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A bstrac t-

THE RELIGIOUS VOICE OF EMILY DICKINSON 

by

Dorothy Huff Oberhaus 

A dv iser: P ro fe s so r  Miriam K. Starkman

Emily D ickinson i s  o f te n  co n sid ered  in  term s o f  American 

l i t e r a r y  and r e l ig io u s  t r a d i t i o n s .  However, she i s  n o t only  an 

American p o e t,  bu t a lso  one who w rote in  th e  p o e tic  t r a d i t i o n  o f 

dev o tio n a l ism. She i s  th e r e fo r e  in  some ways more l ik e  o th e r  

r e l ig io u s  w r i te r s ,  e s p e c ia l ly  George H erbert and th e  se v e n te e n th -  

cen tu ry  E n g lish  p o e ts ,  th an  l ik e  h e r own American p red e c e sso rs  

and co n tem p o raries .

A read in g  o f  th e  canon in c o n te x t o f th e  p o e try  o f  

devotion  i llu m in a te s  h e r  work in  a new way. ED i s  l ik e  o th e r  

dev o tio n a l p o e ts  in  t h a t  th e  B ib le  pervades her work; Je su s  i s  

a c e n tra l  f ig u r e ;  she uses sacram ental and l i t u r g i c a l  language 

as well as t h a t  o f  sacred  parody; h e r concerns a re  e s c h a to lo g ic a l , 

dea th  fo r  her going " to  God" ( e .g .  , P -3 9 0 ). M oreover, l ik e  

them, her s e n s i b i l i t y  i s  s t r i k in g l y ,  em b lem atica lly  v i s u a l ;  she

iv
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sometimes e x p re sse s  doubt and ang u ish  a t  lo s s  o f  c o n ta c t  w ith  

D eity ; many poems a re  c o llo q u ie s  w ith  God, J e s u s ,  h e r s o u l ,  and 

her r e a d e r s .  C ircu m s ta n tia l ev id en ce  in d ic a te s  t h a t  she read  

H e rb e rt, Thomas a Kempis, and o th e r  r e l i g io u s  t e x t s ,  in te r n a l  

ev idence th a t  she lea rn e d  from them , tra n s fo rm in g  t h e i r  concep ts 

and images in  th e  s e rv ic e  o f  h e r  own unique v o ic e . A lthough she 

re je c te d  th e  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  c h u rc h , ED's 

work i s  "aglow w ith  God and im m o rta li ty ,"  as h e r u n f a i r ly  

m aligned f r ie n d  and l i t e r a r y  c o n f id a n te ,  Susan D ick in so n , 

wrote o f  h e r  l i f e  in  an unsigned  o b itu a ry .

Many poems a re  to  and about J e su s .  In th o se  on th e  l i f e  

o f  C h r is t ,  ED i s  " l i t t l e  'J o h n '"  (P -4 9 7 ), f o r  th e  poems com prise 

a contem porized G ospel. S im i la r ly ,  th e  prayer-poem s to  Je su s  

form a modern and r e v i t a l i z e d  p ra y e r  book, h e r own f re s h  

a l t e r n a t iv e s  f o r  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p ray e rs  she r e j e c te d .  S ince 

th e  sacram ents a re  commemorations o f  C h r is t  (W eb ster, P -8 3 3 ), 

th e  poems on b ap tism , ho ly  o r d e r s ,  th e  e u c h a r i s t ,  and matrimony 

must be in c lu d ed  w ith  th e  Je su s  c lu s t e r .  When u n derstood  in 

l ig h t  o f  th e s e  poems, th e  m uch-debated n u p tia l  group a re  about 

her e a r th ly  m arriag e  to  Je su s  as  sacred  Muse, a m arriag e  which 

p re f ig u re s  h e r u l tim a te  union w ith  him in  e t e r n i t y .  The M aster 

l e t t e r s  a re  a ls o  about J e su s  and p o e try ,  her e x p re s s io n  o f th e  

d ev o tio n a l t ro p e  o f th e  d a rk  n ig h t  o f  th e  soul in  which she has 

l o s t  c o n ta c t  w ith  Je su s  and th e r e fo r e  o f  p o e tic  i n s p i r a t i o n .

ED's God i s  a "Force i l l e g i b l e " ;  however, "All 

C ircum stances a re  th e  Frame /  In which His Face i s  s e t  — "

v
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(P -8 2 0 ). T h e re fo re , God's e x is te n c e  and love can be known not 

on ly  th rough  J e s u s ,  th e  Logos, b u t a ls o  through th e  s o u l ,  p o e try , 

and n a tu re . Although ED sometimes c r i t i c i z e s  God f o r  h is  a lo o f ­

ness and th e  p a in  o f  d e a th , she does n o t doubt h is  e x is te n c e .  

F u r th e r ,  th e s e  rep roaches and t h e i r  f re q u e n tly  comic form 

in d ic a te  t h a t  ED i s  on in tim a te  term s w ith  God. More c o n s is te n t ly  

she p ra is e s  him fo r  h is  c re a tio n  and e x p resses  f a i t h  in  a God who 

d id  n o t " Ig n ite [d ]  t h i s  Abode /  To put i t  o u t - - "  (P -1599).

Often she contem plates th e  s o u l 's  n a tu re  and d e s t in y :  ED’s

soul i s  im m ortal; body and soul a re  s e p a ra te ,  even sometimes 

deb a te  w ith  one a n o th e r as in  th e  dev o tio n a l t r a d i t i o n  beginning  

w ith  m edieval t im e s. ED's so u l-g u e s t poems a re  h e r  v e rs io n s  o f 

th e  r e l ig io u s  t ro p e  o f th e  pure h e a r t  as dw ellin g  f o r  D e ity ; she 

s t r e s s e s  t h a t  th e  soul must be wed to  d iv in i ty  in  o rd e r  to  ach ieve 

i t s  g o a l ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  to  c re a te  th e  work o f  a r t .

ED i s  a sacred  poet whose "B usiness i s  C ircum ference"

(L -2 6 8 ), to  l iv e  f u l l y  and m ed ita t iv e ly  th e  l i f e  o f  th e  soul in  

th e  p resen ce  o f  d iv in i ty  and to  "s in g "  about her v a rie g a te d  

ex p e rie n ce s  because o f " love" f o r  God and her fe l lo w  c re a tu re s  

(L -269). The w hite she w ore, l ik e  th e  w hite o f  th e  poems, i s  

symbol f o r  her d e d ic a tio n  to  th e  e te r n a l ,  to  God, th e  s o u l ,  

and p o e try .

vi
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PART ONE 

A READING OF EMILY DICKINSON
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I .  In tro d u c tio n

I t  i s  g e n e ra lly  agreed  th a t  Thomas H. Jo h n so n 's  1955 and 

1958 Variorum e d it io n s  o f  Emily D ick inson 's  poems and l e t t e r s  

in tro d u ced  a new e ra  in  ED s c h o la rsh ip . For th e  f i r s t  tim e , a l l  

became a v a ila b le  in  a form c lo se  to  the  one she seems to  have 

in ten d ed  fo r  s e rio u s  te x tu a l  c o n s id e ra t io n .1 In h is  seminal 

1960 S tairw ay  o f  S u rp r is e , Charles R. Anderson addressed  h im se lf  

to  an e x p lic a tio n  o f  th e  poems, d e c la r in g  th a t  " th e  re a l  task "  

rem aining f o r  modern rea d e rs  o f  ED is  to  "give her p o e try  th e  

s e rio u s  a t t e n t io n  i t  deserves . . . "; to  "study i t  in te n s iv e ly ,  

to  s ta r e  a ho le  in  th e  page u n t i l  th o se  a p p a re n tly  c ry p t ic
2

n o ta t io n s  y i e ld  t h e i r  f u l l  meanings. . . . "  Although s in c e  

t h a t  tim e o th e r  te x tu a l s tu d ie s  have been made, se v era l 

acknowledged to  be in sp ire d  by him ,3 th e re  is  s t i l l  work to  

be done; th e re  a re  s t i l l  poems n o t s u f f i c i e n t ly  pondered.

This s tu d y , th en , i s  an o th e r response to  P ro fe s so r  Anderson, 

f o r  i t  i s  a c lo se  read in g  o f  th e  ED canon.

My read in g  i s  d i f f e r e n t  from o th e r  te x tu a l  s tu d ie s ,  

however, in  t h a t  i t  i s  a c o n s id e ra tio n  o f  th e  poems in  c o n te x t 

o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  r e l ig io u s  p o e try , p a r t i c u l a r ly  o f  th e  

English  dev o tio n a l o r  m ed ita tio n a l po e ts  o f  th e  sev en teen th
4

c e n tu ry . Although ED has been acknowledged by some to  be a 

r e l ig io u s  p o e t,  sc h o la rs  have stopped s h o r t  o f  a f u l l  d e f in i t io n
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3

o f  h e r  as  such . P ro fe s so r  Anderson r e f e r s  to  h e r  as " th e  most 

r e l ig io u s  poe t t h i s  co u n try  has produced," y e t  rep e a te d ly  warns 

a g a in s t  pushing  r e l ig io u s  i n te r p r e t a t i o n s  too  f a r .  F u r th e r ,  he 

b e lie v e s  th e  B ib le  to  have been c h ie f ly  a so u rce  o f  imagery fo r  

h e r .5 S im ila r ly ,  a lth o u g h  R ichard  B. Sewall n o tes  t h a t  th e  B ib le  

pervades h e r  mind l ik e  no o th e r  book and su g g e sts  th e  p o s s ib le  

im portance o f  The Im ita t io n  o f  C h r i s t , he, l ik e  A nderson, i s  

c a u tio u s ,  n o tin g  th e  h azards o f  c la im in g  " too  much f o r .  . . 

p a r a l le l s "  w ith  The I m i ta t io n . 6 I must r e j e c t  th e  w arnings o f 

Anderson and S ew a ll, f o r  ED's r e l ig io u s  s e n s i b i l i t y  pervades 

h e r work. The B ib le  is  n o t m erely  a source o f  imagery f o r  h e r; 

r a t h e r ,  as f o r  o th e r  r e l i g io u s  p o e ts ,  i t  i s  in d is p e n s ib le  to  th e  

s t r u c tu r e  and meaning o f  th e  canon. A lso , c ir c u m s ta n tia l  and 

in te r n a l  ev idence s tro n g ly  a rg u e  th e  im portance f o r  ED o f  

Thomas a Kempis as w ell as  o f  George H erbert and th e  d ev o tio n a l 

poets o f  th e  se v en te e n th  c e n tu ry .

Among c r i t i c s  who have co n s id e red  ED in  a r e l ig io u s  

c o n te x t ,  most have viewed h e r  in  term s o f American r e l ig io u s  

and l i t e r a r y  h i s to r y .  In h is  h ig h ly  in f lu e n t ia l  1932 e ssa y ,

A llen  T a te  f in d s  t h a t  because  she l iv e d  a t  a tim e o f  t r a n s i t i o n  

when th e  P u r ita n  th eo c ra cy  was crum bling , she a s s im ila te d  in to  

h e r  p o e tic  v is io n  i t s  w orld  o rd e r  and ideas w ith o u t i t s  r ig id  

b e l i e f s  as Shakespeare had m ed ievalism ; t h i s  " p e r f e c t  l i t e r a r y  

s i t u a t i o n ,"  l ik e  t h a t  o f  th e  p e rio d  between 1580 and th e  

R e s to ra t io n ,  made p o s s ib le  th e  " fu sio n  o f s e n s i b i l i t y  and 

th o u g h t,"  " th e  p o e tic  use o f  id e a s ,"  in te g ra l  to  ED's p o e tic  

g r e a tn e s s .7 George F. W hicher says t h a t  she was "n u rtu red  in
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4

P u rita n  orthodoxy" and e x p la in s  t h a t  h e r b ib l i c a l  language and 

o r ie n ta t io n  a re  a r e s u l t  o f  th e  a l l - p e r v a s iv e  r e l ig io u s  atm osphere 

o f  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  New E ngland.8 Thomas H. Johnson b e lie v e s  

t h a t  "her most powerful com pulsions d e riv e d  from h e r  P u r ita n  

p a s t"  and, l ik e  W hicher and o th e r s ,  f in d s  e lem ents o f
g

Emersonian T ran scen d en ta lism  in  h e r  th o u g h t as w e ll.  R ichard

Chase s tr e s s e s  th e  im portance o f  New England C alvinism  in  h e r

im ag ination  a lth o u g h  he f in d s  h e r to  be "on th e  whole an

u n b e lie v e r ." 10 A lb e rt Gel pi p lac e s  h e r  in  th e  American l i t e r a r y

t r a d i t i o n  and em phasizes h e r American P u r ita n  h e r i t a g e ;  accord ing

to  him, she i s  "haunted . . .  by th e  P u r ita n  s p i r i t . " 11 Robert

Sherwood, to o ,  c i t e s  th e  e f f e c t s  o f  American P u ritan ism  on

h e r  s e n s i b i l i t y ;  in  f a c t ,  he b e lie v e s  t h a t  she exp erien ced  a
12conversion  in  th e  American P u r ita n  sen se  in  1862. R ichard B.

Sewall d e sc r ib es  h e r as being  "founded s o l id ly  on th e  [American

P u rita n ]  t r a d i t i o n . " 18

Some have found ED to  be a s k e p tic  o r even a n o n -b e lie v e r ,

one who uses r e l ig io u s  and b ib l i c a l  language only  as m etaphor
14f o r  s e c u la r  o r  even h e re t ic a l  id e a s .  I t  i s  o f te n  s tr e s s e d  

t h a t  she d id  n o t a tte n d  church a f t e r  th e  age o f  abou t t h i r t y  and 

th a t  she was h ig h ly  c r i t i c a l  o f  o rg an ized  r e l i g io n  and h e r 

contem porary " C h r is t ia n s ,"  a word she r a r e ly  c a p i ta l i z e d .

However, one must make a c le a r  d i s t in c t io n  between church 

membership and r e l ig io u s  s e n s i b i l i t y .  Although ED d id  no t 

" r e s p e c t  'd o c t r in e s '"  (L -2 0 0 ), th e  c a s t  o f  h e r  mind was 

e s s e n t ia l ly  r e l i g io u s .  She d e c la re d  h e r " S p i r i t"  to  be 

"P u r ita n "  (L -8 6 6 ), d e fin ed  in  th e  "Lexicon" she acknowledged
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to  be an im portan t "companion" (L-261) as one who " fo llo w [s]  

th e  pure word o f God, in  o p p o s itio n  to  a l l  t r a d i t i o n s  and human 

c o n s t i tu t io n s ."  W eb ster's  d e f in i t io n  d e sc r ib es  very w ell th e  

way in  which ED was r e l i g io u s .  A read in g  o f  th e  poems d isc lo s e s  

th a t  a lthough she r e j e c t s  th e  i n s t i t u t io n a l iz e d  church and i t s  

t r a d i t i o n s ,  she fo llow s " th e  pure word o f  God," e s p e c ia l ly  as 

rev e a led  by Je su s , in  an "Old fash ioned" way ( e . g . ,  P -70). She 

i s  a "Pagan" ( e .g . ,  L-976) in  th a t  she is  n o t a C h r is t ia n  in  

th e  n in e te e n th -c en tu ry  meaning o f  th e  word (W ebster).

Although I d isa g re e  w ith  th o se  who f in d  ED to  be a 

n o n -b e lie v e r ,  c e r ta in ly  i t  i s  n o t th e  purpose o f  t h i s  study  

to  ch a lle n g e  those  c r i t i c s  who f in d  in  ED correspondences 

w ith  American r e l ig io u s  and l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t i o n s .  She i s ,  

a f t e r  a l t ,  an American p o e t who sees "New Englandly" (P -2 8 5 ). 

However, I propose t h a t  a c lo s e  read in g  o f th e  canon re v e a ls  

th a t  ED i s  not only an American p o e t;  she i s  a ls o  one who 

w rote in  th e  p o e tic  t r a d i t i o n  o f  devo tiona l ism . Her work is  

th e re fo re  in  some ways more l ik e  t h a t  o f  o th e r  r e l ig io u s  

w r i te r s ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  H erb ert and th e  English  p o e ts  o f  th e  

sev en teen th  c en tu ry , than l ik e  her own American p red e c e sso rs  

and con tem poraries. In f a c t ,  th e  m eeting o f  th e s e  two 

t r a d i t i o n s  in  the  mind and a r t  o f  ED probably acco u n ts  to  a 

g re a t  e x te n t  fo r  h e r w idely  acclaim ed "unique v o ic e ."

I am indebted fo r  my d e f in i t io n  o f d ev o tio n a l ism to  

P ro fe sso r  Miriam K. S tarkm an 's sem inar on R e lig io u s  P o e try . 

Although th e  poems o f  ED were n o t included  in  th e  c o u rse , as 

P ro fe s so r  Starkman d e scrib ed  and defined  th e  d e v o tio n a l
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t r a d i t i o n ,  i t  became more and more c le a r ,  to  niy c o n s id e ra b le  

s u rp r i s e ,  th a t  ED i s  one o f  th e  group o f  poets whose a x is  

extends from Dream o f  th e  Rood and th e  Pearl poe t through th e  

medieval l y r i c i s t s ,  Donne, H e rb e rt,  Vaughan, and Crashaw in  

the  sev en teen th  cen tu ry  and ED's near-con tem porary , Gerard 

Manley Hopkins, to  E l io t  and Auden. Like th e se  p o e ts ,  ED 

r e l i e s  h eav ily  on S c r ip tu re ;  C h r i s t  is  fo r  h e r  a c e n tra l  

f ig u re ;  she uses e c c l e s ia s t i c a l  and l i t u r g i c a l  language as 

well as t h a t  o f  sacred  parody; h er concerns a re  e s c h a to lo g ic a l , 

death fo r  h e r a C h r is t ia n  e x p e r ie n c e .16

ED resem bles th e  dev o tio n a l p o e ts  o f  th e  sev en teen th  

century  in term s o f form and s ty l e  as well as o f  r e l ig io u s  

s e n s ib i l i ty .  Like them , she i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  d ram a tic , 

c o n v e rsa tio n a l,  c o l lo q u ia l ,  and w i t ty ;  h e r poems, l ik e  t h e i r s ,  

o ften  begin w ith s t a r t l i n g  f i r s t  l in e s ;  h e r im ages, l ik e  th o se  

o f  Donne and Crashaw e s p e c ia l ly ,  a re  sometimes baroque o r 

m an n eris t. F u r th e r , l ik e  th e  se v en te e n th -c e n tu ry  p o e ts ,  she 

i s  f re q u e n tly  m e d i ta t io n a l , f o r  h e rs  i s  a mind engaged "in  the  

a c t  o f  f in d in g  what w il l  s u f f i c e . " * 6 Some poems a re  even in  

the  th re e - fo ld  m ed ita tio n a l form , ad d ress in g  in  tu rn  memory,

u n derstand ing , and w i l l ,  th e  th re e  fu n c tio n s  o f  mind co rrespond­

ing to  th e  th re e  persons o f  th e  T r in i t y .17 Perhaps most 

s ig n i f ic a n t ly ,  l ik e  a l l  r e l ig io u s  p o e ts ,  e s p e c ia l ly  th o se  o f  

th e  seven teen th  c e n tu ry , ED's im ag in atio n  i s  s t a r t i n g l y ,  

em blem atically  v is u a l .  Often she enc losed  a f lo w er , a p ic tu r e ,

o r  even a dead bee w ith a poem as th e  emblem on which i t  i s

based. More o f te n ,  th e  v isu a l o b je c t  fo r  m ed ita tio n  i s  im p lied ;
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y e t  an unders tan d in g  o f  th e  suggested  h iero g ly p h  is  sometimes

c ru c ia l  in  dec ip h erin g  a p a r t i c u l a r  poem.'*'®

This read in g  o f  ED in c o n tex t o f  th e  conven tions o f

th e  d ev o tio n a l t r a d i t i o n  is  one suggested  f o r  The Temple by

Rosamond Tuve in  A Reading o f George H e rb e rt . As th e  t i t l e  o f

th i s  c h a p te r  su g g e sts , my study  is  g r e a t ly  in d eb ted  to  h er

c r i t iq u e  in  which she urges t h a t  rea d e rs  must b ear in  mind the

t r a d i t i o n a l  r e l ig io u s  meanings o f  f ig u re s  used by H e rb e rt, what

images meant to  him ra th e r  than what th ey  m ight mean to  a
19tw e n tie th -c e n tu ry  secular-m inded re a d e r .  Such a read ing

is  c o r r e c t ,  to o ,  fo r  th e  poems o f  ED: s in c e  she was in  f a c t

a poe t w r i t in g  in th e  d evo tiona l t r a d i t i o n ,  an unders tan d in g

o f r e l ig io u s  tro p e s  and f ig u re s  i s  o f  g re a t  im portance in

in te r p re t in g  h e r poems.

Another o f  P ro fesso r T uve's im portan t in s ig h ts  i s  her

emphasis on a h o l i s t i c  read in g  o f  The Temple. She s t r e s s e s  th a t

he r e x p lic a tio n  o f  p a r t i c u la r  p arad ig m atic  poems inform s th e

read in g  o f  a l l  H e rb e r t 's  poems; th e r e fo r e ,  she urges th e  rea d e r

always to  be aware th a t  H e rb e rt 's  i s  a r e l ig io u s  s e n s i b i l i ty  and
20th a t  a l l  th e  poems must be read  acco rd in g ly . S im ila r ly ,  I do 

n o t mean to  i s o l a te  ED's poems on such s p e c i f ic a l l y  d evo tiona l 

su b je c ts  as  J e su s , God, and th e  s o u l ,  l a b e l l i n g  them h e r  devo­

tio n a l  poems. R a th e r, th e s e  p a r t i c u l a r  poems i llu m in a te  a l l  

th e  poems w hich, s ig n i f ic a n t ly ,  she r e f e r s  to  as "hymns" and 

"p sa lm s."21 What I p ropose, th e n , is  a new "Reading o f  Emily 

D ickinson" as devo tional p o e t, one whose work, l ik e  h e r  l i f e ,
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22i s  "aglow w ith  God and im m o rta li ty ."  I b e l ie v e  such a rea d in g  

to  be e s s e n t ia l  to  an u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  th o se  " c ry p t ic  n o ta t io n s ."

This s tu d y  seemed to  f a l l  n a tu r a l l y  in to  fo u r  p a r t s .

P a r t  One c o n s is ts  o f  th e  above s ta te m e n t o f  pu rpose and 

acknowledgement o f  d eb ts  to  s c h o la rs  who have been p a r t i c u l a r ly  

im portan t to  my th in k in g  abou t ED. I t  a ls o  in c lu d e s  s e c t io n s  

on each o f  th e  fo llo w in g  assum ptions b a s ic  to  my rea d in g  o f  th e  

canon. F i r s t ,  ED was a "bookish" p o e t and th e r e fo r e  probab ly  

lea rn e d  from a number o f  r e l ig io u s  t e x t s  which were a v a ila b le  

to  h e r . Second, sometimes l ik e  th e  se v en te e n th -c e n tu ry  

d evo tiona l p o e ts ,  a t  o th e r  tim es in  h e r  own p a r t i c u l a r  way,

ED's use o f  th e  comic i s  o f  im portance in  u n d e rs ta n d in g  h e r 

unique r e l ig io u s  v o ice . T h ird , th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  p o e t 's  

l i f e lo n g  l i t e r a r y  and p ersona l f r i e n d s h ip  w ith  Susan G i lb e r t  

D ickinson, though o f te n  d en ied , m ust be acknow ledged. Under­

sta n d in g  t h e i r  r e la t io n s h ip  i s  v i t a l  to  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  poet 

and her work; Susan D ic k in so n 's  e v a lu a t io n  o f  th e  p o e t as 

in te n s e ly  r e l ig io u s  i s  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  va lu e  to  t h i s  s tu d y .

P a rts  Two, T h ree, and Four a re  d iv id e d  a cco rd in g  to  

P ro fe sso r A nderson 's  c lu s t e r  method: r a t h e r  th an  e x p lic a t in g

each poem as an e n t i t y ,  groups o f  poems on s in g le  themes o r 

images a re  read  to g e th e r  so t h a t  each  i llu m in a te s  th e  o t h e r s .23 

Such a read in g  is  p a r t i c u l a r ly  a p p ro p r ia te  fo r  th e  ED canon 

b ecau se , l ik e  th e  s e v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  m e d ita t io n a l  p o e ts ,  she
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d ra m a tic a lly  p ro je c ts  v a rio u s  personae on th e  s ta g e  o f  her
24mind and poems fo r  c r i t i c a l  exam ina tion . S ince th e s e  personae 

sometimes p re se n t  d i f f e r in g  p o in ts  o f  view—v ario u s  p o ss ib le  

a t t i tu d e s  tow ard a s in g le  s u b je c t— i t  is  p a r t i c u l a r ly  m isleading  

to  read  a s in g le  poem in  i s o la t io n  from o th e rs  on th e  same 

s u b je c t .  T h e re fo re , P a r t Two is  devoted to  th e  c lu s t e r  o f  

poems to  and about J e su s ;  P a r t Three to  th e  God c lu s t e r ;

P a r t Four to  th e  soul c lu s t e r .  Each o f  th ese  c h a p te rs  is  

in  tu rn  d iv id ed  in to  s e c t io n s  o r s u b -c lu s te r s .  For example, 

th e  poems to  and abou t Je su s  a re  d iv id ed  in to :  ( I )  The L ife

o f  C h r is t  Poems, ( I I )  Prayer-poems to  Je su s , ( I I I )  Sacram ental 

Poems, and (IV) M aster Poems and L e t te r s .  I t  i s  by read ing  

each o f  th e s e  s u b -c lu s te r s  as a group in  th e  l a r g e r  c o n te x t o f 

th e  Je su s  c lu s t e r  t h a t  one can begin  to  unders tan d  ED's meanings.

