in te res ted in the r e a d e r ' s m u l t i p l e and d i ve rgen t 

readings of her work so much as in her d i ve rgen t and m u l t i p l e reading 

of the urt iV'srse and the w o r l d . Her in te res t is not indel i be ra te l y 

b l u r r i n g her thoughts fo r the sake of a b s t r a c t i o n , so much as in 

put t ing down in b lack and wh i t e the b l u r and muddle in her m i n d . 

Emi ly D ick inson 's marked ambiva len t a t t i t ude towards fame and 

D u b l i c i t y , is ye t another aspect of her s i l en t r e b e l l l i o n . 

C r i t i c s l i k e M i i l i c e n t Bingham c la im that Emi l y Dickinson 

was obsessed by the thought of fame. 

Th is is of course - too fa r - fe tched an opin ion because 

Emi ly Dick inson he r se l f admi ts tha t " I f famed belonged to me I could 

not escape her ; i f she d i d not , the longest day would pass me on the 

chose My barefoot rank is b e t t e r " . She wrote t h i s to Higginson 

in June, eighteen s i x t y t w o . 

In con t ras t , Walt Whitman was p l ay i ng up to the g a l l e r y . 

Even i f the re is regre t on the oa r t of Emi l y Dickinson 

at not being recogn ized, i t is a lways subsumed by the inner urge to be 

h e r s e l f . Her a t t i t ude was not d e l i b e r a t e but she was answering some 
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deep longing in l i e r se l f to express what sine a lways f e l t to be the 

t u r t h . Perhaps the contemporary w r i t e r c losest to Emi ly D ick inson , is 

Emi ly Bron te . She wrote w i t h i n a d i f f e r e n t set t ing from tha t of the 

American scene. But Strangely enough both share the s i m i l a r halo of 

mys te ry surrounding t h e i r l i v e s . Th is is what Win i f red Gerin has to 

say about Emi l y Bronte -

"Em i l y Bronte has been the sub jec t of many books , even 

i f few of them can be c lassed as b i o g r a p h i e s . The sca rc i t y of d i rec t 

evidence re la t ing to her and the mysi:ery tha t has been a l lowed to 

surround her l i f e , w h i l e enhancing her appeal fo r w r i t e r s , has tempted 

them to produce unauthent icated na r ra t i ves and invent where they could 

not reco rd " 

For Emi l y Bronte , l i k e Emi ly Dick inson " the landscape of 

her home at Hawor'th had the greatest e f fect in qu icken ing her mind 
Q 

and in shaping her charac te r " 

At home the p i c t u r e she (Emi l y Bronte) produced was of 

a busy housekeeper , bak ing and i r o n i n g . Th is is p r e c i s e l y what Emi ly 

Dickinson d i d in the Dick insonian house-ho ld . 

But they bo th expressed in t h e i r a r t the passion fo r 

f reedom. The paradox between " t h i s outward contenment and an inner 

r ebe l l i on l ies at the root of Emi ly B ron te ' s (And Emi ly D ick inson ' s ) 
9 

ar t as of ( t h e i r l i ves ) " 

If Wuthering Heights p laces Emi ly Bronte outs ide the 

main cu r r r en t of V i c to r i an f i c t i o n , her poems too, f u r t h e r es tab l i shes 

her as an a r t i s t d i f f e r e n t f rom the l i t e r a r y norms of her t i m e . Through 

T. W in i f red Cer in Emi ly Bronte ^̂  A Biography Ox fo rd ': Clarendon 
Press , 1971. 

8. I b i d 
9. "A c r i t i c a l and B iograph ica l P r o f i l e of Emi ly Bronte" by Inga-

Stina Ewbank in The wor ld 's Great Classics - Wuthering Heights -
Emily Bronte . New York : G ro l i e r U l t r a t y p e , 1968. 
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