I t  seems im portan t to  c o n s id e r  th e  Jesu s  c lu s t e r  f i r s t  

s in c e  th e  C h r i s to c e n tr ic i ty  o f  so many o f  th e  poems is  unm istak­

a b le  ev idence th a t  ED i s  indeed w r i tin g  in  th e  dev o tio n a l

t r a d i t i o n .  Although even such an e s tim ab le  c r i t i c  as Thomas H.
25Johnson m inimizes th e  im portance o f  Jesus to  th e  canon, a 

read in g  o f  th e  Jesu s  poems as a c lu s t e r  re v e a ls  t h a t  fo r  ED as 

f o r  o th e r  dev o tio n a l p o e ts  Je su s  i s  a m ajor f ig u re  and th a t  the  

poet ex p resses  through a v a r ie ty  o f  personae a c o n s is te n t ly  

lo v in g  and adm iring p o r t r a i t  o f  th e  second person  o f  th e  

T r in i ty .  The many poems based  on th e  l i f e  o f  C h r is t  as well 

as th e  prayer-poem s to  him d isp u te  P ro fe s so r  A nderson 's  theory  

th a t  th e  B ib le  was fo r  h e r c h ie f ly  a source o f  imagery fo r  her 

t ru e  r e l i g io n ,  which was p o e try . Although ED sometimes does
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c o n fla te  h e r  p o e tic  g i f t  w ith  Jesus and w r i te  o f  p o e try  as 

d iv in e ,  e s p e c ia l ly  in  th e  sacram ental group and in  th e  M aster 

poems and l e t t e r s ,  h e r  C hristo logy  f a r  exceeds such l im i t s .

In P a r t T hree, th e  many poems s p e c i f ic a l l y  to  and abou t 

God a re  c o n s id e red . The p o r t r a i t  o f  th e  F a th er i s  un d ers tan d ab ly  

le s s  c le a r  and c o n s is te n t  than th a t  o f  th e  Son; in  f a c t ,  ED 

p lays w ith  v a rio u s  concepts o f God,25 p ro je c tin g  images o f  him 

and a t t i tu d e s  toward him on th e  s ta g e  o f  h e r  mind and poems 

much as she p ro je c ts  p o ss ib le  s e lv e s . Sometimes he is  " d is ta n t  

—s ta t e ly  Lover" (3 5 7 ), a t  o th e rs  "noted Clergyman" (3 2 4 ),

"Old Neighbor" (6 2 3 ), "M astiff"  (1317), o r  "B urg lar! Banker— 

Father" (4 9 ). She concludes t h a t  God is  f in a l ly  unknowable 

except through J e su s ,  n a tu re ,  p o e ty , and th e  s o u l.  All speak 

f o r  God and prove h is  e x is te n c e . Although he i s  u l tim a te ly  

"A Force i l l e g i b l e , "  "All C ircum stances a re  th e  Frame /  In 

which His Face i s  s e t  — " (820).

C hapter Four i s  a c lo se  read in g  o f  th e  poems in  which 

ED m ed ita te s  on th e  n a tu re  and d e s tin y  o f  th e  s o u l.  Like o th e r  

r e l ig io u s  p o e ts ,  she o f te n  ad d resses  h er s o u l.  F u r th e r ,  fo r  

ED th e  soul i s  sacred  and imm ortal. Body and soul a re  se p a ra te  

and d i s t i n c t ;  sometimes the  two even c a rry  on d ia lo g u es  w ith  

one a n o th e r as in  th e  r e l ig io u s  t r a d i t i o n  beginning  w ith  th e  

medieval d eb a tes  between body and s o u l.  The soul i s  sometimes 

d w elling  o r  tem ple fo r  Jesu s  o r God, the  s o u l 's  "G uest"; t h i s  

union between soul and d iv in i ty  is  n ecessary  fo r  th e  c re a t io n  

o f  p o e try . In th e  soul c h a p te r ,  ED's poems o f  in n e r  e x p lo ra tio n  

a re  a ls o  co n sid ered  because fo r  h e r as fo r  th e  S ev en teen th -
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century  r e l ig io u s  p o e ts ,  r e l e n t l e s s  se lf -e x a m in a tio n  is  a

r e l ig io u s  r a th e r  than  a n a r c i s s i s t i c  e x e rc is e ,  a search  fo r  
27God and P a rad ise  w ith in . As she sa y s , "P a rad ise  is  no

Journey because i t .  . . i s  w ith in  — 11 (P F -99).

In th e  c h a p te r  d e a lin g  w ith  th e  soul poems, as in  those

to  and about Jesu s  and God, I have l im ite d  my d isc u ss io n s  alm ost

ex c lu s iv e ly  to  poems in  which th e se  r e l ig io u s  to p ic s  a re

s p e c i f ic a l ly  named because i t  i s  o f  f i r s t  im portance to  e s ta b l is h

th a t  ED is  w r itin g  on unden iab ly  C h ris t ia n  them es. However, as

s ta te d  above, I do n o t mean to  su g g est t h a t  only th ese  poems

a re  d e v o tio n a l, f o r  a l l  th e  poems inform  one an o th e r . I f ,  fo r

example, th e re  a re  a number o f  poems in  which dea th  i s  describ ed

as a C h r is t ia n  e x p e rie n ce , by ex ten sio n  a l l  th e  many poems about

death in v i te  a m etaphorical d ev o tio n a l i n te r p r e t a t i o n .  S im ila r ly ,

i f  in  a number o f  poems n a tu re  i s  s p e c i f ic a l l y  p resen ted  as

proving God's e x is te n c e  and lo v e , as in  "The S t a r 's  E truscan

Argument/ S u b s ta n tia te  a God — " (P -1528), a l l  th e  many n a tu re

poems lend  them selves to  a d ev o tio n a l rea d in g . Most im p o rtan t,

th e  many poems in  which God, J e s u s ,  and th e  soul a re  s p e c i f ic a l ly

named o r addressed  in d ic a te  t h a t  she does so in  o th e rs  as w e ll.

Like th e  Old Testam ent P sa lm is t ,  H e rb e rt, and a Kempis, ED o fte n

addresses D e ity , h e r  s o u l,  and h e r  r e a d e rs .  In f a c t ,  I b e lie v e

th a t  th e  canon i s  b e s t  understood  h o l i s t i c a l l y  as th e  account

o f  a r e v e re n tia l  l i f e  l iv e d  in  th e  p resence  o f  d i v in i ty .  Like

The Temple, i t  i s  th e  m e d ita t iv e  au tob iography  o f  a soul as i t

p rogresses through th e  f i n i t e  w orld toward i t s  " d iv in e ly
28appoin ted  d e s tin y  o f  union w ith  God."
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I I .  ED as "bookish poet"

Although one cannot give in c o n tr o v e r t ib le  p ro o f  t h a t

ED read  c e r ta in  books and was in flu e n ce d  by them , th e re  is

much evidence th a t  sh e , l ik e  Henry Vaughan, was a "bookish

p o e t,"  to  borrow Frank Kermode's d e s c r ip t iv e  p h rase  f o r  th e

e a r l i e r  d evo tiona l p o e t. Because ED, l ik e  Vaughan, was

is o la te d  from l i t e r a r y  co n tem p o ra rie s , h e r  dependence on

books was g re a t .  F u r th e r , j u s t  as Vaughan in  Si lex  S c in t i l l a n s

acknowledged h is  deb t to  George H e rb e rt, so  ED in  L-261 to

T. W. H igginson acknowledged hers  to  S i r  Thomas Browne, h e r

"Lexicon," and " th e  R e v e la tio n s ."  In poems, to o ,  she

in d ic a te s  h e r  r e l ia n c e  upon books, fo r  th e re  a re  many poems

in p r a is e  o f  books. In te rn a l  ev idence a ls o  in d ic a te s  t h a t

ED's poems were sometimes in sp ire d  by books. T h e re fo re , as

P ro fe s so r  Kermode says o f  Vaughan, o f te n  one i s  b e t t e r  ad v ised

to  search  f o r  a l i t e r a r y  r a th e r  th an  a p erso n a l i n s p i r a t io n  f o r  
29a p a r t i c u l a r  ED poem.

The ro le  o f  books in  ED's p o e tic  developm ent is  a 

c o n tro v e rs ia l  s u b je c t .  Anderson and W hicher b e lie v e  l i t e r a r y  

in flu e n ce  to  have been s l i g h t ,  Anderson even commenting t h a t  

"no poe t was ev e r  le s s  indeb ted  to  b o o k s ."30 I t  seems to  me, 

however, t h a t  Sewall and M ille r  a re  more c o r r e c t  in  t h e i r  

e v a lu a tio n  o f l i t e r a r y  in flu e n ce  on ED: o f te n  she engaged in

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm iss io n  of th e  co p y rig h t o w n er. F u rth e r  re p ro d u c tio n  p ro h ib ited  w ithou t p e rm iss io n .



13

a kind o f  d ia lo g u e  w ith  l i t e r a r y  p re d e c e s s o rs ,  c a r e f u l ly  

read in g  t h e i r  work, th en  th o u g h tfu lly  p re s e n tin g  h e r own 

v a r i a t i o n . ^  For exam ple, P-480 seems a lm ost unm istakably  

a resp o n se  to  h e r  beloved E liz a b e th  B a r re t t  B row ning's "How 

do I love th ee ? "  and P-1393 h e r own compressed v e rs io n  o f 

T. W. H ig g in so n 's  "D e c o ra tio n ."  In f a c t ,  ED e n c lo se d  the  

l a t t e r  poem in  a l e t t e r  to  H igginson th re e  y e a rs  a f t e r  h is  

own was p u b lis h e d , w ith  a n o te  c o n c lu d in g , "I was re re a d in g  

y o u r 'D e c o ra t io n . ' You may have fo rg o tte n  i t "  (P -1393n).

There a re  a number o f  o th e r  poems which seem to  be responses 

to  o r  m ed ita tio n s  on themes and s to r i e s  from b ib l i c a l  and 

o th e r  d e v o tio n a l s o u rc e s . Those based  on th e  l i f e  o f  C h r is t  

a re  contem porized v e rs io n s  o f  th e  Gospels ( e . g . ,  P -1612); 

many about God, v a r ia t io n s  on b ib l i c a l  p assages ( e . g . ,  P-1254); 

and an overwhelming number o f  poems seem to  be responses to  

George H erb e rt and Thomas a Kempis, f o r  th e re  a re  s t r i k in g  

s im i l a r i t i e s  between t h e i r  work and h e r  own in  id e a ,  image, 

and form.
32T h e re fo re , a lth o u g h  ED was n o t a p l a g i a r i s t ,  nor 

a v ic tim  o f  " a n x ie ty  o f  in f lu e n c e ,"  h e r  books and l i t e r a r y  

p red e c e sso rs  seem to  have been im p o rtan t so u rces  o f  i n s p i r a t i o n .  

In f a c t ,  l i t e r a r y  and p e rso n a l f r ie n d s  seem to  have been a lm ost 

in te rc h a n g e a b le , a l l  p a r t  o f  h e r  " e s ta te "  (L -193). J u s t  as she 

o f te n  p re fe r re d  a l e t t e r ,  " th e  mind w ith o u t c o rp o rea l f r ie n d "  

(L-330) to  a p e rso n a l e n c o u n te r ,  h e r  l i t e r a r y  f r ie n d s  seemed 

as re a l  to  h e r  as perso n al o n es . There were p ic tu r e s  on h e r 

bedroom wall o f  George E l io t ,  E liz a b e th  Browning, and Thomas
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C a r ly le .33 A lso , h e r e le g ie s  fo r  l i t e r a r y  f ig u r e s ,  e s p e c ia l ly  

th o se  fo r  E liz a b e th  Browning (P-312, 363, 593) and George E l io t  

(P-1562, 1564), express re a l lo ss  in  a personal se n se . In f a c t ,  

P-154 served as e leg y  both fo r  her beloved nephew G ilb e r t  and 

f o r  George E lio t  whom she knew only through her w r i t in g s .

Although th e re  is  evidence o f  th e  p o e t 's  i n t e r e s t  in 

and debt to  a number o f  l i t e r a r y  so u rc e s , th e  books which a re  

o f  p a r t i c u l a r  i n te r e s t  to  t h i s  s tudy  a re  th e  B ib le , W eb ste r's  

American D ic tio n a ry  o f th e  English Language, George H e rb e r t 's  

P o e tica l Works, Q u a r le s 's  Emblems, The Works o f  S i r  Thomas 

Browne, an th o lo g ies  co n ta in in g  s e le c t io n s  by Donne, Vaughan, 

and Crashaw, and Thomas a Kempis' The Im ita tio n  o f  C h r i s t .

An exam ination o f  th e s e  volumes in  th e  Dickinson C o lle c tio n  

a t  th e  Houghton L ib ra ry  rev e a ls  t h a t  markings th o u g h t to  be 

by h e r  a re  s c a rc e ;  however, t h e i r  in c lu s io n  in  th e  C o lle c t io n  

in d ic a te s  t h a t  a l l  were probably  a v a ila b le  to  h e r  e i t h e r  in  

Susan D ick in so n 's  l ib r a r y  o r in  t h a t  o f  ED's fam ily . More 

s ig n i f ic a n t ly ,  in te rn a l  ev idence su g g ests  t h a t  she read  and 

a s s im ila te d  a g re a t  deal from th ese  books as w il l  be 

s p e c i f ic a l l y  p o in ted  o u t in  t h i s  s tu d y .

As p rev io u s ly  noted , i t  i s  im p o rtan t t h a t  th e  poe t 

h e r s e l f  in  a l e t t e r  to  T. W. H igginson acknowledged a d eb t 

to  h e r Lexicon, S i r  Thomas Browne, and th e  Book o f  R ev e la tio n . 

C e r ta in ly , th e  B ib le , in c lu d in g  R ev e la tio n , pervades h e r  work 

l ik e  no o t h e r . ^  As w ith  o th e r  d ev o tio n a l p o e ts ,  i f  a l l  

b ib l ic a l  re fe ren c e s  were removed, th e  canon would crum ble.

Her own B ib le , p re s e n tly  in  th e  D ickinson C o lle c tio n  a t  th e
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Houghton L ib ra ry , i s  an 1843 e d i t io n ,  p resen ted  to  h e r by h e r 

f a th e r  in  1844, i t s  f r a g i le  c o n d itio n  in d ic a tin g  fre q u e n t u se .

An 1844 copy o f  W ebster's  American D ic tio n a ry  o f  th e  

English  Language, in  th e  same c o l le c t io n ,  is  perhaps th e  

"Lexicon" she m en tions. However, sc h o la rs  do no t a g re e . 

P ro fesso rs  Anderson, M il le r ,  and Whicher c i t e  th e  D ic tio n a ry  

o f  1847;35 W illis  J .  Buckingham, t h a t  o f  1846;36 Jean  Mudge, 

th a t  o f  1844,37 th e  copy in  th e  D ickinson C o lle c t io n .

C e r ta in ly , we cannot be c e r ta in  which volume o r  volumes she 

used. However, th e re  a re  th re e  e a r ly  major e d it io n s  o f  

W ebste r's  D ic tio n a ry , th o se  o f  1828 and 1840, then  a re v ise d  

1847 e d i t io n .  O ther p r in t in g s  o f  th e  1840s seem to  have 

inclu d ed  com para tive ly  minor changes, ab ridgem ents, e t c . 38 

Since B. F. Newton, h e r e a r l i e s t  "T u to r,"  d ied  in  1853 (L -110), 

a f t e r  which " fo r  se v era l y e a rs " h e r  "Lexicon" was h e r "only 

companion" (L -261), i t  seems l ik e ly  t h a t  h e r "Lexicon" was a 

volume p u b lished  between th e  m ajor e d it io n  o f 1840 and th e  d a te  

o f  Newton's d e a th , perhaps th e  1844 copy from h e r f a t h e r 's  

l i b r a r y ,  even more p ro b ab ly , co n s id e rin g  h e r deep i n t e r e s t  

in  words, some v e rs io n  o f  th e  more rec e n t 1847 e d i t io n .  

I n te r e s t in g ly ,  a comparison o f  th e  Harvard copy w ith  t h a t  

o f  1848 upon which I have r e l i e d  e x te n s iv e ly  in d ic a te s  t h a t  

fo r  key words such as "awe," "c ircu m feren ce ,"  and "m as ter ,"  

d e f in i t io n s  a re  in  a lm o st every  case i d e n t ic a l .  Probably 

more s ig n i f ic a n t  than  a s c e r ta in in g  th e  ex act copy she used 

is  n o tin g  th e  A m erican iza tion  o f  s p e ll in g  and d e f in i t io n  in  

a l l  v e rs io n s  as well as W eb ste r's  c o n s is te n t ly  C h ris t ia n
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frame o f  th o u g h t, f o r  he o f te n  in c lu d e s  s c r ip tu r a l  re fe ren c e s  

in  h is  d e f in i t io n s .  The L exicon, th en , is  n o t only  im portan t 

in  understanding  c u r r e n t  d e f in i t io n s  o f  words; i t  i s  a lso  

in  a sense an o th e r r e l ig io u s  t e x t  from which she lea rn e d .

The Works o f  S i r  Thomas Browne, acknowledged in  th e  same 

l e t t e r  as im p o rtan t, i s  a ls o  in  th e  Dickinson C o lle c tio n  a t  

Harvard. The th re e  volumes o f  th e  1852 e d it io n  a re  in sc r ib e d  

"Susan Huntington G ilb e r t ,"  in d ic a t in g  th a t  Sue owned the  books 

b efo re  h e r  m arriage in  1856 and th a t  th e re fo re  th ey  were a v a i l ­

a b le  to  ED long b e fo re  1858 when she seems to  have begun
39s e r io u s ly  to  w r i te  p o e try . Not only  d id  ED have e a r ly

access to  th e  p rose work o f  S i r  Thomas Browne; J u d ith  Banzer 

g ives convincing  evidence th a t  sh e  a lso  probably  read  a t  l e a s t

some o f th e  sev en te e n th -c e n tu ry  m etaphysical po e ts  e a r ly  enough
40to  have lea rn ed  from them. Donne, H e rb e rt, Vaughan, and

Crashaw were rep re se n te d  in  a n th o lo g ie s  in  both  Susan

D ick inson 's  and th e  D ickinson fam ily  l i b r a r i e s .  Susan

D ick inson 's  l ib r a ry  a lso  inclu d ed  an 1824 e d it io n  o f  Q u a r le s 's

Emblems as well as an 1857 e d it io n  o f  H e rb e r t 's  P o e tic a l Works.

We can be su re  t h a t  ED read Vaughan and H e rb e rt, a lthough not

p re c is e ly  when, fo r  she m entions Vaughan in  an 1880 l e t t e r  to

T. W. Higginson (L -653). A lso , two s ta n z a s  o f  H e rb e r t 's

"M attens," w r itte n  i i  h e r  own hand, were found among her

papers a f t e r  her d e a th . The s ta n z a s  were th o u g h t to  be by

h e r  and even p u b lished  as h e rs  in  an e a r ly  e d it io n  o f  the  
41poems. Although t h e i r  in flu e n c e  on ED cannot be proved 

u nqu estio n ab ly , i t  i s  h ig h ly  p ro b ab le  t h a t  she read  and
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lea rn ed  from th e s e  se v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  w r i te r s .

ED never m entions The Im ita t io n  o f  C h r is t  in  a l e t t e r

o r poem; however, i t  seems a p p a re n t t h a t  f o r  h e r  as f o r  George
42H e rb e rt, th e  book was o f  g re a t  im portance . She had access  to

both th e  1857 and the  1876 e d i t i o n s ,  th e  f i r s t  in sc r ib e d  w ith

h e r  name in  S u e 's  hand, th e  second a C hristm as g i f t  from Sue,

in sc r ib e d  "Emily w ith  lo v e ." 43 T hat th e  f i r s t  copy was shared

w ith Sue and th e  second g iven  h e r  by Sue i s  e s p e c ia l ly  im portan t

because o f  t h e i r  c lo se  f r ie n d sh ip  and th e  l i t e r a r y  in flu e n ce  
44Sue may have had upon th e  p o e t. The 1857 e d i t io n  a t  th e  

Houghton L ib ra ry  i s  w e ll-w o rn , in  f a c t  p re c a r io u s ly  held  

to g e th e r  by a shoe s t r i n g .  S tra n g e ly , th e r e  a re  se v e ra l 

uncut lea v e s  in  th e  volume; and a lm ost a l l  th e  markings 

thought to  be ED's a re  in  th e  f in a l  s e c t io n  having  to  do

with p re p a ra tio n  fo r  th e  e u c h a r i s t ,  perhaps p ro v id in g  a c lu e

to  h e r  e u c h a r i s t i c  poems, to  be d isc u sse d  f u l l y  l a t e r .  O ther 

s e c t io n s  which I f in d  to  be p ro b ab le  i n s p i r a t io n s  fo r  poems 

a re  unmarked. However, s in c e  markings in  h e r B ib le  and th e  

Dickinson l ib r a ry  e igh t-vo lum e e d it io n  o f  S hakespeare a re  

s im ila r ly  s p a rs e ,  we must sim ply reco g n ize  t h a t  she l e f t  few 

c lu es  as to  th e  passages she found most i n s p i r in g .  S t i l l ,  

th e re  a re  a number o f  s t r i k in g  c o r r e la t io n s  between th e  

Im ita t io n  and th e  poems, which I w il l  p o in t  o u t in  s p e c i f ic

in s ta n c e s  in  t h i s  s tu d y .

Although one cannot g ive in c o n t r o v e r t ib le  p ro o f o f  

l i t e r a r y  in flu e n c e  upon ED, i t  i s  im p o rtan t to  n o te  t h a t  

in poems and l e t t e r s  she h e r s e l f  acknowledges h e r  deb t to
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books; t h a t  th e  B ib le , W e b ste r's  American D ic tio n a ry  o f  th e  

E nglish  Language, The Works o f  S i r  Thomas Browne, George 

H e rb e r t 's  P o e tic a l  W orks, Q u a r le s 's  Emblems, and a Kempis' 

Im ita t io n  were a v a i la b le  to  h e r ;  and th a t  in te rn a l  evidence 

in d ic a te s  she a lm o s t c e r t a in ly  read  th ese  books and a s s im ila te d  

many o f  t h e i r  id eas  and im ages, t ra n sfo rm in g  them in th e  s e rv ic e  

o f  h e r own unique r e l i g io u s  v o ice . T h e re fo re , a lthough  she 

w rote to  H igginson t h a t  she "never co n sc io u s ly  touched a 

p a in t  mixed by a n o th e r  p erso n " (L -2 7 1 ), in d ic a tio n s  a re  t h a t  

h e r  rea d in g  was e x te n s iv e  and th a t  she lea rn ed  from i t .
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I I I .  "God be w ith th e  Clown" (P-1333)

A nother assum ption o f  t h i s  s tudy  i s  t h a t  ED f re q u e n tly

made use o f  comic te c h n iq u e s , p a r t i c u la r ly  in  p res e n tin g

s p e c i f ic a l l y  b ib l i c a l  and devo tiona l them es. By comic, o f

c o u rse , I do n o t r e f e r  m erely to  th e  funny, b u t r a th e r  to  a 
45p a r t i c u l a r  p e rs p e c tiv e  on l i f e .  C e r ta in ly ,  th e  C h r is t ia n

and th e  comic a re  co m p atib le , comic irre v e re n c e  ap p earin g  more
46o f te n  in  r e l ig io u s  r a th e r  than in  s e c u la r  ag es. In f a c t ,  from 

th e  b eg in n in g , comic elem ents a re  to  be found in  C h r is t ia n  

though t and t r a d i t i o n :  C h r is t  as clown appeared  as e a r ly  as

in  th e  catacomb draw ings o f  him w ith  th e  head o f  an ass  and
47as l a t e  as in  th e  p a in t in g s  o f  Roualt and th e  p lay  G odspell. 

A lso , m ystery and m o ra lity  p lays a re  both r e l ig io u s  in  theme 

and o f te n  comic r a th e r  than  t r a g i c  o r  solem n. There is  even 

a q u e s tio n  as to  w hether t ra g e d y , comedy's o p p o s ite  mode and 

w orld view , can be w r i tte n  in  a C h r is t ia n  c o n te x t ,  f o r  tragedy  

p o r tra y s  th e  in d iv id u a l  as u t te r ly  a lone  in  th e  w orld  and 

com plete ly  d es tro y ed  o r  damned in  th e  end. C h r i s t ia n i ty ,  

on th e  o th e r  hand, s t r e s s e s  th e  idea t h a t  God's eye is  always 

on th e  in d iv id u a l and t h a t  he i s  th e re fo re  never r e a l ly  a lo n e . 

A lso , a lth o u g h  C h r is t  was destro y ed  as were Promotheus and 

O edipus, th e  re a l  emphasis in  th e  C h r is t ia n  s to ry  i s  n o t on 

th e  c r u c i f ix io n ,  b u t r a th e r  on h is  r e s u r r e c t io n  and g lo rio u s
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ascension  in to  heaven. The emphasis in  C h ris tia n  th o u g h t,

th e n , is  on th e  f in a l  trium ph o f  th e  re s u r re c te d  in d iv id u a l.

Death is  not a n n ih i l a t io n ,  b u t a going "to  God," as ED

ex p resses  i t  ( e . g . ,  P -390). The p ro g ress  o f the  C h ris tia n

l i f e ,  l ik e  t h a t  o f  comic a c tio n  in  The D ivine Comedy, fo r

example, is  from bad fo r tu n e  to  good.

As w ell as  b e in g  a p p ro p r ia te  to  th e  devo tional t r a d i t i o n ,

th e  comic is  a ls o  a means o f  ach iev in g  d is ta n c e ,  th e  "a n e s th e s ia
48o f  th e  h e a rt"  n e c essa ry  f o r  la u g h te r  o r  o b j e c t iv i ty .  As ED

w rite s  in  P-1715, "The t r u th  I do n o t dare  to  know /  I m uffle

w ith a j e s t . "  In P-165, she sa y s , "M irth is  th e  Mail o f

A nguish." The com ic, th e n ,  is  a means o f  in te l l e c tu a l iz in g  an '

em otional s u b je c t .  In t h i s  way, ED is  l ik e  th e  sev en teen th -

c en tu ry  poets who w ith  " u n if ie d  s e n s ib i l i ty "  d e a lt  w ith f e e l in g s

in lo g ic a l ,  l e g a l ,  and w i t ty  language. ED i s  both l ik e  and

u n lik e  th ese  p oe ts in  h e r  use o f  th e  comic, fo r  although she

is  o f te n  w i t ty  in  th e  m etaphysical s t y l e ,  a t  o th e r  tim es she
49is  more broad ly  humorous in  th e  American sen se . Her use o f  

both sev en te e n th -c e n tu ry  w i t  and American humor is  a p p ro p r ia te  

to  her unique r e l ig io u s  v o ic e , fo r  as noted above, she is  both 

an American p o e t who saw "New Englandly" and a "bookish" poe t 

who w rote in  a p o e tic  t r a d i t i o n .

As is  o f te n  p o in te d  o u t ,  th e  most f re q u e n tly  used word 

in  th e  D ickinson canon i s  " I ,"  l in k in g  h e r n o t only g e n e ra lly  

to  th e  c o llo q u ia lism  ty p ic a l  o f  s e v en te e n th -c e n tu ry  p o e ts ,  

b u t in  s p e c i f ic  poems to  th e  o ra l t r a d i t i o n  o f  American humor 

as w e ll.  This American o ra l  t r a d i t i o n  began w ith th e  t a l l  t a l e s
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to ld  by e a rly  s e t t l e r s  to  one an o th e r in  th e  w ild e rn e s s , 

perhaps reached i t s  acme in  th e  f i r s t  person le c tu re s  and 

books o f  Mark Twain, and probably i t s  d e c lin e  in  th e  tw e n tie th -  

cen tu ry  stand-up comic. This American t e l l e r  o f  th e  f i r s t  

person  s to ry  i s  o ften  i r r e v e r e n t ,  as in  Huck F in n 's  remark t h a t  

he was in te r e s te d  in  th e  s to ry  about "Moses and th e  Bui ru sh e rs"  

u n t i l  he d iscovered  th a t  Moses was dead , e x p la in in g , "I d o n 't  

ta k e  no stock  in dead p e o p le ." 50 Huck is  b u t one m a n ife s ta tio n  

o f  t h i s  ty p ic a l American comic perso n a; an o th e r i s  th e  "I"  o f 

Walden, which ED had probably read . Always h e /sh e  is  p r a c t ic a l  

and shrewd, c o llo q u ia l ,  and one who a p p lie s  th e  ru le s  o f  p la in  

common sense to  l o f t y ,  o f te n  r e l ig io u s  s u b je c t s .51 Poem 597 is  

a good example o f  ED's use o f  American humor:

I t  always f e l t  to  me — a wrong 
To th a t  Old Moses - -  done —
To l e t  him see — th e  Canaan - -  
W ithout th e  e n te r in g  —

And t h o 1 in  so b e re r  moments —
No Moses th e re  can be
I'm  s a t i s f i e d  - -  th e  Romance
In p o in t o f  in ju ry  - -

Surpasses sh a rp e r  s ta te d  —
Of Stephen — o r o f  Paul —
For th ese  — were only put to  death  - -  
While God's a d r o i t e r  w ill

On Moses - -  seemed to  f a s te n  
With ta n t a l i z in g  Play 
As Boy — should  deal w ith l e s s e r  Boy - -  
To prove a b i l i t y .

The f a u l t  - -  was d o u b tle ss  I s r a e l 's  — 
M yself — had banned the  T r ib e s  - -  
And ushered Grand Old Moses 
In Pen tateuchal Robes
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Upon th e  Broad P o ssess io n  
'Twas l i t t l e  — He shou ld  see  —
Old Man on Nebo! Late as t h i s  —
My j u s t i c e  b leed s  — fo r  Thee!

The p ro je c te d  p e rso n a , th e  "I"  who i s  t e l l i n g  th e  s to r y  and 

commenting on i t ,  i s  th e  i r r e v e r e n t ,  shrewd Yankee. She i s  

seem ingly  as unaware o f  th e  comic a s p e c t  o f  h e r  i r r e v e r e n t  

judgm ent o f  God as i s  Huck in  h is  dead-pan pronouncem ent t h a t

Moses i s  u n in te r e s t in g  because dead o r  th e  " I"  o f  Walden in
52h is  re fe re n c e  to  th e  B ib le  as "an o ld  book." ED, in  t h i s  

poem as in  many o th e r s ,  uses American humor to  contem porize  

and make more r e le v a n t  t r a d i t i o n a l  b i b l i c a l  s t o r i e s .  However, 

n o t  on ly  i s  humor a means o f  t e l l i n g  h e r  v e rs io n  o f  th e  s to r y ,  

o f  respond ing  to  a l i t e r a r y  model; i t  i s  a ls o  a means o f 

r id i c u l in g  and c r i t i c i z i n g  Old T estam ent " T e lle r s "  (P-1545) 

who p o r tr a y  an unlov ing  and un lo v ab le  God.

ED uses such ty p ic a l  tech n iq u es  o f  American humor as 

th e  Yankee p e rso n a , c o llo q u ia l  lan g u ag e , i r r e v e r e n c e ,  ex ag g era ­

t i o n ,  and lo ca l c o lo r .  She a ls o  f re q u e n tly  employs o th e r  forms 

o f  th e  com ic, such as iro n y , e s p e c ia l ly  in  th e  l a t e  poems; 

s u r p r i s e  in  h e r  use o f  unexpected o r  fo regrounded  w ords; and 

sometimes s a t i r e ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  in  poems ab o u t th e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l ­

ize d  church o f  which she was h ig h ly  c r i t i c a l  ( e . g . ,  P -1207).

C e r ta in ly ,  h e r  much d isc u sse d  com pression i s  a comic form , f o r
53b r e v i ty  and co n d en sa tio n  a re  c e n tr a l  to  w i t .  ED a ls o  uses

w i t  as a means o f  ach iev in g  a sen se  o f  c o m p lic i ty  and in tim acy

w ith  h e r r e a d e r s ,  fo r  th e  comic "always im p lie s  a kind o f  
54s e c r e t  freem aso n ery ."  Sometimes, to o ,  she p r o je c ts  a persona
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who i s  a "mechanical man" and th e r e fo r e  laughable  as in  th e  

sp eak er who i s  comic in  h is  "m ach in e-lik e"  and " r ig id "  use o f  

p ro fe s s io n a l  leg a l language to  prove th e  t ru th  o f  th e  a f t e r ­

l i f e  (P -4 3 2 ) .55 In o th e r  poems, she " c a l l s  . . . a t t e n tio n  to  

th e  p h y s ica l . . . when i t  i s  th e  moral s id e  th a t  i s  co n cern ed ";56 

one such poem is  465 in  which an in te rp o s in g  f ly  appears a t  an 

awesome d ea th  scen e . S t i l l  a n o th e r  use o f  th e  comic is  h e r 

o u trageous tu rn in g  th e  t a b le s  on God as in  P-597 above and o th e rs  

in  which she im agines h e r s e l f  as God and sometimes even God as 

h e r s e l f . 5^ Even ED's d ram atic  p re s e n ta t io n  o f  various personae 

on th e  s ta g e  o f  h e r  mind and poems f o r  c r i t i c a l  e v a lu a tio n  is  

c lo s e ly  connected  to  th e  com ic, f o r  as Bergson sa y s , "w it i s  a 

c e r ta in  d ram atic  way o f  th in k in g .  In s te a d  o f  t r e a t in g  h is  id eas  

as mere sym bols, th e  w i t  sees  them , h ears  them, and, above a l l ,  

makes them converse  w ith  one a n o th e r  l ik e  p e rso n s ." 56 ED sh a res

th i s  d ram atic  way o f  th in k in g  w ith  th e  se v en teen th -cen tu ry  
59m etaphysical o r  m ed ita tio n a l p o e ts .

ED's most f re q u e n tly  used comic dev ice  and th e  one 

c e n tr a l  to  h e r  th o u g h t i s  " b is o c ia t io n "  o r  " rec ip ro c a l i n t e r ­

fe ren ce  o f  a s e r i e s . "  The form er term  is  A rthur K o e s tle r 's  

f o r  " th e  p e rc e iv in g  o f  a s i t u a t io n  o r  idea . . . in  two h a b itu a lly  

incom patib le  fram es o f  r e f e r e n c e ."  K o es tle r  goes on to  e x p la in  

th a t  b i s o c ia t io n  is  common to  both  comic and c re a t iv e  th in k in g ;  

i t  i s  double-m indedness, th in k in g  on two le v e ls  a t  one tim e.

He adds t h a t  t h i s  "c la sh  o f  two m u tu a lly  incom patib le  codes" 

lead s  both  to  la u g h te r  and to  d is c o v e ry .60 Henri B ergson 's  

term , " re c ip ro c a l in te r fe r e n c e  o f  a s e r i e s , "  i s  s im ila r  to
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K o e s tle r 's  b i s o c ia t io n ;  as Bergson p o in ts  o u t ,  a s i tu a t io n  is  

in v a r ia b ly  comic i f  i t  belongs s im u ltan eo u s ly  to  two independent 

s e r ie s  o f  even ts and is  capable  o f  be in g  in te r p re te d  in two 

e n t i r e ly  d i f f e r e n t  ways a t  th e  same time.®* One form of 

b is o c ia tio n  o r  rec ip ro c a l in te r fe re n c e  o f  a s e r i e s  is  

anachron ism ,62 which ED and o th e r  d e v o tio n a l p o e ts  use as a 

means o f  ex p ress in g  the  tim e lessn ess  o f  th e  C h r is t ia n  message. 

J u s t  as W. H. Auden p resen ts  th e  n a t i v i ty  as tak in g  p lace in  

th e  tw e n tie th -c e n tu ry  in  "For the  Time B eing ,"  ED's n in e te e n th -  

cen tu ry  persona in  P-1487 says t h a t  he and Je su s  were boys 

to g e th e r .  S im ila r ly , in  P-1254 she s u b s t i tu t e s  a n in e te e n th -  

cen tu ry  American "Wagon" fo r  E l i j a h 's  usual f i e r y  c h a r io t ,  

th e re fo re  contem porizing and making tim e le s s  th e  E lija h  s to ry . 

A nother form o f b iso c ia tio n  is  th e  s o -c a l le d  m etaphysical 

c o n c e it  in  which two d isp a ra te  o b je c ts  o r  id eas  a re  made to  

"c la sh "  and rev ea l meanings. As John Donne b r in g s  to g e th e r  

two lo v e rs  and a p a ir  o f  com passes,63 ED beg in s  P-254 with 

" 'H ope' is  th e  th in g  w ith f e a th e r s ."  In both  c a s e s ,  th e  

"c la sh "  o f  two seem ingly d is p a ra te  codes r e s u l t s  in  s u rp r ise  

and then  d isco v ery .

Pun is  s t i l l  ano ther form of b is o c ia t io n  o r rec ip ro c a l 

in te r fe r e n c e  o f  a s e r i e s ,  fo r  in  pun two d i s t i n c t  d e f in i t io n s  

meet in  a s in g le  word o r in  two words which sound alm ost ex ac tly  

a l i k e .  Although pun was f re q u e n tly  used and h ig h ly  regarded 

by se v en te e n th -c e n tu ry  poets and S h ak esp eare , th e r e a f t e r  such 

word p lay  f e l l  in to  d is re p u te . Once m ore, l i t e r a r y  in flu en ce  

is  su g g ested , fo r  ED makes freq u en t use o f  pun, no t m erely to
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evoke la u g h te r ,  but more o f te n  to  ex p lo re  m eanings, to  make

unexpected d isc o v e r ie s  through th e  "c la sh "  o f  two d is p a ra te  o b je c ts

o r ideas w ith in  a s in g le  word. ED's fre q u e n t use o f th e  sun-son

pun e s p e c ia lly  r e c a l ls  th e  sev en te e n th -c e n tu ry  p o e ts ; George

H erbert even wrote a poem, "The Sonne," in  which he pays t r i b u te

to  th e  English language because i t  lends i t s e l f  to  such word p l a y . ^

In P-106 ED's sun i s  th e  c e le s t i a l  body in S tanza 1 , th e  second

person o f th e  T r in i ty  in  S tanza 2. In f a c t ,  th e  "Compound V ision"
65o f  both ED and th e  sev en te e n th -c e n tu ry  po e ts  i s  o ften  expressed  

in  th e  form o f pun, a means o f  u n itin g  th e  e a r th ly  and i n f i n i t e  

w ith in  a s in g le  o r a u ra l ly  s im ila r  word. Her use o f such words 

as " im m o rta lity ,"  fo r  exam ple, u n i te s  e a r th ly  p o e tic  im m o rta lity  

w ith th e  e te rn a l  l i f e  o f th e  s o u l.  "M aster" sometimes r e f e r s  to  

e a r th ly  p recep to rs  l ik e  Newton and H igginson, a t  o th ers  to  her 

s o u l 's  "M aster,"  Jesu s  an d /o r p o e try , su g g estin g  a correspondence 

between th e  f i n i t e  and th e  i n f i n i t e .  This m u l t ip l ic i ty  o f  

sometimes d isp a ra te  meanings f o r  a s in g le  word in th e  form o f 

pun i s  c ru c ia l  in understand ing  th e  poems o f ED. As P ro fesso r 

Anderson sa y s , she e x p lo i ts  punning , "not in  a f r iv o lo u s  co n te x t 

but as th e  le g it im a te  ad ju n c t o f  a sup erb ly  se rio u s  s ty le .

The comic, th e n , i s  c e n tra l  to  ED's p o e tic  th ough t.

Sometimes i t  i s  a means of evoking la u g h te r ,  a t  o th e rs  of 

ach iev ing  d is ta n c e ;  a t  s t i l l  o th e r s ,  comic techn iques a re  a 

means o f a tta in in g  a sense o f in tim acy  w ith  her rea d e rs  o r o f 

c r i t i c i z i n g  in s t i t u t io n s  or people  o f whom she d isapproved .

O ften , m etaphysical w it o r  American humor provide s t r a te g ie s  

fo r  responding to  a l i t e r a r y  p re d e c e sso r,  f re q u e n tly  th e  B ib le ,
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and o f  t e l l i n g  th e  s to ry  in  a f re sh  new way. Her most im p o rtan t 

comic d e v ic e , however, is  " rec ip ro c a l in te r fe r e n c e  o f  a s e r ie s "  

o r  " b is o c ia t io n ,"  p a r t i c u l a r ly  in  th e  form o f  pun, a means o f  

seein g  double o r  m u ltip le  meanings and o f  ex p lo rin g  language 

and th o u g h t. In stan ces  o f  her use o f  th e  comic w il l  be 

d iscu ssed  more s p e c i f ic a l l y  in  the  e x p lic a t io n  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  

poems.
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IV. In Defense o f  Sue

One o f  th e  m ost im p o rtan t assum ptions o f  t h i s  stu d y  is  

t h a t  ED and Susan G i lb e r t  D ickinson were l i f e lo n g  f r ie n d s  and 

l i t e r a r y  c o n f id a n te s  and t h a t  th e r e fo r e  S u e 's  e v a lu a t io n  o f  th e  

p o e t and h e r work in  h e r  unsigned  o b itu a ry  in  The S p r in g f ie ld  

R epublican  d e serv e s  s e r io u s  c o n s id e ra t io n .  A lthough th e  focus 

o f  t h i s  stu d y  i s  on th e  poems r a th e r  than  on th e  l i f e  o f  th e  

p o e t,  a long  d ig re s s io n  to  c o n s id e r  S u e 's  o b i tu a r y ,  ED's 

l e t t e r s  to  h e r ,  and reaso n s why th e  in tim acy  o f  th e  two women 

is  den ied  seems e s s e n t ia l  in  o rd e r  to  j u s t i f y  sub seq u en t 

re f e re n c e s  to  Sue and r e l ia n c e  upon h er judgm ent o f  th e  

p o e t .67

In h e r e le g ia c  e s sa y , Sue e x p resses  l o s s ,  a f f e c t i o n ,  

and a d m ira tio n  f o r  h e r  f r ie n d  as w ell as keen in s ig h t  in to  th e  

v a lue  and n a tu re  o f  th e  poems. The e leg y  a ls o  is  ev id en ce  th a t  

Sue h e r s e l f  w rote  c le a r ly  and g ra c e fu lly  and t h a t  h e r  s ty l e ,  

id e a s ,  and use  o f  language sometimes r e f l e c t  th e  p o e t 's  own.

One is  rem inded o f  Carew 's e le g ia c  poem f o r  John Donne.68 

L ike C arew 's e le g y ,  S u e 's  i s  a f in e  p iece  of e a r ly  l i t e r a r y  

c r i t i c i s m  o f  th e  p o e t 's  work and one in  which use o f  language 

and m etaphor s u g g e st th e  p o e t 's  in f lu e n c e . I t  i s  a ls o  

i n te r e s t in g  to  n o te  t h a t  in  h er o b itu a ry  Sue e x p re s se s  

inform ed o p in io n s  abou t many o f  th e  is s u e s  t h a t  have concerned
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ED sc h o la rs  ev er s in c e . For example, she b e lie v e d  ED's 

w ithdraw al from s o c ie ty  to  have been th e  n a tu r a l ,  g ra d u a l ,  and 

d e lib e ra te  choice o f  a " s e n s i t iv e  n a tu re "  who "tu rned  to  her 

own la rg e  w ealth  o f  in d iv id u a l re so u rc e s  f o r  com panionship," 

f in d in g  "the  sacred  q u ie t  o f  h er own home . . . th e  f i t  

atm osphere fo r  her worth and w ork." I f  Sue was in tim a te  w ith 

th e  poe t and th e re fo re  c o r r e c t  in  h e r  o p in io n , much tim e has 

been wasted in se arc h in g  f o r  a more d ram atic  reaso n : a

r e p re s s iv e  f a th e r ,  a d isa p p o in tin g  love  a f f a i r ,  agoraphobia 

o r  some o th e r  mental a b e r r a t i o n ,00

O ther p e rc e p tiv e  s ta tem en ts  in  th e  o b itu a ry  in c lu d e ,

"Her t a l k  and h e r  w r itin g s  were l ik e  no one e l s e 's . "  Here,

Sue p re f ig u re s  th e  "new c r i t i c s ' "  pronouncement t h a t  ED has 

a unique v o ice , and th a t  a t  her b e s t  she "resem bles no o n e ." 70 

Sue a ls o  has a d e f in i te  opin ion  on th e  much debated q u estio n  

o f  w hether or n o t ED wished to  p u b lis h . A ccording to  h e r ,  th e  

p oe t d id  n o t ,  and, in  f a c t ,  never would have p u b lish ed  even 

th o se  seven poems which appeared in  h e r l i f e t im e  excep t t h a t  

"some e n th u s ia s t ic  l i t e r a r y  f r i e n d .  . . tu rn [e d ]  love to  

la rc e n y  and cause[d ] a few v e rses  s u r r e p t i t io u s ly  o b tain ed  

to  be p r in te d ."  S u e 's  a l l i t e r a t i v e  and w i t ty  phrase  "love  to  

la rc e n y "  could alm ost have been ED's own. S im ila r ly , her 

d e s c r ip tio n  o f  ED's withdrawal in to  h e r  own reso u rces  and 

th e  way in  which she always w ith sto o d  th e  " f re q u e n tly  n o tab le  

persons"  who p a id  her v i s i t s  "in  an a tte m p t to  convince h e r 

to  p u b lish "  su g g ests  ED's P-303:
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The Soul s e le c ts  her own S o c ie ty  —
Then — sh u ts  th e  Door - -

Unmoved — she n o tes th e  C h ario ts  - -  pausing —
At h e r low Gate —
Unmoved — an Emperor be knee ling  
Upon h e r Mat — . . .

S u e 's  d e s c r ip tio n  o f  ED's w it as a "Damascus b lade gleaming 

and g lan c in g  in  the  sun" is  sometimes q u o ted . One w ishes t h a t  

Sue had w r i t te n  e x te n s iv e ly  and more s p e c i f ic a l l y  upon th is  

s u b je c t  as w ell as upon the  o th ers  she m entions so b r ie f ly  in  

her g race fu l l i t t l e  e ssay . She then compares ED's " sw ift  p o e tic  

ra p tu re "  to  t h a t  o f  th e  "long g l is te n in g  n o te  o f  a b ird  one 

h ears  in  th e  June woods a t  high noon." "S w ift"  su g g ests  th e  

movement so c h a r a c te r i s t i c  o f  many o f th e  poems. "G lis te n in g  

no te"  i s  a sy n e s th e s ia  ty p ic a l o f  ED's sy n ta x . A lso , S ue 's  

m etaphor o f  th e  poe t as "b ird "  as well as h e r  re fe re n c e  to  

"noon" a re  ty p ic a l  o f th e  Dickinson vo cab u la ry .

Sue w r i te s  o f  th e  " s im p lic ity  and hom eliness as well 

as p ro fu n d ity "  o f  th e  poems, an a p t d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  d ecep tiv e  

s im p lic i ty  c h a r a c te r i s t i c  o f  ED's p a r t i c u l a r  v o ic e . More 

s ig n i f ic a n t  f o r  t h is  study  is  her re fe re n c e  to  th e  way in  

which th e  poe t i s  a b le  to  catch  "shadowy a p p a r i t io n s  o f  the  

b ra in  and to s s [e d ]  them in s ta r t l i n g  p ic tu re sq u e n e ss  to  her 

f r i e n d s ,"  a p e r f e c t  a n a ly s is  o f ED's way o f ex p lo rin g  her in n e r 

s e l f ,  r e i f y in g  th e  thoughts and ideas she f in d s  th e r e ,  and then 

em blem atica lly  p rese n tin g  them, a p o e tic  p ro cess  which lin k s  

h er s tro n g ly  to  the  sev en teen th -cen tu ry  d e v o tio n a l p o e ts .

Sue r e f e r s  to  ED's " in tim a te  and p a ss io n a te  . , . love
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o f Nature" and h e r "Keen and e c le c tic "  l i t e r a r y  t a s t e s ,  th e  

form er su g g estin g  th a t  Sue was w idely f a m i l ia r  w ith  th e  

D ickinson canon w ith  i t s  s tro n g  emphasis on n a tu re , th e  l a t t e r  

e x h ib it in g  a c lo s e  f a m i l i a r i ty  w ith ED's personal read ing  h a b its  

whose e c le c t i c  n a tu re  has been s u b s ta n t ia te d  more re c e n tly  by 

Jack L. Capps in  ED's Reading. 71 Such an a n a ly s is  o f  her read ing  

h a b its  i s  a ls o  germane to  t h is  study  which assumes th a t  ED read  

w idely and p robably  was in sp ire d  and in flu en ced  by h e r rea d in g s . 

S ue 's  d e s c r ip tio n  o f th e  way in  which ED "se ized  th e  kernel [o f  

an idea] i n s t a n t ly ,  alm ost im p a tien t of th e  few est w ords, by 

which she must make h er rev e la tio n "  i s  probably th e  e a r l i e s t  

comment on ED's much admired and d iscu ssed  com pression.

Susan D ickinson concludes h e r e le g ia c  o b itu a ry  by s tr e s s in g  

ED's r e l ig io u s  s e n s i b i l i ty :

To h e r  l i f e  was r ic h ,  and a l l  aglow w ith God 
and im m o rta lity . With no c re e d , no form ulated  
f a i t h ,  h a rd ly  knowing th e  names o f  dogmas, she 
walked t h i s  l i f e  w ith th e  g e n tle n e ss  and reverence 
o f  o ld  s a in t s ,  w ith th e  firm  s te p  o f  m artyrs who 
s in g  w hile  they  s u f f e r .  How b e t t e r  no te  th e  
f l i g h t  o f  t h i s  "soul o f  f i r e  in  a s h e ll  o f  p e a rl"  
than  by h e r own words —

Morns l ik e  th e s e ,  we p a rte d ;
Noons l ik e  th e s e ,  she ro se ;
F lu tte r in g  f i r s t ,  then  f irm e r ,
To h e r f a i r  repose .

S u e 's  c lo s in g  remarks a re  o f  g re a t  im portance to  t h i s  

study  in  which her e v a lu a tio n  o f  th e  p o e t 's  r e l ig io u s  s e n s i b i l i ty  

i s  supported by a c lo se  read ing  no t only o f th e  many poems 

s p e c i f ic a l ly  ab o u t God, Je su s , and th e  s o u l,  b u t o f  th e  many 

o th ers  in  which she expresses a r e v e re n tia l  a t t i tu d e  to  th e
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w orld , in c lu d in g  n a tu re  and th e  s o u l ,  as m a n ife s ta tio n s  o f  

d iv in i ty  ( e .g . ,  P-932 and P -1451). As Sue s a id ,  ED had "no 

c re e d ,"  d id  n o t " re s p e c t  d o c tr in e s ,"  as she h e r s e l f  expressed  

i t  (L -200). However, as Sue p o in ts  o u t ,  th e  poe t p ossessed  a 

d i s t in c t ly  r e l ig io u s  s e n s i b i l i t y .

S u e 's  concluding  m etaphor f o r  th e  p o e t,  a '" s o u l  o f  f i r e  

in  a sh e ll  o f  p e a r l , '"  i s  an a p t  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  ED's outw ardly  

uneventfu l b u t inw ardly  p a s s io n a te  l i f e .  A lso , th e  p o e tic  

q u a li ty  and n a tu re  o f  th e  p h rase  i s  such t h a t  i t  m ight have 

been ED's own, fo r  i t  r e c a l l s  a number o f  poems in  which th e  

persona i s  s im ila r ly  d e sc r ib e d  as being  inw ardly  v o lca n ic  bu t 

outw ardly serene  ( e . g . ,  P -1677). The m etaphor, to o , 

s tre n g th e n s  my argum ent t h a t  th e  poems a re  th e  m e d ita tiv e  

au tobiography o f  a soul r a th e r  than  th e  l i t e r a l  au tobiography 

o f  a n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  Amherst woman. I t  i s  s ig n i f i c a n t ,  to o , 

t h a t  P-27 with which Sue ends th e  e leg y  i s  n o t one o f  th e  

poems known to  have been s e n t  to  h er by th e  p o e t,  f o r  i t  

r e in fo rc e s  th e  su g g estio n  th ro u g h o u t th e  o b itu a ry  t h a t  S u e 's  

f a m i l i a r i ty  w ith  th e  poe t and h e r work was e x te n s iv e . Her 

use o f  t h i s  poem makes c le a r  t h a t  h e r  knowledge o f  th e  canon 

exceeded th e  276 poems known to  have been s e n t  to  h e r.

A c lo s e  read in g  o f  S u e 's  e leg y  i s  re v e a lin g  in  a 

number o f  ways. Her a f f e c t io n  f o r  th e  po e t i s  ap p a ren t from 

th e  s in c e r i t y  o f  h e r to n e . The o b itu a ry  a lso  r e f l e c t s  language 

ty p ic a l  o f  ED's p o e try  and l e t t e r s ,  su g g e stin g  th a t  t h e i r  

in tim acy was o f  th e  s o r t  r e s u l t i n g  in  a s im ila r  use  o f  w ords, 

a rea l in flu en ce  (perhaps r e c ip ro c a l )  o f  s t y l e ,  language , and
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th o u g h t.  The l i t t l e  essay  su g g e sts  as w ell t h a t  Sue was

im p re ss iv e ly  f a m i l ia r  w ith  th e  ED canon and t h a t  she was an

a b le  enough l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c  to  make p e rc e p t iv e ,  sometimes even
72p ro p h e t ic ,  a n a ly se s  o f  th e  po e t and h e r work. Sue p o ssessed  

an u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  ED's s o l i t a r y  l i f e ,  h e r  r e lu c ta n c e  to  

p u b l is h ,  th e  uniqueness o f  h e r  v o ic e , h e r  w i t ,  h e r  r e i f y in g  

and em b le m a tic a lly  v isu a l im a g in a tio n , th e  movement c h a ra c te r ­

i s t i c  o f  so many o f  h e r  b e s t  poems, h e r  lo v e  o f  n a tu r e ,  h e r  

rea d in g  h a b i t s ,  th e  in te n s e  com pression c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  

h e r  v e r s e ,  and h e r  r e l ig io u s  s e n s i b i l i t y  and r e v e r e n tia l  

a t t i t u d e  toward l i f e  and p o e try . The o b i tu a r y ,  i f  examined 

c lo s e ly ,  i s  an e leg y  r e f l e c t in g  th e  p erso n a l in tim acy  o f  th e  

two women as w ell as e a r ly  and im p ress iv e  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  

o f  th e  poems th em se lv es ,

' k ' k ' k ' k i c r k ' k ' k ' k ' k

But why have S u e 's  words n o t been tak en  more s e r io u s ly ?

Why have h e r  l i t e r a r y  and p e rso n a l e v a lu a tio n s  o f  th e  po e t been 

ig n o red ?  S u e 's  o p in io n s  have n o t been valued  because she has 

been much and u n f a i r ly  m aligned . The n a tu re  o f  h e r  f r ie n d s h ip  

w ith  th e  poe t has been d i s t o r te d ,  f o r  i t  i s  g e n e ra l ly  b e lie v e d  

th a t  a lth o u g h  Sue and ED were f r ie n d s  as g i r l s ,  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h ip  

co o led  to  th e  p o in t  o f  in d if fe r e n c e  o r  even o f  h o s t i l i t y  in  l a t e r  

l i f e . 73 However, i t  must be remembered t h a t  th e s e  o p in io n s  a re  

based on th e  tes tim o n y  o f  Mabel Loomis Todd and o th e rs  who m ight 

have been wrong o r  even have w ished fo r  p e rso n a l reaso n s to
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obscure S u e 's  c lo s e  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  ED. I t  i s  my c o n ten tio n  

th a t  in  e v a lu a tin g  ED's f r ie n d sh ip  w ith  Sue, l e s s  a t te n tio n  

should be g iven to  personal op in io n  and h e a rsa y ; r a th e r ,  

emphasis should be placed  on th e  p o e t 's  own words in  th e  more 

than 180 e x is t in g  l e t t e r s  she s e n t  to  Sue and h e r  c h ild re n  over 

a perio d  o f  n e a rly  f o r ty  y e a rs .  The ta s k  rem ain ing  fo r  modern 

read e rs  o f  th e  l e t t e r s  as well as o f  th e  poems i s  to  "g ive them 

the s e rio u s  a t t e n t io n  they  d e se rv e ,"  " to  s ta r e  a hole  in  th e  

page."

B efore examining th e  l e t t e r s ,  i t  seems im p o rtan t to

co n sid er reasons why Mabel Loomis Todd, ED's f i r s t  e d i to r ,

might have been unaware o f  th e  p o e t 's  f r ie n d sh ip  w ith  Sue o r

even have wished i t  to  be su p p ressed . G e n e ra lly , s c h o la rs

fee l enormous g r a t i tu d e  toward Mrs. Todd, f o r  i t  i s  b e liev ed

th a t  i f  she had n o t g a th e re d , e d ite d ,  then  seen through

p u b lic a tio n  th e  poems and l e t t e r s ,  th ey  m ight have been l o s t

fo re v e r . C e r ta in ly ,  t h i s  is  a grim  p o s s ib i l i t y ,  cau sin g  one

to  be g ra te fu l  fo r  Mrs. Todd's energy  and d i l ig e n c e .  However,

we must remember th a t  in  a d d it io n  to  being  ED's f i r s t  e d i to r ,

Mrs. Todd was ED's b ro th e r  A u s t in 's  m is tre s s  f o r  th e  l a s t  
74th ir te e n  y e a rs  o f  h is  l i f e .  T h e re fo re , i t  i s  n o t s u rp r is in g

th a t  Mrs. Todd and Susan D ickinson were enem ies. In f a c t ,  Mrs.
75Todd h e r s e l f  r e f e r re d  to  Sue as "my most b i t t e r  enemy," 

causing  one to  q u es tio n  th e  o b j e c t iv i ty  o f  Mrs. Todd's 

judgment both o f  Sue and o f S u e 's  f r ie n d sh ip  w ith  th e  p o e t.

I t  i s  p o ss ib le  th a t  Mrs. Todd h o n e s tly  d id  n o t know th e  depth 

and scope o f  t h e i r  r e la t io n s h ip ;  however, even i f  she d id ,
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because o f  h e r ro le  as "o th e r  woman" and S u e 's  as "wronged

w ife ,"  Mrs. Todd would n o t have been in c l in e d  to  p ra is e  Sue

o r  to  c r e d i t  h e r  as  being  an im portan t in flu e n ce  on th e  p o e t.

And, indeed , she d id  n o t. R ather, she p ic tu re d  Sue as cruel

and v in d ic t iv e  and claim ed th a t  S u e 's  and ED's re la t io n s h ip

was d i s t a n t ,  even h o s t i l e / 6 judgments d i r e c t l y  c o n tra d ic te d

by th e  e x is t in g  l e t t e r s  ED se n t to  Sue and h e r c h ild re n .

U n fo rtu n a te ly , Mrs. Todd's assessm ent o f  S u e 's  and ED's

r e la t io n s h ip  has been supported  and s tre n g th e n e d  by h e r daugh ter,

M illic e n t  Todd Bingham, whose e d it in g  o f  ED's poems and c r i t i c a l

work has caused h e r ,  to o , to  be in f lu e n tia l  to  ED sc h o la rsh ip .

In f a c t ,  many contem porary c r i t i c a l  and b io g ra p h ica l works

begin by acknowledging a deb t to  one o r  both women.77 However,

R ichard B. S e w a ll's  monumental 1974 biography in c lu d es  new

info rm ation  about Mrs. Todd and h er ro le  in  th e  D ickinson

drama which lead  one to  q u estio n  th e  v a l id i ty  o f  th e  legend 
78o f  "War between th e  Houses" as well as Mrs. T odd's o b je c t iv i ty

in h e r judgment o f  Sue and h e r f r ie n d sh ip  w ith  th e  p o e t. Such

new in fo rm ation  prov ides good reason fo r  a n o th e r  look a t  Mrs.

Todd's e d it io n s  o f  poems and l e t t e r s  and a t  Mrs. Bingham's 
79A n cesto rs ' B rocades. The new d a ta  a lso  su g g est th e  value 

o f  a c lo s e r  exam ination o f  th e  c lu s te r  o f  e x is t in g  l e t t e r s  

to  Sue, as well as th o se  to  Mrs. Todd, a l l  a v a ila b le  fo r  the  

f i r s t  tim e in  t h e i r  e n t i r e t y ,  in  an unexpurgated form , and in 

probable  sequence in  Thomas H. Johnson 's  1958 e d it io n  o f  the  

l e t t e r s .

An exam ination o f  Mrs. Todd's 1894 and 1931 e d it io n s
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o f th e  l e t t e r s  re v e a ls  t h a t  from th e  beginning she an d /o r 

someone seemed determ ined to  e ra se  a l l  evidence o f S ue 's  

e x is te n ce  and o f  h e r  f r ie n d s h ip  w ith  th e  p o e t, s u b s t i tu t in g  

in s te a d  th e  su g g estio n  t h a t  Mrs. Todd h e r s e l f  was th e  p o e t 's  

dear f r ie n d .  There a re  in  f a c t  no l e t t e r s  to  Sue in  e i t h e r  

e d it io n .  C onsidering  th e  r iv a l r y  between th e  two women, Sue 

probably would have re fu se d  to  a llow  Mrs. Todd access  to  h e r 

l e t t e r s  even had she been asked . However, n o t only a re  th e s e  

l e t t e r s  m iss in g ; a l l  th e  many re fe ren c e s  to  Sue in  l e t t e r s  to  

o th e rs  a re  a ls o  d e le te d .  Mrs. Todd ex p la in s  th a t  th e  name o f 

"a r e l a t i v e  then  l iv in g "  does not appear in  e i t h e r  e d it io n  

because A ustin  and L av in ia  had req u ested  th a t  i t  be o m it te d .80 

Perhaps t h i s  i s  so ; y e t  such e d it in g  is  a d i s to r t io n  o f  th e  

t ru th  and has had a d e le te r io u s  e f f e c t  on ED sc h o la rsh ip .

Not only d id  A u stin  an d /o r  Mrs. Todd o r  someone e ls e  

e rase  a l l  ev idence o f  Sue in  th e  l e t t e r s ;  Mrs. Todd a ls o  

d isc re d ite d  S u e 's  o b i tu a ry .  I n te r e s t in g ly ,  had i t  no t been 

fo r  h e r ,  th e  o b itu a ry  m ight have served as p reface  to  the  

f i r s t  e d it io n  o f  th e  poems. However, when Mr. H igginson 

suggested th i s  in  a l e t t e r ,  Mrs. Todd seems never to  have 

responded. At l e a s t  Mrs. Bingham includes  no such re sp o n se , 

rep o r tin g  only  t h a t  h e r  m other s a id  th a t  such a su g g estio n  had 

in fu r ia te d  L a v in ia .81 L a ter  when an adm irer o f  th e  poems w rote 

to  Mrs. Todd req u e s t in g  in fo rm ation  about th e  o b itu a ry  which 

Mr. Higginson had su g g ested  as a va lu ab le  so u rce , Mrs. Todd 

assu red  th e  q u e s tio n e r  t h a t  she knew th a t  "no e x tr a  copy" 

o f  th e  o b itu a ry  e x is te d  in  th e  Republican o f f i c e ,  adding
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t h a t  " i t  g ives very  l i t t l e  o f  h e r  p e rs o n a l i ty "  and t h a t  Mrs. 

T odd 's own paper "p repared  f o r  Women's Clubs in  S p r in g f ie ld ,  

Boston and o th e r  p lac e s  . . . c o n ta in s  more o f  h e r  l i f e  than  

an y th in g  e ls e  has done. . . . "8^

Personal am bition  as w ell as h a tre d  f o r  Sue was probably 

a c o n tr ib u tin g  f a c to r  to  Mrs. T odd's d i s c r e d i t in g  o f  Sue, fo r  

Mrs. Todd seems to  have been am bitious even to  th e  p o in t  o f  

sh a rp  p r a c t ic e .  Mrs. Bingham h e r s e l f  g iv es  ev idence  o f  t h is  

in h e r  accoun t o f  Mrs. T odd 's having  r e w r it te n  a book by h e r 

a stronom er husband in  o rd e r  to  make i t  s u i t a b le  f o r  p o p u lar 

consum ption, a ta s k  n o t u n lik e  th e  one she perform ed fo r  th e  

poems o f  ED. A f te r  she had com pleted h e r r e v i s io n ,  Mrs.

Bingham t e l l s  us t h a t  Mr. Todd d ecided  th a t  th e  book was 

M abel's and in s i s te d  t h a t  h e r  name a lo n e  be c re d i te d .  "That 

is  how Total E c lip ses  o f  th e  Sun, by Mabel Loomis Todd . . . 

came to  be p u b lish ed . . . . 1,83 O bviously , one must conclude 

t h a t  Mrs. Todd d id  no t mind ta k in g  c r e d i t  f o r  a book she had 

n o t w r i t te n  i f  i t  would enhance h e r  l i t e r a r y  r e p u ta t io n .

O ther ev idence o f  Mrs. T odd 's p ersonal am b itio n  i s  to  

be found in  L a v in ia 's  tes tim o n y  in  th e  c o u r t  t r i a l  between them, 

a le g a l b a t t l e  o ver a p iece  o f  D ickinson p ro p e r ty  Mrs. Todd 

cla im ed A ustin  had l e f t  h e r  upon h is  d e a th . A lthough Mrs.

Todd and Mrs. Bingham c o n s is te n t ly  have c la im ed  th a t  L avin ia  

fo rced  th e  poems upon Mrs. Todd and t h a t ,  even though she had 

many o th e r  im portan t p r o je c ts ,  she e d ite d  them , presum ably 

because o f  h e r  good h e a r t , 8^ L av in ia  t e s t i f i e d  t h a t  Mrs. Todd 

had asked to  e d i t  them , t h a t  she "th o u g h t i t  would be f o r  her
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l i t e r a r y  r e p u ta t io n  to  do i t ,  and i t  made h e r  r e p u ta t i o n .1,86 

And so i t  d id . Who, a f t e r  a l l ,  would have heard  o f  Mabel 

Loomis Todd, f o r  a l l  h e r  v en tu res  in to  w r i t i n g ,  l i t t l e  t h e a t r e ,  

and p a in t in g  i f  she had n o t e d ite d  th e  poems and l e t t e r s  o f  ED, 

th en  in  th e  n in e t i e s  l e c tu re d  f re q u e n tly  on th e  poe t whom she 

c la im ed to  have known in tim a te ly ?  Although I do n o t propose 

to  pass judgm ent on th e  f a i r n e s s  o f  th e  c o u r t 's  d e c is io n ,  i t  is  

p erhaps s ig n i f ic a n t  to  add th a t  L avin ia  won th e  case  on both 

lo c a l  and s t a t e  supreme c o u r t  l e v e l s . 86 And a lthough  Mrs.

Todd and Mrs. Bingham have p ro te s te d  th e  u n fa irn e s s  o f  th e  

v e rd ic t  and c la im ed th a t  L av in ia  p e r ju re d  h e r s e l f  th roughou t 

th e  t r i a l ,  I p ropose t h a t  th e  o p in io n s  o f  th e  town o f Amherst 

and th e  S ta te  o f  M assachusetts  should  be g iven  a t  l e a s t  as much 

c o n s id e ra t io n  as  t h a t  o f  Mrs. Todd and Mrs. Bingham, a ls o  t h a t  

L a v in ia 's  s to r y  abou t Mrs. Todd's ask in g  to  e d i t  th e  poems be 

g iven as much w eigh t as th e  accoun t o f  th e  two women t h a t  L avin ia  

fo rc e d  them on h e r.

I t  seems im p o rtan t to  no te  t h a t  a lth o u g h  Mrs. Todd 

su g g e sts  t h a t  she and th e  p o e t were on in tim a te  te rm s, th e re  

i s  l i t t l e  ev id en ce  t h a t  t h i s  was so . A lthough she adm its th a t  

sh e  n ev er met th e  po e t f a c e - to - f a c e ,  in  h e r  1894 e d it io n  o f th e  

l e t t e r s ,  Mrs. Todd w r i te s :  "From th e  many n o tes  s e n t  me by ED

d u rin g  th e  l a s t  fo u r  y e a rs  o f  h e r  l i f e ,  i t  was a d i f f i c u l t  

m a tte r  to  s e le c t  th o se  b e s t  f i t t e d  f o r  p u b l ic a t i o n ." 87 

P ro fe s s o r  Sewall in c lu d e s  Mrs. Todd 's w r i t t e n  rem in iscence 

t h a t ,  "As Sue grew f a r t h e r  from me, Emily came c lo s e r ,  and 

h e r  n o te s  and m essages grew more f re q u e n t  and more in t im a te ."
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"Her l i t t l e  no tes  were th e  acme o f each day."®® However, 

th e re  a re , in  f a c t ,  only ten  e x is t in g  l e t t e r s  to  Mrs. Todd, 

p lu s  one she claim s ED se n t b.er w ith  f lo w e rs , a c laim  d isp u ted  

by Thomas H. Johnson who p o in ts  out t h a t  th e  no te  i s  in  the  

" h a s t i ly  j o t t e d  handw riting" ED used f o r  f i r s t  d r a f t s ,  "never 

f o r  f a i r  co p ies"  and th a t  th e re fo re  i t  i s  " u n lik e ly "  th a t  th e  

no te  was se n t  to  Mrs. Todd (L-748). S ince Mrs. Todd would no t 

have destroyed  l e t t e r s  s e n t h e r by th e  p o e t,  one must conclude 

t h a t  she exaggerated  th e  number o f  l e t t e r s  s e n t  to  h e r ,  

su g g estin g  even th a t  she rece iv ed  one each day r a th e r  than 

ten  over a p erio d  o f fo u r y e a rs .  In a d d it io n ,  a c lo se  read in g  

o f  th e  ten  l e t t e r s ,  to  be d iscu ssed  l a t e r  in  t h i s  s e c t io n ,  

in d ic a te s  t h a t  they  a re  f a r  from " in t im a te ."

In a sse s s in g  Mrs. Todd's judgment o f  Sue, i t  i s

s ig n i f ic a n t  to  note t h a t  Mrs. Todd was n o t one to  see  th e  b e s t

in  o th e rs .  She re f e r re d  to  ED's beloved N orcross cousins as
89" d u l l ,  u n in te re s t in g ,  commonplace"; even as "g eese ."  A lso , 

h e r  d e s c r ip tio n s  o f  L avinia D ickinson , e s p e c ia l ly  th e  fo llow ing  

o f  h e r  l a t e  in  l i f e ,  makes one glad t h a t  she never in  f a c t  saw 

th e  poet:

V in n ie 's  mouth was p e r f e c tly  h ideous and fu ll  
o f  f a ls e  te e th  . . . her face  was re p u ls iv e .  . . .
Her hands had grown-out j o in t s  and were always 
d i r t y . 90

In view o f  Mrs. Todd's a c id ly  c r i t i c a l  n a tu re ,  i s  i t  any wonder 

t h a t  she had few good words fo r  h e r "most b i t t e r  enemy," Sue?

Although h e r c r i t i c a l  n a tu re  and personal am bition  to  

th e  po in t o f  d ish o n esty  a re  im portan t in  c o n s id e r in g  Mrs. Todd's
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m isunderstand ing  o r  m is rep re sen ta tio n  o f  S u e 's  f r ie n d sh ip  w ith

th e  p o e t, no doubt the  most im portan t f a c to r  i s  th a t  she was

A u s tin 's  m is tr e s s ,  and Sue was A u s t in 's  w ife . I t  i s  not

s u rp r i s in g ,  th e r e fo r e ,  t h a t  th ey  d id  n o t admire one a n o th e r;

two women in  a love t r i a n g le  g e n e ra l ly  do n o t .  Y et, although

P ro fesso r Sewall in clu d es  in  h is  b iography an account o f  Mrs.

T odd's a f f a i r s ,  f i r s t  w ith  young Ned, then  w ith  A u stin , as well
91as h e r  subsequent c o n fro n ta tio n  w ith  Sue, never does he q u estio n

Mrs. Todd's o b je c t iv i ty  in  h e r e v a lu a tio n  o f h e r h a ted  r i v a l .  I

propose th a t  such in fo rm ation  is  h ig h ly  re le v a n t  in  e v a lu a tin g

Mrs. Todd's n eg a tiv e  judgment o f  Sue.

According to  P ro fe sso r S ew all, th e  l ia i s o n  between

Mabel and A ustin  was an a f f a i r  o f  s p i r i tu a l  and physical

in tim acy which ended only w ith A u s t in 's  dea th  in  1895. D e ta ils

o f  t h e i r  r e la t io n s h ip  a re  included  in  th e  b iography: t h e i r

a fte rn o o n  r id e s ,  c la n d e s tin e  m eetin g s , and d a ily  love l e t t e r s ;

th e  f i r s t  confirm ation  and consunmation o f  t h e i r  lo v e ; c o n fro n ta-
92t io n s  between Sue and Mabel and between Sue And A u stin . O ther

p e r t in e n t  in fo rm ation  i s  to  be found in  P ro fe sso r S ew a ll's

Appendix which in clu d es  documents p e r ta in in g  to  th e  "War

between th e  Houses" s e c t io n . Mrs. Bingham w r ite s  o f  her

s u ff e r in g  as a c h ild  as she w aited  d o w nsta irs  w h ile  Mrs. Todd

e n te r ta in e d  A ustin  u p s ta i r s  and o f  h e r  bew ilderm ent as she

noted  th a t  her mother had moved h e r o r ig in a l  wedding and

engagement r in g s  to  h er r ig h t  hand in  o rd e r  to  wear an "alm ost
93id e n t ic a l"  p a ir  given her by A ustin  on h e r  l e f t .  Mrs. Bingham 

w r ite s  too  o f h er f in a l  in te rv ie w  w ith  h e r  f a th e r  in  th e  insane
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asylum where he (u n d ers tan d ab ly ?) ended h is  days. Although

Todd seems to  have been to le r a n t  o f  th e  menage a t r o i s  w hile

i t  was going on , perhaps because he was Astronomy P ro fesso r
94a t  Amherst and A u stin  th e  C o lle g e 's  powerful T re a s u re r ,  a t  

th e  end o f  h is  l i f e  he expressed  resen tm en t: "A ustin  was a

'w o n d erfu l' man b u t 'v e ry  u n m o ra l'" ; " . . .  i t  (a d u lte ry )  ru ined  

my l i f e . " 95

All t h i s  in fo rm a tio n  about A u s tin ’s and M abel's a f f a i r  

is  by no means a condemnation o f t h e i r  a c t io n s .  However, under 

th e  c ircu m stan ces , can we r e a l ly  expect o b je c t iv i ty  from Mrs. 

Todd in h e r judgment o f  Sue? I th in k  n o t ,  f o r  Mrs. Todd's 

h a tred  o f  Sue was such th a t  i t  extended even beyond th e  grave. 

In an e x tra o rd in a ry  accoun t w r itte n  s h o r t ly  b e fo re  h e r  death 

and included by P ro fe s so r  Sewall in  th e  same Appendix, Mrs.

Todd ex p resses  th e  b e l i e f  t h a t  h e r p a ra ly t ic  s tro k e  o f  1913 

was in  f a c t  caused by Sue who had j u s t  d ied . A ccording to  Mrs. 

Todd, th e  s tro k e  was an a tta c k  by S ue 's  s p i r i t ;  Mrs. Todd 

was only saved from d ea th  by A u s tin , by th i s  tim e dead fo r  

e ig h teen  y e a rs ,  whose s p i r i t  gave b a t t l e  on h e r  b e h a lf  

a g a in s t  the  g host o f  h is  dead w ife .96

In l ig h t  o f  t h is  and a l l  th e  above ev id en ce , i t  seems 

im possib le  to  co n tin u e  to  accep t Mrs. Todd's o p in io n s  about 

Sue. Although g r a t i tu d e  i s  due her fo r  e d it in g  th e  poems and 

l e t t e r s  and to  Mrs. Bingham fo r  h e r  l i f e lo n g  d e d ic a t io n  to  ED 

sc h o la rsh ip , t h e i r  e v a lu a tio n  o f  Sue and h e r  r e la t io n s h ip  with 

th e  poet must be s e r io u s ly  q u estio n ed . A c lo s e  read in g  o f

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm iss io n  of th e  co p y rig h t o w n er. F u rth e r  re p ro d u c tio n  p ro h ib ited  w ithou t p e rm iss io n .



41

ED's l e t t e r s  to  Sue and h e r  c h ild re n  as w ell as th o se  to  Mrs. 

Todd f u r th e r  d isp ro v es  th e  Todd-Bingham legend o f  h o s t i l i t y  

between ED and Sue.

* * * * * * * * * *

I f  th e  more than  180 l e t t e r s  to  Sue and h e r c h ild re n  

a re  c o n s id e re d , l ik e  th e  poems, as a c l u s t e r ,  some v a lu a b le  

in s ig h ts  r e s u l t .  Of f i r s t  im portance i s  th e  au to b io g rap h ic a l 

p o r t r a i t  o f  th e  p o e t as p e rso n , as warm and lo v in g  f r ie n d  and 

a u n t,  which i s  u n a v a ila b le  e lsew h ere . A nother in s ig h t  from 

such a rea d in g  i s  in to  th e  a r t i s t i c  developm ent o f  th e  p o e t,  

f o r  th e  l e t t e r s  ex tend  in  a f a i r l y  c o n s is te n t  p a t te rn  over a 

p e rio d  o f  36 y e a r s ,  from 1850 when th e  two women were n in e te e n  

o r  tw enty y e a rs  o ld  u n t i l  ED's d ea th  in  1886. The l e t t e r s ,  

th e r e fo r e ,  r e p re s e n t  in c r e d ib le  growth from th e  e x u b e ra n t, 

sometimes c lo y in g  s ty l e  o f  th e  e a r ly  l e t t e r s  to  th e  high a r t  

o f  ED's e le g ie s  fo r  l i t t l e  G i lb e r t .  And, most s ig n i f ic a n t  

fo r  our p re s e n t  d is c u s s io n ,  th e se  l e t t e r s  i f  read  in  sequence 

as a c lu s t e r  d i s c lo s e  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  lo v in g  and l i f e lo n g  

r e la t io n s h ip  o f  th e  two women, f o r  in  a lm o st every  l e t t e r ,  

th e  p o e t ex p resses  a f f e c t io n  and reg a rd  fo r  Sue and h e r fam ily . 

I t  i s  im p o rtan t to  remember t h a t  Sue and th e  p o e t were f r ie n d s  

long b e fo re  they  were s i s t e r s - in - la w ,  th e  f i r s t  su rv iv in g  

l e t t e r  p rob ab ly  w r i t te n  in  December 1850, s ix  y e a rs  b e fo re  

th e  m arriag e  o f  A u stin  and Sue. Also im p o rtan t to  remember 

is  t h a t  th e re  a re  e x is t in g  l e t t e r s  to  Sue from alm o st every
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y e a r  o f  th e  p o e t 's  l i f e .  I f  th e re  was, in  f a c t ,  a l i e n a tio n  

between th e  two f r i e n d s ,  as  Mrs. Todd and Mrs. Bingham c la im , 

when d id  i t  occur?  Not, as they  su g g e st, l a t e  in  th e  p o e t 's  

l i f e ,  f o r  more than  f i f t y  o f  th e  l e t t e r s  to  Sue were w r i tte n  

in  th e  l a s t  s ix  y e a rs  o f  h e r  l i f e ,  in c lu d in g  th e  m ag n ificen t 

e le g ie s  f o r  Gib and a number o f  h y p e rb o lic a l ly  lo v in g , g r a te fu l ,  

and adm iring  l e t t e r s .

The e a r ly  l e t t e r s  to  Sue, th o se  w r itte n  from 1850 to

1854, and in clu d ed  in  Volume I o f  th e  Johnson c o l le c t io n ,  a re

e x tra v a g a n t ,  humorous, and warmly a f f e c t io n a te .  From th e

beg in n in g , ED was experim en tal in  h e r  l e t t e r s  to  Sue. In

f a c t ,  th e  two women seem to  have shared  a p r iv a te  language

based on mutual rea d in g s  and a s so c ia tio n s  which sometimes

makes th e  l e t t e r s  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  l a t e r  read e rs  to  u n d ers tan d .

Even in  e a r ly  l e t t e r s ,  ED sometimes r e f e r s  to  Sue as " S i s t e r , "

in c lu d in g  Sue w ith  A ustin  and V innie as a member o f  th e  fam ily
97even b e fo re  th e  m arriag e  o f  A ustin  and Sue. In L-56, she 

r e f e r s  to  h e r s e l f  and "Susie" in  an in tim a te  and s l i g h t l y  

mocking to n e  as  two "who p le a se  o u rse lv es  w ith  th e  fancy th a t  

we a re  th e  only  p o e ts ,  and everyone e ls e  i s  p ro se . . . . "  This 

s en se  o f  ra p p o r t  and even co m p lic ity  appears w ith  c o n s is ten cy  

th ro u g h o u t th e  c lu s t e r .  In th ese  e a r ly  l e t t e r s ,  ED's 

h y p e rb o lic  p r o te s ta t io n s  o f  love a re  odd to  l a t e  tw e n tie th -  

cen tu ry  e a r s ,  rem inding one o f  th e  p o e t 's  c h ild  persona when 

i t  i s  l e a s t  s u c c e s s fu l:  f o r  example, "Oh, S u s ie , I would n e s t le

c lo s e  to  y o u r warm h e a r t " ;  "I love you so a lre a d y , t h a t  i t  

a lm ost b reak s  my h e a r t"  (L -7 4 ), However, even i f  one cannot
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admire th e  e a rly  s ty l e ,  th e  l e t t e r s  do a t t e s t  to  th e  p o e t 's  

a f f e c t io n  f o r  Sue.

Of p a r t i c u la r  i n te r e s t  a re  ED's r e f le c t io n s  on m arriage 

in  L-93:

How dull our l iv e s  must seem to  th e  b r id e ,  and
th e  p lig h te d  m aiden, whose days a re  fed  with
gold , and who g a th e rs  p e a r ls  every  evening; but 
to  th e  w ife , S u s ie , sometimes th e  w ife  fo rg o t te n , 
our liv e s  perhaps seem d e a re r  than  a l l  o th ers  in 
th e  w orld.

She goes on to  d iscu ss  th e  dangerous a sp ec ts  o f  m arriage , 

ex p ress in g  h er f e a r  " le s t  a t  sometime I ,  to o , am y ie ld e d  up ." 

Her sen tim en ts  a re  both i ro n ic  and p ro p h e tic  co n s id e rin g  th e  

seem ingly d isa s tro u s  l a t e r  y e a rs  o f  S u e 's  m arriage as well as 

ED's choice to  remain unm arried.

Much has been made o f  L-173, w r i t te n  in  about 1854 when

th e  two women were 24, b eg in n in g , "Sue — you can go o r  s tay

However, t h a t  th is  i s  r e a l ly  th e  only  l e t t e r  in  th e  e x is t in g  

group to  Sue which unq u estio n ab ly  r e f l e c t s  d isagreem ent between 

th e  two seems s u rp r is in g  to  me, f o r  how many people a re  f r ie n d s  

f o r  alm ost fo r ty  y e a rs ,  co rrespond  r e g u la r ly ,  and only d isag ree  

in  one l e t t e r  ou t o f  more than  150? Although P ro fesso r Sewall 

s u sp ec ts  th a t  o th er  l e t t e r s  rec o rd in g  d isagreem ent have 

m y ste rio u s ly  d isa p p e a re d ,98 i t  seems in co n ce iv ab le  th a t  

th e re  were a s u b s ta n tia l  number o f  l e t t e r s  e x p ress in g  a h a tred  

equal to  th e  love o f th e  e x is t in g  l e t t e r s .  Q uite probably th e  

two d id  on occasion f a i l  to  see  e y e - to -e y e ;  however, th e  

e x is t in g  l e t t e r s  in d ic a te  t h a t  t h e i r  f r ie n d sh ip  su rv ived
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such p o s s ib le  d isag reem ents.

The two l e t t e r s  w r itte n  in  1855 which begin  Volume I I  

d is c lo s e  a s t i l l  fond but le s s  y o u th fu lly  exuberan t ED, one 

whose s ty l e  i s  becoming more c o n tro l le d .  The f i r s t  e x is t in g  

l e t t e r s  to  Sue a f t e r  h e r m arriage a re  d a ted  1858 and in clu d e  

an e x tra v a g an tly  lov ing  poem probably  w r i tte n  in  honor o f  

S u e 's  28th b irth d a y :

One S is te r  have I in  our house,
And one, a hedge away.
T h e re 's  only one rec o rd e d ,
But both belong to  me.

One came th e  road th a t  I came —
And wore my l a s t  y e a r 's  gown —
The o th e r ,  as a b i rd  h e r n e s t ,  
Builded our h e a rts  among.

She d id  not s in g  as we d id  —
I t  was a d i f f e r e n t  tune —
H e rse lf  to  h er a music 
As Bumble bee o f  June.

Today is  f a r  from Childhood —
But up and down th e  h i l l s  
I he ld  h e r hand th e  t i g h t e r  —
Which shortened  a l l  th e  m iles - -

And s t i l l  h e r hum 
The y e a rs  among,
Deceives th e  B u t te r f ly ;
S t i l l  in  h e r Eye 
The V io le ts  l i e  
Mouldered th is  many May.

I s p i l t  th e  dew —
But took  th e  morn —
I chose th is  s in g le  s t a r
From ou t th e  wide n ig h t 's  numbers —
Sue — foreverm ore!

O bviously , S ue 's m arriage in  1856 d id  n o t d im inish  ED's 

en thusiasm  and ad m iration  fo r  h e r  f r i e n d .  A ttem pts to  read
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t h i s  poem as s u b tly  in d ic a tin g  th e  p o e t 's  d is i llu s io n m e n t

w ith  Sue seem to  be on ly  a tte m p ts  to  read  in to  i t  th e  Todd- 
99Bingham h o s t i l i t y  t r a d i t i o n .  I t  i s  in te r e s t in g  to  remember 

th a t  t h is  poem i s  th e  one whose packet copy was alm ost e n t i r e ly  

o b l i te ra te d  by s c r i b b l i n g . ^  Obviously some person o r  persona 

wished to  e ra se  a l l  s ig n s  o f  th e  p o e t 's  a f f e c t io n  and a d m ira tio n  

fo r  Sue in  poems as  w ell as  in  l e t t e r s .

Other l e t t e r s  in  Volumes I I  and I I I  in c lu d e  th o se  w r i tte n  

when e i t h e r  was o u t o f  town as w ell as th o se  se n t "Pony E x p ress ,"  

as Sue desig n a ted  L-238, one o f  many s e n t  a c ro ss  th e  hedge 

se p a ra tin g  t h e i r  h o u ses. In t h i s  L-238 s e r i e s ,  th e  two d isc u ss  

a second s tan za  f o r  P -216, "Safe in  t h e i r  A la b a ste r  Chambers." 

Whether o r  no t one ag rees  w ith  S u e 's  r e je c t io n  o f  th e  f i r s t ,  

then  th e  second v e rs io n  o f  S tanza 2 , i t  i s  c le a r  t h a t  ED took 

h e r judgment s e r io u s ly ,  f o r  she w rote  a new v e rs io n  each tim e 

Sue re je c te d  th e  p rev io u s  one. A lso , S u e 's  comments on th e  

poem in d ic a te  t h a t ,  as in th e  o b i tu a ry ,  she sometimes uses 

language s t r ik in g ly  l ik e  t h a t  o f  th e  p oe t:

I am n o t s u i te d  d e a r  Emily w ith th e  second v e rse  
- - I t  i s  rem arkable  as th e  chain  l ig h tn in g  th a t  
b lin d s  us ho t n ig h ts  in  th e  Southern sky bu t i t  
does n o t go w ith  th e  g h o s tly  shimmer o f  th e  f i r s t  
verse  as w ell as th e  o th e r  one—

Here one is  reminded o f  such poems as 1247 in  which ED compares 

poetry  w ith  th u n d er. Sue then  w r i te s ,  "You never made a peer 

fo r  th a t  v e rse , and I guess y o u [r]  kingdom d o e s 'r tt  hold one — ."  

"Kingdom" i s  a ty p ic a l  Dickinson term  fo r  o n e 's  sp h e re , 

p a r t i c u la r ly ,  as h e re ,  o n e 's  p o e tic  sp h e re . S u e 's  nex t comment,
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"I always go to  th e  f i r e  and g e t warm a f t e r  th in k in g  o f  i t  [ th e  

f i r s t  s ta n z a ] ,  but I never can a g a in ,"  i s  alm ost e x a c t ly  ED's 

own d e f in i t io n  o f  p o e try  as quoted  by T. W. Higginson in  L-342a 

o f  1870: " I f  I read  a book [and] i t  makes my whole body so c o ld

no f i r e  ev er can warm me I know th a t  i s  p o e try ."  Sue ad d s,

"Did i t  ev e r o ccu r to  you t h a t  i s  a l l  th e re  i s  h ere  a f t e r  a l l , "  

s u g g e stin g  th a t  sh e , l ik e  th e  p o e t ,  sometimes s u f f e re d  from 

e sc h a to lo g ic a l  d o u b ts; then  t h a t  she  i s  " t i r e d  making b ib s  f o r  

h e r  b i r d ,"  meaning Ned who was born th a t  same surnner. O bviously 

th e  f r ie n d s  were s t i l l  in tim a te  p e rs o n a lly  as w ell a s  p o e t ic a l ly .  

One l in e  in  ED's r e tu r n  l e t t e r ,  in  which she in c lu d e s  a "crumb" 

f o r  Ned and a "sp ray  f o r  h is  N e s t,"  has been read  as  a rep roach  

to  Sue f o r  h e r  h y p o c risy .* 01 However, such a rea d in g  is  o u t o f  

keeping w ith  th e  s in c e r i t y  and in tim acy  o th erw ise  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  

o f  th e  exchange. Such a meaning i s  on ly  p o s s ib le  i f  one read s  

th e  second h a l f  o f  th e  f i r s t  se n te n c e  o u t o f  c o n te x t ,  b r in g in g  

to  i t  a b e l i e f  in  th e  Todd-Bingham legend  o f  h o s t i l i t y  between 

th e  houses:

Dear Sue —
Your p r a i s e  i s  good — to  me — because I 

know i t  knows — and suppose — i t  means —
Could I make you and A u stin  — proud — 

sometime — a g re a t  way o f f  — 'tw ou ld  g ive  me 
t a l l e r  f e e t  —

ED's l e t t e r  e x p re sse s  a p p re c ia t io n  f o r  S u e 's  " p ra is e "  because 

she r e s p e c ts  h e r  judgm ent. As no ted  above, " suppose — i t  

means — " has been in te r p r e t e d  as e x p re s s in g  ED's s e r io u s  

doubt as to  S u e 's  s i n c e r i t y .  However, such an in te r p r e t a t i o n
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would be incongruous in  an o th erw ise  lo v in g  and s in c e re  

exchange. P robab ly , r a t h e r ,  th e  phrase  is  much le s s  po in ted  

than  i s  th o u g h t, an e x p ressio n  o f  th e  p o e t 's  hope th a t  Sue is  

n o t p ra is in g  her j u s t  to  be kind . S ig n if ic a n t ly ,  ED c lo se s  

w ith  th e  wish th a t  she m ight make Sue and A ustin  proud o f  

h e r one day.

L-239 is  a n o th e r  which i s  sometimes read  as p e r ta in in g  

to  "The ten s io n  which developed between ED and Sue, when th e  

in fa n t  Ned began to  absord  S u e 's  a t t e n t io n "  (L-239n):

Could X then - -  sh u t th e  door—
L est my. beseeching  face  — a t  l a s t  —
R ejected  — be — o f  Her?

The sense o f th e  le t te r -p o e m  seems to  be t h a t  th e  persona 

would never sh u t th e  door in  S u e 's  o r  someone's face  fo r  f e a r  

th a t  t h is  o th e r  person  might in  re tu rn  r e j e c t  h e r .  The poem 

re f e r s  to  a l i t e r a r y  o r personal ev en t unknown to  l a t e r  

re a d e rs .  To in te r p r e t  i t  as an a l lu s io n  to  ED's je a lo u sy  o f

Ned which r e s u l te d  in  a ten s io n  between th e  two women is  once

more to  impose o n e 's  own in fo rm atio n  on th e  poem. C e r ta in ly , 

th e re  is  no re fe re n c e  in  o th e r  l e t t e r s  in  th e  c lu s t e r  to  

su g g est th a t  ED was je a lo u s  o f  S u e 's  c h ild re n .

Many o th e r  l e t t e r s  a re  e x tra v a g an t in  t h e i r  ex p ress io n s  

o f  love and ad m ira tio n : "S usan 's  Id o la to r  keeps a S hrine  fo r

Susan" (L -325); "To see you u n f i t s  f o r  s t a l e r  m eetings" (L -346); 

"I am greedy to  see  you" (L-407); "Only Woman in th e  World, 

Accept a Ju lep "  (L -4 4 7 ); "v as t and sweet S i s te r "  (L -660); "To 

be Susan is  Im ag in atio n , /  To have been Susan, a Dream — /
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What depths o f  Domingo in  t h a t  t o r r i d  S p i r i t ! "  (L -855). In

o th e rs ,  th e  poet expresses th e  ra p p o r t  between th e  two which

seems to  be continuous from th e  e a r l i e s t  to  th e  l a t e s t  l e t t e r s :

"In a L ife  th a t  stopped g u e ssin g , you and I should n o t fee l a t

home — " (L-586). In s t i l l  o th e r s ,  ED ex p resses  sympathy and

a d e s ire  to  help  fo r  some unknown g r ie f :  "May I do no th in g  fo r

my dear Sue?" (L -431); her wish to  be o f  use a t  G ib 's  b i r t h :

"Emily and a l l  she has a re  a t  S u e 's  s e r v i c e , i f  o f  any com fort to

Baby (L-443). O bviously, to o ,  o v er th e  y e a rs ,  th e  two

women exchanged books (L -456), f lo w ers  (L -774), and produce

(L-998), as well as l e t t e r s .  Late  in  h e r l i f e  as ED's h e a lth

d ec lin ed , Sue sometimes s e n t  h e r supper by one o f  th e  c h ild re n

(L-680 and 1025). One can only wonder in  amazement t h a t  th e

testim ony o f  th o se  who never even saw th e  poet o r  knew her

p e rso n a lly  has been accepted  a lth o u g h  so c o n tra d ic te d  by th e

p o e t 's  own words in  h er l e t t e r s .  C le a rly  Mrs. Todd was wrong,

in te n t io n a lly  or o th e rw ise , when she w rote t h a t  "For many y e a rs

before coming to  Amherst [ in  l a t e  1881] th e re  had been no
102communication between th e  D ickinson houses.

Mrs. Todd a ls o  claim s th a t  ED d id  n o t see  Su e 's  

c h ild re n , again  an a s s e r t io n  c o n tr a d ic te d  by th e  numerous 

loving l e t t e r s  to  and about each o f  th em .103 There a re  22 

e x is t in g  l e t t e r s  to  Ned and many in  which he is  m entioned, 

includ ing  a l e t t e r  h e ra ld in g  h is  b i r t h  (L-232) and one 

th in k in g  Sue fo r  send irg  supper by him, in  which he is  

re fe r re d  to  as "thy  Son — /  our Nephew" (L -680). There 

a re  a ls o  s ix  su rv iv in g  l e t t e r s  to  M a tt ie ,  in c lu d in g  L-942
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w ritte n  s h o r t ly  a f t e r  her d ep a rtu re  f o r  Miss P o r te r 's  schoo l.

ED b e g in s , "We alm ost questio n  where we a r e ,  w ith o u t our

m artia l M a ttie ."  She goes on to  w r i te ,  " I r e c a l l  w ith  a pang

th e  lo v e ly  Suppers you l a s t  Summer b ro u g h t me, Niece o f  my

b e t t e r  Days." Is  i t  p o ss ib le  a f t e r  read in g  th e s e  l e t t e r s  to

th in k  n iece and au n t never saw one a n o th e r?  Or t h a t  ED's
104l i f e  was "shortened  by y ea rs"  because o f  S u e 's  c ru e lty ?

Obviously, ED was e s p e c ia lly  fond o f  S u e 's  t h i r d  c h ild ,

G i lb e r t ,  who was born in  1875 when both Sue and ED were 45; he

was a boy most "revered" (L-754) by h is  a u n t,  h is  m other, and

o th e r  fam ily members. In L-664, ED sh a re s  an anecdote  w ith

Sue abou t t h e i r  d a r l in g  boy;

Memoirs o f  L i t t l e  Boys t h a t  l iv e  —
"W ere 'n ty o u  chasing  P u ssy ,"  s a id  Vinnie 

to  G ilb e r t?
"No — she was chasing  h e r s e l f "  - -  
"But w a s 'n t she running  p r e t ty  f a s t " ?  "W ell, 

some slow and some f a s t "  s a id  th e  b e g u ilin g  
V i l la in  - -  P ussy 's  Nemesis q u a ile d  - -

Your Urchin is  more a n tiq u e  in  w iles  than 
the  Egyptian Sphinx

L e tte r s  711 and 712 reveal a devoted a u n t who is  w i l l in g  to  

send both p lan ts  and poems to  G i lb e r t 's  te a c h e r .  L e t te r  542 

to  Mrs. Holland p o rtra y s  a G ilb e r t  who i s  h a rd ly  a s tr a n g e r  

in  th e  Homestead: "'Home — sweet Home' - -  A u s tin 's  Baby s in g s  - -  

'th e re  i s  no p lace  l ik e  Home — ' t i s  too  — over to  Aunt 

V in n ie 's . '"

ED's e le g ie s  fo r  Gib, a l l  s e n t to  Sue, from whose death  

th e  p o e t seems never to  have receo v ered , a re  among her f in e s t  

work. Perhaps th e  most m agn ificen t i s  L-868:
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The V ision o f  Immortal L ife  has been 
f u l f i l l e d  -

How sim ply a t  th e  l a s t  th e  Fathom comes!
The P assenger and n o t th e  S ea, we f in d  s u rp r is e s  
us —

G ilb e r t  r e jo ic e d  in  S e c re ts  —
His L ife  was p an tin g  w ith  them — With what 

menace o f  L ig h t he c r ie d  "Dont t e l l ,  Aunt Emily"! 
Now my ascended Playm ate must i n s t r u c t  me_. Show 
u s , p r a t t l i n g  P re c e p to r ,  b u t  th e  way to  th e e !

He knew no n ig g ard  moment - -  His L ife  was 
f u l l  o f  Boon — The P lay th in g s  o f  th e  D ervish 
were n o t so w ild  as h is  —

No c re s c e n t  was t h i s  C rea tu re  — He 
tra v e le d  from th e  F ull —

Such s o a r ,  b u t never s e t  —
I see  him in  th e  S t a r ,  and m eet h is  sw eet 

v e lo c i ty  in  e v e ry th in g  th a t  f l i e s  - -  His L ife  
was l ik e  th e  B ugle, which winds i t s e l f  away, 
h is  Elegy an echo — h is  Requiem e c s ta s y  —

Dawn and M erid ian  in  one.
W herefore would he w a i t ,  wronged o n ly  o f  

N ig h t, which he l e f t  f o r  us - -
W ithout a s p e c u la t io n ,  o u r l i t t l e  Ajax 

spans th e  whole —
Pass to  thy  Rendezvous o f  L ig h t,
Pang!ess ex c ep t f o r  us —
Who slow ly  fo rd  th e  M ystery 
Which thou has leap ed  a c ro s s !

The second e leg y  is  a s h o r t  n o te  s e n t  w ith  a f lo w er  to  Sue,

" the  d ea r g riev ed  H e a r t."  The th i r d  and fo u r th  (L-870 and 871), 

l ik e  th e  f i r s t ,  a re  g re a t  p o e try  and h a rd ly  th e  work o f  one who 

was a l i e n a te d  from th e  c h ild  o r  h is  m other. I t  i s  p a r t i c u l a r ly  

rev e a lin g  o f  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  th e  p o e t t h a t  ED remembered 

G i lb e r t 's  f r ie n d s  a f t e r  h is  dea th  and w rote  to  Kendall Emerson, 

f o r  one, th e  l a s t  two C hristm ases t h a t  she l iv e d  (L-956 and 

1027). Her f in a l  e x is t in g  l e t t e r  to  Sue ab o u t G i lb e r t  was 

probably  w r i t t e n  on th e  f i r s t  a n n iv e rsa ry  o f  h is  d ea th  (938):
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Tw ice, when I had Red Flowers o u t ,
G i lb e r t  knocked, r a is e d  h is  sw eet H at, and asked 
i f  he m ight touch  them —

Yes, and tak e  them to o ,  I s a id ,  b u t C h iv a lry  
fo rbade  him — B es id es , he g a th e re d  H e a r ts ,  no t 
Flowers —

Some Arrows s la y  b u t whom th ey  s t r i k e  —
But t h i s  slew  a l l  b u t him —
Who so a p p a re led  h is  Escape —
Too t r a c k le s s  f o r  a Tomb —

In co n c lud ing  t h i s  a lre a d y  long  d isc u s s io n  o f  th e  p o e t 's  

l e t t e r s  to  Sue, i t  seems c ru c ia l  to  c o n s id e r  th re e  l a t e  l e t t e r s .  

The f i r s t  i s  L-757 w r i t te n  in  1882: "With th e  e x c ep tio n  o f

Shakespeare , you have to ld  me o f  more knowledge than  any one 

l iv in g  — To say th a t  s in c e r e ly  i s  s tra n g e  p r a i s e ."  Thomas H. 

Jo h n so n 's  note  to  t h i s  l e t t e r  q uo tes Mrs. Todd 's and M rs. 

Bingham's tes tim o n y  abou t th e  te n s io n  between th e  two ho u ses, 

concluding  t h a t ,  " I t  i s  p ro b ab le  t h a t  S u e 's  resen tm en t 

concern ing  th e  a ttach m en t o f  Emily to  Judge Lord was made 

c le a r  to  Em ily, and may acco u n t f o r  t h i s  n o te  o f  ‘s tra n g e  

p r a i s e . '"  This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  once ag a in  tu rn in g  somer­

s a u lt s  to  t r y  to  conform th e  l e t t e r  to  th e  tes tim o n y  o f  Mrs. 

Todd and Mrs. Bingham. I p ropose t h a t  in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  ED's 

o th e r  lo v in g  and adm iring  l e t t e r s  to  Sue we ta k e  th e  l e t t e r  

a t  face v a lu e : ED was h o n e s tly  g ra te fu l  to  Sue fo r  having

ta u g h t h e r  so much. S ince ED i s  com paring h e r  f r i e n d  to  

Shakespeare , i t  seems p ro b ab le  t h a t  she i s  u s in g  th e  word 

" s tran g e"  as S hakespeare  used i t ,  f o r  exam ple, in  The Tem pest, 

Act I ,  Scene i i ,  to  mean "w o n d erfu l,"  W eb ste r 's  fo u rth  

meaning fo r  th e  word.

In a l a t e r  l e t t e r ,  1024, w r i t te n  in  l a t e  1885, ED
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c lo se s  w ith  a more personal t r i b u te  to  Sue: "The t i e  between

us i s  very f in e ,  bu t a H air never d is s o lv e s .  Lovingly — 

E m ily— ."  L e t te r  1030, w r itte n  s h o r t ly  b efo re  her dea th  in  

1886, i s  th e  p o e t 's  f in a l l e t t e r  to  Sue and once more makes 

c le a r  th e  p o e t 's  esteem and g ra t i tu d e  fo r  h e r f r ie n d :  "Thank

you, d e a r Sue - -  fo r  every so lace  —

To m ain tain  in  the  face  o f  such evidence th a t  th e  two 

were es tran g ed  seems in d e fe n s ib le .

* * * * * * * * * *

In c o n tr a s t  to  ED's l e t t e r s  to  Sue, th o se  to  Mabel 

Loomis Todd a re  fo rm al, o f te n  c ry p t ic ,  and perhaps sometimes 

even i ro n ic .  As noted above, a lthough Mrs. Todd claim ed th a t  

she rece iv ed  "many" l e t t e r s  from th e  p o e t, even one every  day, 

th e re  a re  in  f a c t  only ten  bona f id e  e x is t in g  l e t t e r s  and f iv e  

poems s e n t  to  h e r .  I t  i s  perhaps s ig n i f ic a n t  t h a t  some o f  the  

l e t t e r s  s e n t  to  Mrs. Todd as well as th o se  se n t to  h e r  p a ren ts  

a re  in  resp o n se  to  a g i f t ,  n o te , o r  Christm as c a rd , as though 

th ey  had se n t such m issives and tokens fo r  th e  purpose o f  

e l i c i t i n g  a response  from th e  by th i s  tim e c e le b ra te d  Amherst 

"M yth."105

The most c o rd ia l l e t t e r  o f  th e  ten  is  769, w r i t te n  l a t e  

September 1882, in  which she thanks Mrs. Todd fo r  th e  panel o f  

Indian  p ip es  which she had p a in ted  fo r  th e  p o e t. Although 

P ro fe sso r Sewall re f e r s  to  her p a in t in g  as o f  " p ro fe s s io n a l 

q u a l i t y ," 106 ED never comments on th e  a r t i s t i c  m e r i t  o f  th e
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p a in tin g -  R ath er, th e  po e t s tr e s s e s  th e  happy a s so c ia tio n  

o f  Indian  p ipes w ith  h e r ch ild h o o d . Although I do n o t propose 

to  pass judgment on th e  q u a li ty  o f  Mrs. T odd's p a in t in g , one 

wonders i f  th e  poet would have chosen Mrs. Todd's Indian pipes 

as th e  dev ice  appearing  on a l l  e a r ly  volumes o f  her poems and 

l e t t e r s  as Mrs. Todd d id  so t h a t  they  became, in  Mrs. Todd's 

words, "in  a way, h e r s y m b o l . A g a i n ,  Mrs. Todd secured 

c o n s id e rab le  fame, probably  no t o th erw ise  o b ta in a b le ,  because 

o f  h e r connection  w ith  ED.

A fte r  th e  two l e t t e r s  o f  1882 than k in g  Mrs. Todd fo r  

th e  Indian  p ip e s , th e  nex t l e t t e r  (831) Mrs. Todd rece iv ed  

from th e  po e t i s  though t to  have been w r i tte n  in  th e  summer o f 

1883, a f t e r  Mrs. Todd's a f f a i r  w ith  Ned had a lm ost concluded 

and th e  one w ith A ustin  had begun. She a d d resses  Mrs. Todd 

as "B ro ther and S i s t e r 's  d e a r  f r i e n d ."  One wonders i f  she had 

in  mind Lavin ia  o r Sue, fo r  she sometimes r e f e r s  to  Sue as 

" s i s t e r , "  both in  l e t t e r s  to  h e r and in  l e t t e r s  to  o th e r s ,  as 

when she a ssu red  Mr. H igginson th a t  h e r  "B ro th er and S is te r s "  

(em phasis mine) looked forw ard  to  see in g  him (L -413), I f  th e  

poet d id  mean Sue, i t  seems p o ss ib le  t h a t  h e r  s a lu ta t io n  is  

i ro n ic .  I t  seems im portan t to  no te  p o r tio n s  o f  Mrs. Todd's 

jo u rn a l e n try  fo r  February 3 , 1883, approx im ate ly  s ix  months 

b e fo re :

The ro o t o f  a l l  my t ro u b le  i s  t h a t  I allow ed th a t  
a f f a i r  w ith Ned to  p ro g ress  too  much. I go t over 
a l l  e sp ec ia l f e e l in g  fo r  him in  th e  summer and 
supposed he d id  f o r  me. But . . .  he cared  more fo r  
me than ev er when I came back. . . . [He] i s  o f  a 
very je a lo u s  d i s p o s i t io n ,  and began to  th in k  I must
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c a re  more fo r  h is  f a th e r  than  h im se lf .  So he got 
angry , and went to  h is  mother w ith  some very mean 
th in g s  . . . th a t  I was an awful f l i r t  . . . and was 
try in g  th e  same th in g  w ith h is  f a t h e r . 108

P ro fe sso r Sewall no tes  t h a t  a t  th e  tim e o f  t h i s  e n try  Mrs.

Todd's a f f a i r  with A ustin  was "well advanced ," in  f a c t  " f iv e

months under way." A pparently  l ia i s o n s  w ith  f a th e r  and son were

fo r  a tim e co n cu rren t. I t  seems th a t  Septem ber 11, 1882, was

th e  day A ustin  and Mabel confessed  an d /o r  consummated t h e i r

lo v e , fo r  as P ro fesso r Sewall n o te s ,  A u stin  w rote in  h is  jo u rn a l

th e  "o therw ise  in e x p lic a b le  word, 'R u b ic o n ,'"  and seven y ea rs

l a t e r ,  bo th  he and Mabel commemorated th e  d a te  w ith  glowing love 
109l e t t e r s .  Of c o u rse , we w ill  never know w hether o r  n o t ED 

knew o f  t h e i r  a f f a i r  o r  i f  she d id  what she  though t o f  i t ,  b u t 

we do know from Mabel 's  jo u rn a l t h a t  Sue lea rn e d  o f  both a f f a i r s  

s ix  months befo re  ED w rote th e  l e t t e r  in  q u e s tio n  and th a t  Sue 

and Mabel met to  d isc u ss  th e  s i t u a t i o n . 110 Whether o r  n o t 

ED's re fe re n c e  to  Mrs. Todd as "B rother and S i s t e r 's  d ea r  f r ie n d "  

is  i ro n ic  must remain unanswered.

Another y ea r p assed , th e  y e a r  in  which Gib d ie d , b efo re  

ED ag a in  wrote to  Mrs. Todd, a s ty l iz e d ,  o bscure  l e t t e r  perhaps 

about th e  death o f  summer (L-906n) w r i t te n  fo r  some reason  in  mid- 

J u ly .  In March 1885, ED se n t a c ry p tic  acknowledgement o f  Mrs. 

Todd's g i f t  o f  a p a in ted  jug  (978). One n o tes  th a t  h e r  f in a l  

l i n e ,  "'You knew, Oh Egypt' sa id  the  en tan g led  Antony" is  a 

re fe ren c e  to  a m iddle-aged lo v e r  who was "en tan g led " even as 

A ustin  was a t  th is  p o in t w ith  Mabel. I t  may o r  may not be 

s ig n i f ic a n t  th a t  in  L-1016 ED r e fe r s  to  O th e llo , an o th e r
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m iddle-aged  Shakespearean hero who was d e s tro y e d  by unwise lo v e .

In c o n s id e r in g  th e  p o e t 's  l a s t  l e t t e r  to  Mrs. Todd, i t  

i s  in te r e s t in g  f i r s t  to  r e c a l l  h e r  f in a l  l e t t e r  to  Sue w r i t te n  

a t  abou t th e  same tim e: "Thank y o u , dear Sue — f o r  every

s o la c e ."  Her f in a l  l e t t e r  to  Mrs. Todd is  ag a in  c r y p t i c ,  a 

four-w ord  acknowledgement o f  a g i f t ,  t h i s  tim e o f  a bronze 

p laque which Mrs. Todd had p a in te d  w ith  t h i s t l e s :

Or Figs o f  T h is t le s ?

The q u o ta t io n  i s  from Matthews v i i . 1 6 ,  a c h a p te r  which b e g in s , 

"Judge n o t ,  t h a t  ye be n o t ju d g ed ,"  a command s t r e s s e d  in  th e  

Im ita t io n  and one which ED seems to  have l iv e d  by; a t  l e a s t  

th e  id ea  appears more than  once in  poems and l e t t e r s .  One is  

tem pted to  wonder i f  t h i s  was h e r a t t i t u d e  to  M rs. Todd: she

knew o f  h e r  i l l i c i t  a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  A u s tin , b u t d e c lin e d  to  

judge h e r .  W hether o r  n o t such a meaning is  in te n d e d , th e  

s p e c i f ic  b ib l i c a l  c o n te x t  o f  th e  p o e t 's  message s u g g e sts  t h a t  

she m ight n o t be ex p re ss in g  " d e lig h t  a t  th e  g i f t "  (L-1033n). 

R a th e r, th e  b ib l i c a l  c o n te x t o f  Matthew v i i  i s  d e c id e d ly  

n e g a tiv e :

(15) Beware o f  f a l s e  p ro p h e ts , which come to  
you in  s h e e p 's  c lo th in g  b u t inw ard ly  th ey  
a re  rav en in g  w olves.

(16) Ye s h a ll  know them by t h e i r  f r u i t s .  Do 
men g a th e r  grapes o f  th o rn s ,  o r  f ig s  o f  
t h i s t l e s ?  [emphasis mine]

(17) Even so every  good t r e e  b r in g e th  f o r th  
good f r u i t ;  b u t a c o rru p t t r e e  b r in g e th  
f o r th  e v il  f r u i t .

(19) Every t r e e  t h a t  b r in g e th  nor fo r th  good 
f r u i t  i s  hewn down, and c a s t  in to  th e  
f  i  r e .
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Perhaps ED expected  Mrs. Todd to  know S c r ip tu re  well 

enough to  supply  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  q u o ta t io n ;  o r  perhaps she 

w ished to  d i r e c t  Mrs. T odd's a t t e n t io n  to  th e  c h a p te r  which 

s t r e s s e s  th e  a p p ro a c h a b il i ty  o f  J e s u s ,  th e  d i f f i c u l ty  o f  th e  

s t r a i g h t  and narrow  g a te ,  and th e  warning th a t  c o rru p t  t r e e s  

which b r in g  fo r th  e v il  f r u i t  w ill  be hewn down and c a s t  in to  the  

f i r e .  In any c a se , t h is  i s  an odd acknowledgement o f  th e  

" th i s t l e s "  p a in t in g ,  one which m ight possess n e g a tiv e  r a th e r  

than  p o s it iv e  c o n n o ta tio n s .

* * * * * * * * * *

I t  seems th a t  c e r ta in  t ru th s  abou t ED's l i f e  and p o e try  

have been obscured by being  f i l t e r e d  through th e  p re ju d iced  

tes tim o n y  o f  Mrs. Todd and Mrs. Bingham, th e  form er th e  "o th e r 

woman," th e  l a t t e r  th e  loy al d au g h ter who 'wished to  defend her 

m other. Probably th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between ED and Sue was no t 

w ith o u t some m isunderstand ing  and d isag reem en t. However, th a t  

t h e i r  f r ie n d s h ip  tu rn ed  to  h o s t i l i t y  in  l a t e r  y e a rs  i s  denied 

by th e  p o e t 's  own words in  th e  sequence o f  e x is t in g  l e t t e r s  

s e n t  to  Sue. Like o th e r  devotees o f  ED, I am g ra te fu l  t h a t  

th e  poems and l e t t e r s  were no t l o s t  and th a t  i f  only Mrs. Todd 

was a v a ila b le  to  e d i t  them she d id  so . A lso , Mrs. Bingham's 

l i f e lo n g  d e d ic a tio n  to  th e  poet and h e r work is  well-known and 

d e se rv in g  o f r e s p e c t  in  many ways. However, I deeply  r e g r e t  

t h a t  ED as rev ea led  in  h e r l e t t e r s  to  Sue and h e r c h ild re n  as 

w ell as S u e 's  o p in ions o f  th e  p o e t and h e r work as expressed  in
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th e  o b itu a ry  have been ignored  fo r  so many y e a rs .  Such n e g le c t 

has been d e tr im en ta l to  ED sc h o la rsh ip .
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enough to  be in fluenced  by them . Louis L. M artz, The Poem o f 
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o f  im agery, p. 57; Chase c a l l s  h e r  "on th e  whole an u n b e lie v e r ,"  
p . 163; Sherwood, p . 3 , says she is  "blasphemous as o f te n  as 
d e v o u t."
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and Hours o f  Emily D ickinson (New Haven: Yale U n iv e rs i ty  P re s s ,- 
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PART

THE JESUS CLUSTER:

TWO

"Tender Pioneer"
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Je su s  i s  a m ajor f ig u re  in  th e  ED canon. Not only a re  

th e re  more than seven ty  poems in  which he is  named s p e c i f ic a l l y  

as C h r is t ,  J e s u s ,  Son, Redeemer, S a v io r, Lord, and M aster; th e re  

a re  a t  l e a s t  as many o th e rs  in  which he i s  r e f e r re d  to  le s s  

d i r e c t l y . 1 Included in  th e s e  poems to  and about Je su s  a re  

m e d ita t io n s  on and d ram a tiz a tio n s  o f  h is  b i r t h ,  l i f e ,  m in is t ry ,  

c r u c i f ix io n ,  and r e s u r r e c t io n ;  prayer-poem s addressed  to  him; 

sacram enta l poems based on th e  e u c h a r i s t ,  bap tism , holy o rd e r s ,  

and m atrim ony; and poems, as well as prose-poems in  th e  form of 

l e t t e r s ,  to  and about th e  M aster.

The p o r t r a i t  o f  Je su s  which emerges from th ese  poems 

i s  c o n s is te n t ,  y e t  r ic h ly  d iv e rs e  and u n iquely  ED's own.

Although ED's Je su s  i s  always a lo v in g  and beloved f ig u r e ,  he 

i s  p rese n ted  in v a rio u s  r o le s .  Sometimes he i s  th e  f r ie n d  w ith  

whom she c a r r ie s  on in tim a te  and a f f e c tio n a te  d ia lo g u e s . At 

o th e r s ,  he i s  th e  h e ro ic  and w il lin g  s a c r i f i c e  who chooses 

in c a rn a tio n  and c ru c i f ix io n  f o r  th e  sake o f h is  " l i t t l e  

Fellowmen" (1487). In s t i l l  o th e r s ,  Je su s  i s  lo v e r  o r husband, 

p a r t i c u l a r ly  in  th e  sacram ental and M aster poems and l e t t e r s  in  

which p o e tic  as well as r e l ig io u s  meanings a re  su g g ested . ED's 

J e su s  i s  one whose p e r f e c t  l i f e  deserves  im i ta t io n .  M oreover, 

h is  l i f e ,  s u f f e r in g ,  d e a th , and r e s u r r e c t io n  p re f ig u re  th o se  o f 

subsequen t men and women; he i s  th e  "Tender P ioneer"  who has
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" tra v e rs e d  f i r s t "  so t h a t  "No New M ile rem a in e th  — Far as 

P a rad ise  — " (P -6 9 8 ). Always he i s  th e  human and a c c e s s ib le  

member o f  th e  T r in i t y ,  th e  Logos o r "Envoy" (P-357) who i s  a 

means o f  coming to  know something o f  an " i l l e g i b l e "  God (P -820).

In p o r tra y in g  J e s u s ,  ED makes f re q u e n t  use o f  c e r ta in

p o e tic  s t r a t e g i e s .  Of f i r s t  im portance i s  th e  d ram atic

p ro je c t io n  o f  v a rio u s  p e rso n ae , o f te n  i d e n t i f i a b l e  " I 's "  who

speak th e  poems. These personae in c lu d e  "D a isy ,"  J e su s '

m odern-day d i s c i p l e ;  th e  g ru ff  and h e a r ty  A unt/U ncle Emily

she becomes e s p e c ia l ly  in  poems and l e t t e r s  s e n t  to  her nephew

Ned; and th e  somewhat comic law y er-p erso n a  who uses legal

language to  speak o f  sacred  s u b je c ts .  O ther d e v ic e s  include

com pression , e s p e c ia l ly  in  th e  words o f  J e s u s ,  so t h a t  the

re a d e r  must p a r t i c i p a te  a c t iv e ly  by su p p ly in g  m iss in g  p o r tio n s  
2

o f  th e  b ib l i c a l  t e x t ;  anachronism  to  s t r e s s  th e  u n iv e r s a l i ty  

and tim e le s s n e s s  o f  th e  C h r is t ia n  m essage; and pun, p a r t i c u l a r ly  

to  em phasize co rrespondences between th e  f i n i t e  and in f i n i t e  

w o rld s. Im p o rtan t among th e  d ev o tio n a l co n v en tio n s  she uses i s  

sacred  paro d y , e r o t i c  and n u p tia l language to  ex p ress  r e l ig io u s  

f e e l in g s .

In th e  Je su s  c lu s t e r ,  ED con tem porizes and r e v i t a l i z e s  

th e  Gospels and C h r is t ia n  p ray e rs  and sa c ra m e n ts . Although 

she c r i t i c i z e s  "condemn[ in g ] " s c r ip tu a l  w r i te r s  ( e . g . ,  1545) 

th e  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  i n s t i t u t io n a l iz e d  church  ( e . g . ,  324), 

and contem porary " C h r is t ia n s "  ( e . g . ,  1 2 0 7 ), J e s u s ' l i f e  as 

well as t r a d i t i o n a l  p ray e rs  and sacram ents a re  v a lu a b le  enough
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to  be reworked and r e to ld .  In th e  Je su s  c lu s t e r ,  ED a c ts  as 

O rpheus, th e  "w arbling  T e l le r "  ( 1 5 4 5 ) she c o n s id e rs  G ospels, 

p r a y e r s ,  and sacra m e n ts , th en  responds w ith her own f re s h  and 

un ique v e rs io n s .
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I .  The L ife  o f  C h ris t  Poems

In th ese  poems, ED is  no t only  Orpheus, she i s  J e su s ' 

" l i t t l e  'Jo h n '"  as well (P -4 9 7 ), fo r  she i s  a modern w r i te r  o f th e  

Gospels who i s  e s p e c ia l ly  l ik e  th e  fo u rth  e v a n g e l is t  in  t h a t  she 

s tr e s s e s  J e s u s ' lov ing  m essage. O bviously, th ese  poems a re  

d ev o tio n a l in su b je c t and to n e . O bviously, to o ,  t h e i r  

in s p i r a t io n  was l i t e r a r y ,  f o r  they  a re  ED's v e rs io n s  o f o r ig in a l  

Gospel a cco u n ts . A c lo se  read in g  o f 1545 p ro v id es  in s ig h ts  in to  

ED's way o f w r i tin g  about th e  B ib le :

The B ib le  i s  an an tiq u e  Volume - -
W ritten  by faded Men
At th e  sugg estio n  o f  Holy S p ec tre s  —
S u b jects  — Bethlehem - -
Eden — th e  a n c ie n t Homestead - -
Satan — th e  B rig ad ie r  —
Judas — th e  G reat D efau lte r  —
David - -  th e  Troubadour —
Sin - -  a d is t in g u ish e d  P re c ip ice  
O thers must r e s i s t  —
Boys th a t  "b e liev e"  a re  very  lonesome —
Other Boys a re  " lo s t"  - -
Had b u t th e  t a l e  a w arbling  T e l le r  —
All th e  Boys would come - -  
Orpheus' Sermon c a p tiv a te d  —
I t  did not condemn —

The persona p ro je c te d  here i s  th e  humorous, i r r e v e r e n t  

one she sometimes becomes when w ritin g  about th e  B ib le , 

p a r t i c u l a r ly  th e  Old T estam ent, and in l e t t e r s  and poems se n t 

to  Ned, A u s tin 's  and S u e 's  o ld e s t  c h ild .  In t h i s  poem, which
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was in  f a c t  sen t to  Ned in  1882, th e  B ib le  i s  " a n tiq u e ,"  

su g g estin g  th a t  i t  i s  o ld ,  b u t o f  v a lu e . F u r th e r ,  i t s  w r i te r s  

a re  "faded"; h e re , as e lsew h ere , she c r i t i c i z e s  not God and 

c e r ta in ly  never J e su s , but r a th e r  th e  B ib le 's  " T e l le r [ s ] ."  Although 

b ib lic a l  su b je c ts  were d iv in e ly  in sp ire d  by "Holy S p e c tre s ,"  they  

a re  in  need o f being con tem porized , which she then proceeds to  

do by d e fin in g  them in  f a m i l ia r  and dom estic term s: Eden is

th e  a n c ie n t "Homestead," probab ly  an a l lu s io n  to  her own home;

S a tan , a general who a s s a u l ts  Eden and by im p lic a tio n  the  

Homestead as w e ll;  Ju d as, a "G reat D e fa u lte r ,"  one who is  a 

"d e lin q u e n t,"  one "who f a i l s  to  account f o r  p u b lic  money 

e n tru s te d  to  h is  c a re ,"  acco rd in g  to  W ebster; David, a 

"Troubador," h e r f re q u e n t word fo r  p o e t. She w ryly observes 

th a t  in th e  B ib le , as to d ay , "Sin" has to  do w ith "O th e rs ,"  

r a th e r  than w ith  o n e s e lf ,  aga in  s t r e s s in g  th e  s im i la r i ty  

between b ib l ic a l  and contem porary e v en ts  and a t t i tu d e s .

Although b e lie v e rs  a re  "lonesome" because th e re  a re  so few of 

them , n o n -b e liev e rs  a re  even worse o f f :  they  a re  " lo s t"  both

in th e  sense  o f being " f o r f e i t e d "  by God and in  th e  sense o f 

being not "able  to  f in d  th e  r ig h t  way" (W ebster). What th e  

B ib le  needs, th en , i s  a "w arbling  T e l le r "  who, l ik e  Orpheus, 

can e l i c i t  a warm resp o n se .

In an e a r l i e r  d r a f t  v e rs io n ,  one o f  th e  th i r te e n  v a r ia n ts  

f o r  "w arbling" is  " ty p ic ,"  d e fin ed  in  her Lexicon as "Emblematic, 

f ig u r a t iv e ;  rep re se n tin g  som ething fu tu re  by a form , m odel, o r 

resem blance." F u r th e r , W ebster g iv es  as i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f th e
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term  Abraham's o f fe r in g  o f  Isa a c  as " ty p ic a l  o f  th e  s a c r i f i c e

o f  C h r is t ."  The concept o f  C h r is t ia n  ty p o lo g y , th e n ,  was

a v a ila b le  to  ED n o t only  by example in  S c r ip tu re  and in  th e

w r itin g s  o f  such p o e ts  as George H e rb e r t ,  bu t a ls o  by d e f in i t i o n

in  her Lexicon. There i s  c o n s id e ra b le  ev id en ce  in  th e  poems

t h a t  ED did th in k  and w r i te  ty p o lo g ic a l ly ,  sometimes in  th e

conven tiona l e x e g e tic a l  sen se  t h a t  th e  Old Testam ent p re f ig u re s

th e  New, bu t more o f te n  in  th e  g en e ra l sense  o f  p re f ig u ra t io n  and 
4

f u l f i l lm e n t .  In P-1545, f o r  exam ple, a v a r ia n t  f o r  Line 5 i s  

"Eden - -  B eth lehem 's a n c e s to r ,"  s u g g e s tin g  t h a t  th e  Old Testam ent 

i s  ty p e , th e  New, a n t i t y p e ,  both term s d e fin e d  in  h e r Lexicon 

e x e g e t ic a l ly  as w ell a s  more g e n e ra l ly .

In o th e r  poems, i t  i s  u n c le a r  w hether ED in te n d s  such a 

ty p o lo g ic a l meaning f o r  Old T estam ent c h a ra c te r s  and e v e n ts .  

Although Moses i s  l ik e  subsequent men and women who la b o r  f o r  

a goal and a re  then  denied  i t s  r e a l iz a t io n  (P -5 9 7 ) , th e  poet 

does n o t s p e c i f ic a l l y  p o r tra y  him as ty p e  o f  J e s u s .  Moses, th e n , 

m ight be d e scrib ed  as "an a lo g u e ,"  meaning t h a t  he " re se m b le [s ]" 

(W ebster) l a t e r  human b e in g s . A lthough Moses m ight be d e sc r ib ed  

as  " ty p e ,"  to o ,  in  th e  sense t h a t  H e rb e rt drew " ty p o lo g ica l 

p a r a l le l s "  between th e  dangers and t ro u b le s  o f  th e  c h ild re n  

o f  I s r a e l  and h is  own and every  l i f e , ^  th e  p o e t 's  ty p o lo g ic a l  

th o u g h t i s  more p r e c is e ly  and c o n s is te n t ly  re v e a le d  in  th e  

C h r is to c e n tr ic  poems. In th e s e ,  th e  e v e n ts  o f  J e s u s ' l i f e  

a re  p re f ig u ra t io n s  or ty p es  o f  su bsequen t s p i r i t u a l  p ilg r im a g e s . 

Not only  a re  contem porary co rresp o n d en ces  between J e s u s ' l i f e
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and d ea th  and th o se  o f  h is  fo llo w ers  s t r e s s e d ;  in some poems 

he i s  s p e c i f ic a l l y  p o rtray ed  as th e  "Tender P io n e e r ,"  "One 

[who] goes b e fo re  to  remove o b s tru c tio n s  o r p rep are  th e  way 

f o r  a n o th e r"  (W ebster). In th ese  poems, th e n ,  Je su s  i s  more 

than  mere analogue f o r  h is  fo llo w e rs ;  r a th e r  he i s  th e  t r a i l -  

b la z e r ,  th e  p re c u rs o r ,  who "hath t ra v e rs e d  f i r s t "  both l i f e  and 

d ea th  so t h a t  "Base must be th e  Coward /  Dare not v en tu re  — 

now (6 9 8 ). S im ila r ly ,  in  1433, a m ed ita tio n  on "F a ith "  as 

a "B ridge" to  be tro d  in  t h i s  l i f e ,  th e  p o e t concludes t h a t  

God " s e n t  h is  Son to  t e s t  th e  Plank /  And he pronounced i t  

f i rm ."  Once m ore, Je su s  i s  more than  mere symbol or analogue 

f o r  th o se  who come a f t e r  him. He i s  one se n t to  lev e l th e  

road f o r  them (1487). "Type," th en , i s  a term  which more 

p r e c is e ly  d e s c r ib e s  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between ED's Je su s  and 

th o se  who fo llo w  than  i s  "an a lo g u e ."  Although as usual ED 

in te r p r e t s  th in g s  in  h er own way, a l t e r in g  them to  s u i t  h e r s e l f ,  

h e r  C h ris to !o g ic a l  tho u g h t i s  ty p o lo g ic a l in  th e  sense t h a t  

J e s u s ' l i f e  i s  ty p e  o r p refigu rem ent o f every  s p i r i tu a l  

p ilg r im a g e , th e  in d iv id u a l l i f e ,  in  tu r n ,  f u l f i l lm e n t  o r 

a n ti ty p e .

In 1487, J e s u s 's  r o le  as p recu rso r i s  em phasized; h is  

in c a rn a tio n  has " le v e led "  th e  "Road" f o r  h is  " l i t t l e  Fellowmen":

The S av io r must have been 
A d o c ile  Gentleman —
To come so f a r  so co ld  a Day 
For l i t t l e  Fellowmen —
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The Road to  Bethlehem 
S ince He and I were Boys 
Was le v e le d , bu t f o r  t h a t  twould be 
A rugged b i l l io n  M iles ~

One o f  th e  few poems named by ED in  her l i f e t im e ,  " C h r is t 's  

B irthday" is  thought to  have been se n t to  Sue a t  Christm as w ith 

an iced  cake. Since t h i s  i s  ED's only poem about J e su s ' 

b i r t h ,  i t  seems t h a t ,  l ik e  o th e r  P ro te s ta n t  d e v o tio n a l poets 

and S t .  John, she i s  l e s s  in te r e s te d  in  th e  n a t i v i ty  than in 

J e su s ' l i f e ,  words, d e a th , and r e s u r r e c t io n .  Here as in o th e r  

poems, "Bethlehem" seems to  r e f e r  no t only to  J e s u s ' b i r t h ,  

but more g e n e ra l ly  to  hi.s in c a rn a tio n ,  meaning h is  e n t i r e  

human l i f e .  His b i r th  and l i f e  on e a rth  have made le s s  "rugged"

the l iv e s  o f th o se  who came a f t e r  him.

In t h is  poem, ED i s  l ik e  o th e r  d evo tiona l po e ts  in  

several i d e n t i f i a b le  ways. F i r s t ,  th e  p ro je c te d  persona i s  

s p e c i f ic a l ly  defined  as m ale; th e  poem, th e n , i s  a dram atic  

monologue, a form used by both John Donne and George H e rb e rt.^

F u rth e r , h is  re fe ren c e  to  th e  tim e when he and Jesu s  were

"Boys," through anachronism , a n o th e r d evo tiona l d e v ic e , 

suggests th e  brotherhood and in tim acy  between Je su s  and th e  

speaker. Another in s ta n c e  o f  anachronism  i s  th e  re fe ren c e  to  

the  co ldness o f  th e  day o f C h r i s t 's  b i r t h  as though i t  had taken 

place in  snowy n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  New England r a th e r  than in  

Bethlehem. J e su s ' w i l lin g  ch o ice  o f in c a rn a tio n  is  a lso  a 

convention o f th e  d evo tiona l t r a d i t i o n .  In "Dream o f  the  

Rood," fo r  example, Je su s  i s  " s te a d f a s t  and s tro n g ; /  With
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lo rd ly  mood in  th e  s ig h t  o f  many /  He mounted th e  Cross to  

redeem mankind" (em phasis m ine). H e rb e r t 's  J e su s , to o , chose 

to  "climbe th e  t re e "  to  a tone  f o r  "Man [who] s to le  th e  f r u i t . " 7 

S im ila r ly , ED's Jesu s  i s  gentlem anly  and h e ro ic  in  w il lin g ly  

assuming human form f o r  th e  sake o f h is  " l i t t l e  Fellowmen."

In 85, J e su s ' f re e  cho ice  i s  again  s tr e s s e d :

"They have not chosen m e," he s a id ,
"But I have chosen them !"
Brave - -  Broken h e a rte d  s ta tem en t - -  
U ttered  in  Bethlehem!

I_ could n o t have to ld  i t ,
But s in c e  Je su s  dared  —
Sovreign! Know a Daisy 
Thy d ishonor shared!

As in  th e  p rev ious poem, Bethlehem i s  not m erely th e  scene o f 

th e  n a t iv i ty ,  but r a th e r  a l l  th e  p lac e s  in which h is  l i f e  was 

en acted , fo r  he u t te r s  h is  "Broken h e a rte d  s ta tem en t"  in  Bethlehem. 

Although Je su s ' words seem to  be th o se  o f  John x v .1 6 , "Ye have 

not chosen me but I have chosen y o u ,"  th e  meaning o f th e  poem 

i s  d i f f e r e n t  from i t s  ap p a ren t b ib l ic a l  analogue. In th e  

Gospel acco u n t, Jesu s  e x p la in s  to  h is  a p o s tle s  th a t  he 

"ordained" them r a th e r  than  th a t  th ey  f r e e ly  chose t h e i r  

d is c ip le s h ip .  In th e  poem, however, Jesu s  seems to  r e f e r  to  

h is  having f re e ly  chosen in c a rn a tio n  on ly  to  be r e je c te d  by 

humankind. The meaning i s  c lo s e r  to  Verse 18 of th e  same 

c h a p te r : " I f  th e  world h a te  y o u , ye know th a t  i t  hated  me

befo re  i t  hated  you ."  One i s  reminded o f  H e rb e r t 's  "The 

S a c r i f ic e ,"  a dram atic  monologue spoken by Je su s . In H e rb e rt 's
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poem, Jesus t e l l s  o f p a r t i c u la r  in s ta n c e s  in  which he chose 

humankind only  to  be r e je c te d ,  conclud ing  each v e rse  w ith ,

"Was ever g r ie f  l ik e  mine?" ED's "Broken h e a rte d "  Je su s  

resem bles H e rb e r t 's  g r ie f - s t r i c k e n  J e s u s ;  however, he says 

o n ly , "I have chosen them ," but "They have n o t chosen me," 

a llow ing th e  rea d e r to  supply s p e c i f ic  in s ta n c e s .8 F u r th e r ,

ED's speaker a n a c h ro n is t ic a l ly  responds to  Je su s  as though 

she were th e r e ;  she too  has chosen b u t been r e je c te d .  This 

Daisy persona i s  one who appears o f te n  as speaker in  th e  Jesu s  

poems and in  th e  M aster l e t t e r s  as w e ll.  She i s  J e s u s ' 

n in e te e n th -c en tu ry  d i s c ip le .  In t h i s  poem and o th e r s ,  she 

m ight even be sa id  to  be a n ti ty p e ,  f o r  J e s u s ' l i f e  p re f ig u re s  

h er own.

In o th e r  poems, ED re f e r s  more in d i r e c t ly  to  J e s u s ' 

l i f e  and w ords, sometimes through h is  a p o s t le s ,  a t  o th e rs  

through s p e c if ic  ev en ts  in  h is  l i f e ;  f re q u e n tly  she r e l a te s  

th e  Gospel c h a ra c te r  or event to  modern tim e s. In 140 and 1274. 

she speaks o f  Nicodemus whose q u e s tio n  to  Je su s  about th e  p o s s i ­

b i l i t y  of reg e n e ra tio n  co n tin u es  to  "C onfront" h e r ,  rec e iv in g  

i t s  "annual rep ly "  in  s p rin g . In 203, she l ik e n s  P e t e r 's  

den ia l of Jesus to  an u n sp e c if ie d  even t in  her own l i f e .

Doubting Thomas i s  an o th e r d i s c ip le  whom she m entions more 

than  once (555 and 861); fo r  her as f o r  S i r  Thomas Browne, he 

is  f ig u re  fo r  th o se  who wish co n c re te  p ro o f o f  th e  C h r is t ia n
g

m essage. Number 1113 i s  an e s p e c ia l ly  good example o f  an 

i n d ir e c t  re fe ren c e  to  J e su s , here  th e  Je su s  who walked on th e
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sea in  Matthew x iv  and John v i :

There i s  a s tr e n g th  in  prov ing  t h a t  i t  can be bourne 
A lthough i t  t e a r  —
What a re  th e  sinew s o f  such cordage f o r  
Except to  b ear
The sh ip  m ight be o f  s a t i n  had i t  n o t to  f i g h t  —
To walk on se as  r e q u i r e s  c e d ar Feet

In t h i s  rough d r a f t ,  ED as usual r e l i e s  upon th e  re a d e r  to  be 

f a m i l ia r  w ith  th e  s to r y  and to  respond a c c o rd in g ly . The s tr e n g th  

and f a i t h  n e c essa ry  f o r  J e su s  (and in  Matthew fo r  P e te r  as w e ll)  

to  walk on th e  sea i s  l ik e  t h a t  re q u ire d  o f  every  human p ilg r im  

who walks on th e  tu rb u le n t  sea o f  t h i s  l i f e .  A gain , ED su g g ests  

t h a t  a l l  C h r is t ia n  p ilg rim a g e s  a re  l ik e  t h a t  o f  J e su s .

In s t i l l  o th e r  poems, ED r e f e r s  to  th e  words and 

commandments o f  J e s u s ,  alw ays s t r e s s in g  t h e i r  contem porary 

re le v a n c e . Number 23 i s  based on th e  p a ra b le  o f  th e  l o s t  sheep 

(Matthew x v i i i .1 2 -1 3 ) ;  234, b eg in n in g , "Y ou 're r ig h t  — 'th e  

way i s  narrow ' — " i s  o b v io u sly  a resp o n se  to  Matthew v i i .1 4 ;

1467 is  a v a r ia t io n  o f  J e s u s ' s a y in g , "Heaven and e a r th  s h a ll  

pass away, b u t my words s h a ll  n o t pass away" (Matthew x x iv .3 5 ) . 

Most o f te n ,  how ever, ED p re s e n ts  th e  lo v in g  m essage o f  J e s u s ,  

h is  sympathy and a c c e s s a b i l i t y  to  a l l  who " t h i r s t , "  and h is  

commandments t h a t  h is  fo llo w e rs  lo v e  and fo rg iv e  one a n o th e r .

Poem 132 i s  a n a r r a t iv e  in  which th e  sp eak e r t e l l s  o f  b r in g in g

wine to  com fort a dy ing f r i e n d .  U n fo r tu n a te ly , she b r in g s  th e

wine too  l a t e ;  she th en  co n c lu d es :

. . . And so I alw ays bea r th e  cup
I f ,  h a p ly , mine may be th e  drop 
Some p ilg r im  t h i r s t  to  s la k e  - -
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I f ,  h ap ly , any say to  me 
"Unto th e  l i t t l e ,  unto me,"
When I a t  l a s t  awake.

The speaker ex p ec ts  to  be r e sp o n s ib le  a t  th e  Judgment fo r  a c ts  

o f  C h ris tia n  k in d n ess . "Unto th e  l i t t l e ,  unto me" i s  a ch a ra c ­

t e r i s t i c  co ndensa tion  o f J e s u s ' w ords, here  h is  rep ea ted  

adm onition as in  Matthew xxv.40 th a t  "Inasmuch as ye have done

i t  unto one o f  th e  l e a s t  o f  th ese  my b re th re n , ye have done i t

unto me." As u s u a l,  ED expects th e  rea d e r  to  know th e  B ible 

w ell enough to  u nderstand  th e  compressed q u o ta t io n ;  i t  i s  even 

p o s s ib le  t h a t  she wishes to  in s p ir e  th e  rea d e r  to  go to  th e  

B ib le  to  d isc o v e r  th e  c o n te x t .

In 964, to o ,  J e s u s ' words a re  condensed:

"Unto Me?" I do no t know you - -
Where may be your House?

"I am Jesu s  — Late o f Judea —
Now — o f P a rad ise"  —

Wagons - -  have you — to  convey me?
This i s  f a r  from Thence - -

"Arms o f Mine — s u f f i c i e n t  Phaeton —
T ru s t Omnipotence" —

I am s p o tte d  - -  "I am Pardon" —
I am sm all — "The L east
Is  esteemed in  Heaven th e  C h ie fe s t —
Occupy my House" - -

The s c r ip tu r a l  analogues fo r  "Unto Me" a re  th o se  in  which Jesus 

in v ite s  a l l  to  come unto him fo r  s p i r i tu a l  refre sh m en t. In 

Matthew x i .2 8 ,  he sa y s , "Come unto me a l l  ye t h a t  lab o u r and 

a re  heavy la d e n , and I w il l  give you r e s t . "  In John v i i . 3 7 ,
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he t e l l s  h is  f o l lo w e r s ,  . . . [ I f ]  any man t h i r s t ,  l e t  him come 

unto me and d r in k ."  Je su s  o f R evelation  x x i .6  sa y s , " . . .  I 

w ill  give unto  him t h a t  i s  a t h i r s t  o f th e  fo u n ta in  o f  the  w ater 

o f  l i f e  f r e e ly . "  ED d a rin g ly  develops t h i s  b ib lic a l  theme by 

means o f an in tim a te  d ia lo g u e  between Jesu s  and th e  imagined 

respondent who i s  unnamed but seems to  be th e  f a m il ia r  Daisy.

Once more, J e su s  i s  a lo v in g , f o rg iv in g ,  s tro n g  f ig u re .

However, he i s  n o t th e  b ro k en -h earted  Jesu s  who has chosen 

humankind on ly  to  be r e j e c te d ;  he i s  th e  r e s u r r e c te d ,  trium phant 

C h ris t who a s su re s  th e  doub tfu l persona o f her p lace  in  heaven.

In th e  l a s t  s ta n z a ,  th e  persona r e f e r s  to  h e rs e l f  as 

" sp o tte d ,"  a co m p ara tiv e ly  r a r e  re fe re n c e  to  her s in fu ln e s s .  

J e su s , however, a s su re s  her t h a t  he w ill  pardon h e r and th a t  

in  heaven th e  l a s t  w il l  be f i r s t .  The persona a lso  r e f e r s  to  

h e rs e l f  as "sm all"  as she does in  o th e r  poems. I t  has always 

been assumed, t h e r e fo r e ,  t h a t  ED th e  Amherst poet was sh o rt  

u n t il  one c r i t i c  s e n s ib ly  measured one o f her d re sse s  and 

d iscovered  t h a t  she w as, in  f a c t ,  about 5 '5 "  t a l l ,  average to  

t a l l  even f o r  t o d a y .^  The p o e t,  th e n , r e f e r s  to  h e r s e l f  as 

m etap h o rica lly  sm a ll,  e x p ress in g  th e  h u m ility  rep e a ted ly  urged 

by a Kempis in  th e  I m i ta t io n : "Do n o t co n sid e r y o u r s e l f  to

have made any s p i r i t u a l  p ro g ress  u n less  you account y o u rse lf  

th e  le a s t  o f  a l l  men." A Kempis' "D isc ip le"  a lso  r e f e r s  to  

h im se lf as sm all when ad d ress in g  C h ris t  th e  Beloved: " . . .  Lord,

poor and l i t t l e  as I am. . . . " The speaker o f the  Old Testam ent 

Psalms as well as H erb e rt s im ila r ly  r e f e r  to  them selves as
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12 s.
sm a ll. Presum ably, a Kempis, th e  P sa lm is t ,  and H e rb e rt, 

l ik e  ED, r e f e r  m eta p h o ric a lly  to  t h e i r  in s ig n if ic a n c e  befo re  

d iv in i ty  ra th e r  than  to  t h e i r  h e ig h t .  As i s  so o f te n  th e  c a se , 

one i s  b e t te r  adv ised  to  look fo r  a m etaphorical meaning o r a 

l i t e r a r y  source f o r  an ED poem r a th e r  than  fo r  l i t e r a l  a u to ­

b io g rap h ica l in fo rm a tio n .

ED's poem resem bles Books Three and Four o f  th e  

Im ita t io n , to o , in t h a t  i t  is  in  th e  form o f a d ia lo g u e  between 

Jesu s  and th e  sp eak e r. This d ia lo g u e  form appears o fte n  in th e  

ED canon; more o f te n ,  however, on ly  th e  s p e a k e r 's  s id e  o f  the  

d ialo g u e  i s  p resen ted . Sometimes she speaks w ith Jesu s  o r God. 

At o th e r s ,  she a d d resses  h e r so u l. At s t i l l  o th e r s ,  she 

ad dresses th e  rea d e r  d i r e c t l y ,  th u s  p lac in g  him o r h e r in  the  

p o s it io n  o f respond ing . Sometimes i t  i s  no t c le a r  p re c is e ly  

w ith  whom she speaks; th e  poe t p re se n ts  bu t one s id e  o f the  

co n v e rsa tio n , re ly in g  upon th e  rea d e r to  deduce th e  remarks 

and id e n t i ty  o f  th e  o th e r .  Often one may assume th a t  th e  

unknown respondent i s ,  as in  The Temple and Psalm s, God, J e su s , 

th e  so u l,  o r  th e  re a d e r .  Again, read in g  th e  s p e c i f ic a l ly  

devo tiona l poems illu m in a te s  o th e rs  which a re  then  understood 

to  be r e l ig io u s  to o .

In her fre q u e n t re fe re n c e  to  th e  c ru c i f ix io n  as well as 

in th e  many m ed ita tio n s  on and d ram a tiz a tio n s  o f  th e  e v e n t, ED 

once more resem bles a Kempis who a d v ises  th e  rea d e r  to  "keep 

ev er befo re  you th e  l ik e n e ss  o f  C h ris t c r u c i f i e d ." 13 The 

c ru c i f ix io n  i s  sometimes m erely a llu d ed  to  as in  313 in  which
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th e  s u ffe r in g  persona r e c a l l s  "That S ca ld in g  [P rayer] — 

S a b a c th in i"  ( s i c ) ,  C h r i s t 's  words from th e  c ro s s  (Matthew 

x x v i.4 6 ) .  Poem 341 c o n ta in s  an o th e r such re fe r e n c e :  th e

p e rso n a 's  " s t i f f  H eart" q u es tio n s  w hether i t  was "He, t h a t  

b o re , /  And Y esterday , o r  C e n tu rie s  b e fo re?"  Her pain  i s  l ik e  

t h a t  o f  th e  c ru c i f ix io n  to  th e  e x te n t  t h a t  she cannot be su re  

w hether i t  took p lace  y e s te rd ay  o r e ig h te e n  hundred y e a rs  

b e fo re . In 553, C h r i s t 's  c ru c i f ix io n  as  analogue o r f ig u re  

f o r  th e  s u ff e r in g  in  every human l i f e  i s  no t m erely a llu d ed  

to ;  i t  i s  th e  s u b je c t :

One C ru c ifix io n  i s  recorded  - -  o n ly  - -  
How many be
Is  no t a ffirm ed  o f M athem atics —
Or H is to ry  - -

One Calvary - -  e x h ib ited  to  S tra n g e r  - -  
As many be
As Persons - -  or P en in su la s  - -  
Gethsemane —

Is  b u t a Province - -  in th e  B e in g ’s C entre  - -  
Judea —
For Journey  - -  o r  C ru sad e 's  A chieving —
Too n ea r - -

Our Lord - -  indeed - -  made Compound W itness - -  
And y e t  —
T h e re 's  newer — n e a re r  C ru c if ix io n  
Than That - -

I t  should be noted th a t  here as in  th e  o th e r  Je su s  poems 

ED does n o t doubt th e  t ru th  o f  th e  Gospel acco u n t. Although in  

597, f o r  example, th e  persona r e f e r s  to  th e  s to ry  o f  Moses as 

a "Romance" and ex presses h e r i d e n t i f i c a t io n  w ith  him even " th o ‘ 

in so b e re r  moments" she r e a l iz e s  t h a t  "No Moses th e re  can b e ,"
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never i s  such a q u a l i f ic a t i o n  made ab o u t th e  G ospels. J e su s , 

th e n , was " tru e "  f o r  h e r ,  bu t w h eth er h i s t o r i c a l l y  as well as 

sy m b o lic a lly  one cannot say . However, th e  im p o rtan t c o n s id e ra ­

t io n  in  u n d e rs tan d in g  ED as  r e l i g io u s  p o e t i s  n o t to  s e p a ra te  

her l i t e r a l  from  her sym bolic language and th o u g h t, b u t r a th e r  

to  be aware t h a t  th e  B ib le ,  e s p e c ia l ly  th e  Gospels and the  

Book o f  R e v e la tio n , was n o t m erely a so u rce  o f  imagery fo r  h e r ,  

as  P ro fe s so r  Anderson and o th e rs  c la im . R a th e r, as in  553, both 

C h r i s t 's  c ru c i f ix io n  and th e  in d iv id u a l  s u f f e r in g  i t  sym bolizes 

a re  im p o rta n t. Although th e  p o e t d e f in e s  Gethsemane as "a 

p ro v in ce  — in  th e  B e in g 's  C e n tre ,"  th e  poem must be understood 

as  g iv in g  im portance to  both c r u c i f i x io n s ;  t h a t  o f  Jesus i s  n o t 

m erely  a symbol f o r  ex p re ss in g  a t r u t h  abou t human l i f e .  The 

o r ig in a l  c ru c i f ix io n  in  which "Our Lord - -  indeed - -  made 

Compound W itness —" i s  n o t c a n c e lle d  o u t b u t r a th e r  s tren g th en ed  

because i t  p r e f ig u re s  "newer - -  n e a re r  C r u c if ix io n [ s ] ."

A v ery  d i f f e r e n t  poem on th e  same s u b je c t  i s  1180:

"Remember me" im plored th e  T h ie f!
Oh H o s p i ta l ity !
My Guest "Today in  P a ra d ise "
I g ive  th ee  g u a ran ty .

That Courtesy  w i l l  f a i r  rem ain
When th e  D e lig h t i s  Dust
With which we c i t e  t h i s  m ig h t ie s t  case
Of compensated T ru s t.

Of a l l  we a re  allow ed to  hope
But A f f id a v i t  s ta n d s
That t h i s  was due where m ost we f e a r
Be unexpected F r ie n d s .

A p a r t i c u l a r l y  d ram atic  m e d i ta t io n ,  t h i s  poem i s  a lso  em blem atic,
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a p o e tic  a n a ly s is  o f  a v isu a l image from S c r ip tu r e .14 I f  

included  in  a s e v en teen th -cen tu ry  emblem book, th e  h ierog lyph  

heading th e  poem would be th e  f a m i l ia r  th re e  c ro s se s  on th e  

h i l l .  The form i s  t h a t  o f  th e  t h re e - f o ld  Ig n a tian  m ed ita tio n . 

The f i r s t  s tan za  d ra m a tic a lly  and v i s u a l ly  p re se n ts  th e  b ib l ic a l  

scene to  be c o n s id e red ; i t  i s  th e  "com position o f  p la c e ,"  in 

which o n e 's  memory i s  addressed . In th e  second s ta n z a ,  o n e 's  

unders tan d in g  i s  addressed  through le g a l language; t h i s  

"m ig h tie s t case  /  Of compensated T ru s t"  i s  i n t e l l e c tu a l ly  

convincing  o f  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f even th e  b la c k e s t  s in n e r 's  

being saved. In th e  th ir d  s ta n z a , th e  speaker ad d resses  th e  

r e a d e r 's  w i l l ,  h is  "hope" to  be saved; she a s su re s  th e  rea d e r 

and perhaps h e r s e l f  as well th a t  one should be com forted by 

th e  b ib l ic a l  s to ry .  I f  th e  t h i e f  was sav ed , s a lv a t io n  i s  

p o ss ib le  fo r  a l l . 15

The persona i s  one who appears in  a number o f  ED's 

s p e c i f ic a l l y  dev o tio n a l poems. She (he?) uses leg a l language 

to  speak o f r e l ig io u s  m a tte r s ,  i s  perhaps even a law yer. This 

leg a l speaker i s  p a r t i c u l a r ly  e f f e c t iv e  in  a number o f ways. 

F i r s t ,  such language i s  a means o f  con tem porizing  b ib l ic a l  

m essages. A lso , th e  use o f  lo g ic a l  le g a l  language in  d isc u ss in g  

so moving a to p ic  p ro v id es  an iro n ic  d is ta n c e  f o r  co n tem pla tion . 

Such fu sio n  o f though t w ith f e e l in g  i s  c h a r a c te r i s t i c  o f th e  

se v en te e n th -c e n tu ry  m etaphysical p o e ts ;  su re ly  had T. S. E lio t  

read ED he would have pronounced her s e n s i b i l i t y  to  be 

u n d isso c ia te d  l ik e  t h a t  o f  th e  s e v en te e n th -c e n tu ry  p o e ts .
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The e x p lan a tio n  most o f te n  given f o r  th e  p o e t 's  use o f leg a l 

language, however, i s  t h a t  her f a th e r  and b ro th e r were law yers. 

One remembers t h a t  S q u ire  D ickinson c a rr ie d  in  h is  pocket a t  a l l  

tim es a card  on which was w r i t t e n ,  "I hereby give m yself to  

God," as though he and th e  Almighty had made a leg a l a g reem en t.16 

In ED's leg a l p e rso n a , th e re  i s  some of th e  same somewhat comic 

q u a li ty  as t h a t  o f  S q u ire  Dickinson and h is  le g a l - r e l ig io u s  

c a rd , f o r  as Bergson p o in ts  o u t ,  th e  ex cessiv e  and in ap p ro p r ia te  

use o f  p ro fe ss io n a l language i s  always com ic.17 P erhaps, to o ,

ED suggests through t h i s  leg a l persona th e  somewhat r id ic u lo u s  

a sp ec ts  o f using  earth -b o u n d  leg a l language to  prove such 

s p i r i tu a l  q u es tio n s  as  th e  t ru th  o f th e  a f t e r - l i f e .

Another very d i f f e r e n t  c ru c i f ix io n  poem i s  1735:

One crown th a t  no one seeks 
And y e t  th e  h ig h es t head 
I t s  i s o l a t i o n  coveted 
I t s  stigm a d e if ie d

W hile P on tius P i la te  l iv e s  
In w hatsoever h e ll  
T hat c o ro n a tio n  p ie rc e s  him 
He r e c o l le c t s  i t  w e l l .

The persona in  t h i s  m e d ita tio n  i s  re c e s se d , alm ost in v is ib l e ,  

r a th e r  than d ram a tic a lly  p ro je c te d . In th e  f i r s t  s ta n z a , th e  

p oe t r e f l e c t s  upon th e  crown o f th o rn s  and death as a crown 

unsought even though i t  has been s a n c t i f i e d  by Je su s . In th e  

second, she r e c a l l s  P o n tiu s  P i la te  as condemned to  h e ll and to  

e te rn a l  contem plation  o f  th e  " c o ro n a tio n ."  This re fe ren c e  to  

" h e ll"  i s  r a r e  in  th e  ED canon; th e  word appears only eleven
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tim e s, "heaven" 112 tim e s . In t h is  in s ta n c e , h e ll  seems to  be 

a p lace  o r s t a t e  o f e te rn a l  and irrem ed iab le  r e g r e t .  P on tius 

P i la te  i s  "p ie rced" e te r n a l ly  w ith  th e  memory o f  J e su s ' d e a th , 

perhaps r e c a l l in g  J e s u s ' s id e  being "p ie rced "  (John x ix .3 4 ) .  

Rather than th e  custom ary n e u tra l  f ig u re  who washed h is  

hands a t  th e  t r i a l  o f  J e s u s ,  and presum ably o f  th e  g u i l t  o f  

th e  c ru c i f ix io n ,  ED's Po n tiu s  P i la te  i s  condemned to  h e l l .

As u su a l,  although ED w r i te s  o f  s u b je c ts  ty p ic a l  o f  th e  

devotional t r a d i t i o n ,  she i n te r p r e t s  them in  her own way.

In some c ru c i f ix io n  poems, ED m entions th e  r e s u r r e c t io n  

as w e ll. Number 567 b e g in s , "He gave away h is  L ife  — /  To Us — 

G igan tic  Sum — " and concludes t h a t  he "Broke — p e rfe c t  — 

from th e  Pod." A llu sio n s  to  C h r i s t 's  r e s u r r e c t io n  appear 

elsew here to o : in 300, "Morning" is  defin ed  as meaning fo r

"F a ith"  "The Experiment o f  Our Lord." In 1543, however, 

C h r i s t 's  r e s u r r e c t io n  i s  n o t m erely m entioned; i t  i s  the  

s u b je c t .  F u r th e r , J e s u s ' way o f  ach iev ing  r e s u r r e c t io n  is  

th e  means by which h is  fo l lo w e rs , to o , can achieve im m o rta lity :

O btain ing  b u t our own E xtent 
In w hatsoever Realm —
'Twas C h r i s t 's  own personal Expanse 
That bore him from th e  Tomb —

Like o th e r  dev o tio n a l p o e ts ,  ED o f te n  wrote e le g ia c a l ly .  

This poem, probably w r i t te n  about 1882, was sen t to  T. W. 

H igginson; i t  a lso  served  as e leg y  f o r  th e  Reverend C harles 

Wadsworth and was se n t a t  about th e  same tim e to  h is  f r i e n d ,  

James D. C lark. In th e  l a t t e r  v e rs io n , th e  p o e t 's  so le  v a r ia n t
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i s  "h is"  f o r  "our" in  Line 1 (1543n). S ince  th e  two were s e n t  

a t  about th e  same t im e , i t  i s  im p o ssib le  to  know w hether th e  

poem was o r ig in a l ly  in sp ire d  by th e  Reverend W adsworth's 

death  o r  l a t e r  a l t e r e d  in  o rd e r  to  be a s u i ta b le  e leg y  f o r  him. 

As u s u a l,  one cannot w ith  any c e r t a in ty  a s s ig n  a poem to  a 

s p e c i f ic  b io g ra p h ic a l  e v e n t, as so many c r i t i c s  a tte m p t to  do. 

Although i t  i s  sometimes b e liev ed  th a t  th e  most im p o rtan t 

in fo rm a tio n  in  u n d e rs tan d in g  an ED poem i s  what in s p ire d  i t ,  

such in fo rm a tio n , ex cep t in  h e r o ccas io n a l poems, i s  o fte n  

alm ost im p o ssib le  to  d isc o v e r ,  f o r  she u n iv e r s a l iz e s  p a r t i c u l a r  

ex p e rien ces  so t h a t  th e  c o n n o ta tio n  i s  g e n e ra l ly  as well as 

sometimes s p e c i f ic a l l y  a p p l i c a b le .18

C e r ta in ly ,  th e re  i s  no ev idence in  th e  poem as to  th e  

n a tu re  o f  ED's r e la t io n s h ip  to  th e  Reverend Wadsworth. Although 

i t  i s  sometimes b e lie v e d  th a t  th e re  was some s o r t  o f  rom antic 

love between them , no convincing  p ro o f o f  such an a ttach m en t 

e x i s t s  e i t h e r  h ere  o r  e lsew h ere . However, a lthough  t h e i r  

co rrespondence i s  u n fo r tu n a te ly  m is s in g , h is  one su rv iv in g  

l e t t e r  to  h e r su g g e sts  a p a s to ra l  r a th e r  th an  a rom antic  r e l a ­

tio n s h ip .  H is l e t t e r  seems to  be a resp o n se  to  one she had 

w r i tte n  abou t a s p i r i t u a l  m a t te r ,  even a c r i s i s ;  h is  in  r e tu rn  

i s  k in d , b u t im p erso n a l, and one n o te s  t h a t  he does n o t even 

sp e ll  her name c o r r e c t ly  (L -248a). F u r th e r  ev idence t h a t  t h e i r  

co rrespondence was p a s to ra l  r a th e r  than  rom antic  i s  to  be found 

in  a n o th e r l e t t e r  to  Mr. C la rk , w r i t te n  a f t e r  th e  Reverend 

W adsw orth's d e a th , in  which she e n c lo se s  P-1576, b eg in n in g ,
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"The S p i r i t  l a s t s  — b u t in  what m ode," a poem concern ing  her

e s c h a to lo g ic a l  q u e s tio n s  as to  how th e  human s p i r i t  can e x is t

w ith o u t a body in  e t e r n i t y .  She in tro d u c e s  th e  poem w ith ,

"These th o u g h ts  d i s q u ie t  me, and th e  g r e a t  F riend  i s  gone who

could s o la c e  them" (P-1576n). I t  seems p ro b ab le , th e n , t h a t

Wadsworth was her " d e a re s t  e a r th ly  F rien d "  (L-807) no t because

she was in  lo v e  w ith  him and longed to  m arry him, bu t because

he re a s su re d  h e r  nagging r e l ig io u s  q u e s tio n s  and d oub ts. I f

we assume th a t  h e rs  was in  f a c t  a r e l i g io u s  s e n s i b i l i t y ,  such

an i n te r p r e t a t i o n  makes more sense  than  th e  usual rom antic one.

I t  seems im p o rta n t ,  to o ,  t h a t  th e re  a re  l e t t e r s  w r i tte n

by ED to  a number o f  o th e r  clergym en: T. W. Higginson was,

a f t e r  a l l ,  a fo rm er clergym an; o th e rs  in c lu d e  th e  Reverends
19E. E. H ale , J .  L. J e n k in s ,  and F. F. Emerson. I t  i s

i n te r e s t in g  t h a t  h e r beloved E liz a b e th  Browning c a r r ie d  on

a correspondence  w ith  a clergyman on th e  s u b je c t  o f  m ystica l 
20ex p e rie n ce . A lthough , o f  c o u rse , ED could  not have known 

o f  th e  Browning exchange, from e x is t in g  ev idence i t  seems 

probab le  t h a t  ED's correspondence  w ith Wadsworth, to o , con­

cerned  s p i r i t u a l  m a t te r s .

But to  r e tu r n  to  th e  poem. I t  i s  a good, perhaps even 

a g re a t  o n e , a lth o u g h  d i f f i c u l t  because very  compressed. I t  

i s  a ls o  an in v e r s io n ,  as a re  so many in  th e  canon. In a 

decom pressed, u n in v e r ted  form , i t  m ight be:

(As i t )  was C h r i s t 's  own perso n al Expanse
That (enab led  him to  r i s e  from th e  dead) and (be) b o r(n )e

from th e  Tomb
[no break]
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(So our s a lv a tio n  and hope o f im m o rta lity  l i e  in ) O btaining
bu t our own E xtent 

In whatsoever Realm (kingdom or sphere  in  which we choose
to  work and devote our l iv e s )

C h ris t  here  is  not ED's b e s t  f r ie n d  J e s u s ,  b u t r a th e r  th e  e x a lte d  

C h ris t  who has conquered dea th  and whose p e r f e c t  l i f e  p rov ides an 

id ea l example f o r  h is  fo llo w ers  to  im i ta te .  C i r c u la r i ty  o r  th e  

sphere  i s  the  image fo r  e a r th ly  l i f e  in  t h i s  poem as in  so many 

in  th e  canon, a s u b je c t  to  be d iscu ssed  in  P a r t  Four. "Expanse" 

and "E xtent" a re  synonyms, th e  form er f u r th e r  d e fin e d  as the  

c i r c u la r  "expanse o f heaven," th e  l a t t e r  "compass" o r " c i r c u i t . "  

"Realm," to o , su g g ests  c i r c u la r i t y  in  t h a t  i t  i s  o n e 's  "kingdom,

. . . e x te n t  of government" (W ebster), o r  sp h e re . As C h r is t  was 

r e s u r re c te d  from th e  dead because he expanded to  th e  very l im it s  

o f  h is  sp h e re , so i t  i s  t h a t  subsequent p ilg r im s  can achieve 

im m o rta lity . Here, as in  both  th e  New Testam ent and th e  

I m i ta t io n , C h r i s t 's  i s  th e  id ea l l i f e  to  be im i ta te d .

In t h i s  poem as in  a l l  th o se  based on J e s u s ' l i f e ,  ED 

p rese n ts  her f re sh  and o r ig in a l  v e rs io n  o f  th e  meaning o f h is  

l i f e  and d ea th . In f a c t ,  when read as a c lu s t e r ,  ED's l i f e  o f  

C h r is t  poems form a modern Gospel in  which th e  m ajor ev en ts  o f 

J e s u s ' l i f e  are  r e to ld  by a "w arb lin g ,"  " ty p ic "  " T e lle r ."  As 

in th e  o r ig in a l  G ospels, Jesu s  i s  p ra ise d  as a lo v in g , sympa­

t h e t i c ,  and hero ic  f ig u re  and as one whose l i f e  and death  a re  

o f  c ru c ia l  s ig n if ic a n c e  to  th e  l iv e s  and d e a th s  o f  subsequent 

human b e in g s. F u r th e r ,  as in  The I m ita t io n , h is  i s  th e  id e a l ,  

p e r f e c t  l i f e  whose i n te g r i t y  i s  to  be im ita te d  by th o se  who
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fo llow . C e r ta in ly , th e  l i f e  o f  C h r is t  poems a re  no t the  work 

o f a s e c u la r  p o e t.
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I I .  The Prayer-Poems to  Je su s

As th e  l i f e  o f  C h ris t poems com prise a contem porized

G ospel, th e  prayer-poem s to  Jesu s  form a modern p ray e r book.

T h is group in c lu d es  some which c lo se  w ith  p ray e rs  as well as

o th e rs  whose e n t i r e  s tr u c tu r e  and meaning a re  th o se  o f  p ra y e rs .

Like th e  l i f e  o f  C h ris t  poems, th e  prayer-poem s to  Jesu s

re p re s e n t  a f re s h  look a t  C h r is t ia n  b e l i e f  and t r a d i t i o n .  In

f a c t ,  th ey  m ight a lm ost be in  response to  J e s u s ' advice in

Matthew v i .7 :  " . . .  when ye p ray , use n o t vain  r e p e t i t i o n s .  . . . "

Some o f th ese  prayer-poem s a re  r e v i t a l i z e d  v e rs io n s  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l

p ray e rs ; o th e rs  a re  o r ig in a l  words o f  p ra is e  o r s u p p lic a tio n .  A ll ,

in t h e i r  fre sh n e ss  and v a r ie ty ,  avoid th e  "vain r e p e t i t io n s "

a g a in s t  which Je su s  warns.

In c o n s id e rin g  th e  p rayer-poem s, i t  i s  once more im portan t

to  remember t h a t  although  one fo r  whom l i f e  was "aglow w ith  God 
21and im m o rta lity ,"  ED was h ig h ly  c r i t i c a l  o f  th e  n in e te e n th -  

cen tu ry  American church . A read in g  o f  1207 makes c le a r  th e  

d i f f e re n c e  she makes between C h r is t  and th e  "C h ris tia n "  church:

He preached upon "Breadth" t i l l  i t  argued him narrow - -
The Broad a re  too  broad to  d e fin e
And o f  "Truth" u n t i l  i t  proclaim ed him a L iar - -
The T ruth never f la u n te d  a Sign - -

S im p lic ity  f le d  from h is  c o u n te r f e i t  p resence 
As Gold th e  P y r ite s  would shun —
What confusion  would cover th e  innocen t Jesus 
To meet so enabled a Man!
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The re c e s se d  sp eak e r o f  t h i s  poem i s  u n c h a r a c te r i s t i c a l ly ,

s tr a ig h tf o rw a r d ly  c r i t i c a l .  Although ED more o f te n  looks
22inw ard , ju d g in g  h e r s e l f  r a th e r  than  o th e r s ,  h ere  she looks

o u tw ard , s a t i r i z i n g  a n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  American p rea c h e r

who speaks o f  "B readth" and "T ruth" in  h is  serm on, b u t b e tra y s

h im se lf  in  ev ery  word as a narrow  l i a r .  Je su s  ap p ears  o n ly  in

th e  l a s t  two l i n e s ,  th e  p o e t im agining what h is  r e a c t io n  would

be to  t h i s  phony p rea c h e r: he would be confused and p u z z le d ,

as  o u t o f  p lac e  as was th e  Je su s  o f  Dostoevsky.1 s "Grand 
23I n q u i s i t o r . "

The c r i t i c i m  o f  th e  hollow  language o f  th e  contem porary  

church  i s  u n m is ta k a b le . The unexpected o r fo regrounded  word 

in th e  poem i s  "en a b le d ,"  d e fin e d  in  h er Lexicon a s  "S upplied  

w ith  s u f f i c i e n t  power, p h y s ic a l ,  moral o r l e g a l ."  The church 

and i t s  c le rg y  have become p o w erfu l, th e n , bu t th ey  have n o th in g  

to  do w ith  th e  o r ig in s  o f  C h r i s t ia n i ty .  ED e x p re sse s  h e re  and 

e lsew here  th e  wish th a t  C h r i s t ia n i ty  m ight go back to  i t s  

o r ig in a l  s im p lic i ty  and in t e g r i t y .  In h e r prayer-poem s as 

in  th o se  on th e  l i f e  o f  C h r i s t ,  she reco v e rs  t h i s  "Old 

fa sh io n e d "  ( e . g . ,  P-70) q u a l i ty  o f  e a r ly  C h r i s t ia n i ty  and 

e x p re sse s  i t  in  " c a p tiv a t in g "  and re le v a n t  term s.

In t h i s  p rayer-poem , as in  a l l  th e  Jesu s  c l u s t e r ,

Je su s  i s  a w e ll-d e f in e d  f ig u r e ,  very  d i f f e r e n t  from  th e  o th e r  

p e rso n s o f  th e  T r in i ty .  T h e re fo re , ED must be d e s c r ib e d  as 

T r in i t a r i a n  in  her p o e tic  th o u g h t. Her God i s  d i s t a n t  and 

unknowable e x cep t through n a tu re ,  p o e try , th e  s o u l ,  and J e su s ;
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Jesu s  i s  th e  Logos, th e  human and a c c e s s ib le  person o f th e  

T r in i ty ;  th e  Holy G host, q u ite  n a tu r a l l y  le s s  d i s t i n c t ,  i s  

sometimes w ind, b re e z e , o r  s p i r i t .  In se v e ra l in s ta n c es  ED 

s p e c i f ic a l l y  ex p re sse s  t h i s  c e n tr a l  C h r is t ia n  m ystery o f th e  

T r in i ty .  Number 18, f o r  exam ple, c lo se s  w ith  a mock 

b e n e d ic tio n :

In th e  name o f  th e  Bee —
And o f  th e  B u t te r f ly  —
And o f th e  Breeze - -  Amen!

In t h i s  somewhat i r r e v e r e n t  p ray e r  c lo s u re ,  th e  bee , always

a f ig u r e  f o r  power and energy  fo r  ED, i s  God th e  F a th er; th e

b u t t e r f l y ,  image o f  r e b i r th  from th e  cocoon-tomb, the  re s u r re c te d
24Son; th e  u ngraspab le  b re e z e , th e  Holy Ghost. Poem 626, to o , 

i s  s p e c i f ic a l l y  T r in i t a r i a n ,  fo r  a lth o u g h  th e  th re e  persons a re  

d i s t i n c t  as t h e i r  th re e  names and th e  p lu ra l  "Jehovahs" 

i n d ic a te ,  they  a re  one in  t h a t  th ey  a re  th e  s in g u la r  "God," 

t h e i r  a b i l i t y  to  d e te c t  "Sorrow ," and t h e i r  r e s p e c t  fo r  o n e 's  

p r a y e r s :

Only God - -  d e te c t  th e  Sorrow - -  
Only God - -
The Jehovahs — a re  no B abblers - -  
Unto God - -

God th e  Son — c o n fid e  i t  —
S t i l l  se cu re  - -
God th e  S p i r i t ' s  Honor - -
J u s t  as su re  - -

Number 1439 i s  s t i l l  a n o th e r poem r e f l e c t in g  her T r in i ta r ia n  

th o u g h t:
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How ru th le s s  a re  th e  g e n tle  —
How cru e l a re  th e  kind —
God broke h is  c o n tr a c t  to  h is  Lamb
To q u a lify  th e  Wind - -

In th is  contem porized v ers io n  o f  J e s u s ' e x p lan a tio n  in  John 

x v i.7  o f  th e  n e c e s s i ty  fo r  h is  c ru c i f ix io n  in  o rd er to  make 

way fo r  th e  Holy S p i r i t ,  once more leg a l language, " c o n tra c t"  

and " q u a lify ,"  m odernizes th e  b ib l ic a l  t e x t  and c re a te s  an 

iro n ic  d is ta n c e  f o r  con tem pla tion . C e r ta in ly ,  h e re , as in  

th e  o th er two poems, and by im p lic a tio n  th roughou t th e  canon, 

th e  persons o f  th e  T r in i ty  a re  s e p a ra te  and d i s t i n c t .

ED's T r in i ta r ia n  thought p rov ides th e  r a t io n a le  f o r  the  

d iv is io n  o f th is  study  in to  s e p a ra te  c h ap te rs  devoted to  God 

and Je su s , f o r  ED makes a decided d i s t in c t io n  between them. 

Although they  a re  one, as in  P-626 above, alm ost always she 

t r e a ts  them as e n t i t i e s ;  th e re  i s  seldom a doubt as to  which

of the two she speaks o f or a d d re s se s .  The prayer-poem s to

God and Jesu s  a re  p a r t i c u la r ly  d i f f e r e n t  in  tone and p re s e n ta ­

t io n . In th o se  to  God, fo r  exam ple, th e  speaker sometimes 

reproaches him fo r  unanswered p ray e rs  o r  fo r  th e  d ea th  o f  loved 

ones; her p rayers to  Jesus a re  c o n s is te n t ly  lo v in g  and express 

confidence in h is  sym pathetic and fo rg iv in g  n a tu re .

Although th e  p o r t r a i t  o f Je su s  in  th e s e  poems i s  

c o n s is te n t ,  th e  same dram atic f ig u re  as t h a t  o f  th e  Gospel 

group, once more ED uses a v a r ie ty  o f  tech n iq u es  so t h a t  th e  

prayer-poems a re  very d i f f e r e n t  from one an o th e r: th ey  a re

spoken by v a rio u s  p ersonae, a p p ro p r ia te  fo r  d i f f e r e n t  o c casio n s ,
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and expressed  in  language and symbols from n a tu re  as well as 

from th e  B ib le  and C h r is t ia n  l i t u r g y .  In 106, ED goes to  n a tu re  

fo r  f re s h  language to  ad d ress  Je su s :

The Daisy fo llo w s s o f t  th e  Sun —
And when h is  golden walk i s  done - -  
S i t s  s h i ly  a t  h is  f e e t  —
He — waking — f in d s  th e  flow er th e re  —
W herefore — Maurauder - -  a r t  thou h ere?
Because, S i r ,  love i s  sweet!

We a re  th e  Flower — Thou th e  Sun!
Forgive u s ,  i f  as days d e c lin e  —
We n e a re r  s te a l  to  Thee!
Enamoured o f  th e  p a r t in g  West —
The peace — th e  f l i g h t  - -  th e  Amethyst —
N ig h t 's  p o s s ib i l i ty !

In th e  f i r s t  s ta n z a ,  a scene from n a tu re  i s  d ram atized : 

th e  "Daisy" fo llow s th e  "Sun" as he passes  through th e  heavens 

from su n rise  to  s u n s e t ,  f a i t h f u l ly  w a itin g  f o r  him to  r i s e  ag a in . 

The two n a tu ra l  o b je c ts  a re  p e rs o n if ie d ,  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between 

them somewhat e r o t i c ,  th e  d a isy  even c o n fess in g  her love fo r  

th e  sun when he r i s e s  a g a in . In th e  second s ta n z a ,  th e  Daisy- 

persona sp eak s, a d d re ss in g  Je su s  by means o f th e  t r a d i t io n a l  

sun-son pun, draw ing an analogy between human l i f e  and th e  n a tu re  

p a rab le  o f  S tanza 1. J u s t  as th e  flow er fo llo w s th e  sun 

th roughou t th e  day , so C h r i s t 's  fo llo w e rs  a re  resp o n siv e  to  

and dependent on him th ro u g h o u t l i f e .  A lso , j u s t  as th e  flow er 

a t  n ig h tf a l l  s i t s  " s h ily "  a t  th e  su n 's  f e e t ,  so human beings 

" s te a l"  n e a re r  to  J e s u s ,  th e  Son, as d ea th  approaches, longing  

f o r  "N ig h t's  p o s s ib i l i t y , "  th e  unknown a f t e r - l i f e  when th e  Son 

w ill  again ap p ear. Here as elsew here th e  n a tu ra l world i s  a
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second S c r ip tu re  in  which th e  p o e t f in d s  sym bolic r e l ig io u s  

m eanings:^5 th e  flow er i s  J e s u s ' fo llo w e r  (p robab ly  a p lay  on 

w ords), the  in d iv id u a l human l i f e  o r  s o u l;  th e  sun , J e su s ;  

su n set and th e  W est, d e a th ; s u n r i s e ,  r e b i r th  to  th e  e te rn a l  

l i f e .  All a re  symbols which ap p ear f re q u e n tly  in th e  canon 

w ith  c o n s is te n t  meaning.

The speaker of S tanza 2 i s  th e  f a m i lia r  "Daisy" o f  P-85 

d iscussed  above. In t h a t  poem, she i s  h is  m odern-day d i s c ip le  

who a n a c h ro n is t ic a l ly  responds to  h is  Gospel s ta te m e n t. H ere, 

to o , she i s  h is  fo ilo w e r-f lo w e r;  however, she ad d resses  him in 

th e  form o f  p ray e r. Even more i n te r e s t in g l y ,  she s h i f t s  from 

th e  s in g u la r  o f  Stanza 1 to  "We" in  S tanza 2 : when Daisy 

addresses J e su s , she i s  speak ing  n o t j u s t  f o r  h e r s e l f ,  bu t 

r a th e r  fo r  a l l  J e su s ' fo llo w e rs . She i s  p r ie s t  as well as 

p o e t, f o r  she prays to  Je su s  on b e h a lf  o f a l l  humankind.

An e n t i r e ly  d i f f e r e n t  prayer-poem  to  Jesus i s  225, an 

urgen t su p p lic a tio n :

Je su s!  th y  C ru c if ix  
Enable th e e  to  guess 
The sm a lle r  s iz e !

Jesu s!  th y  second fac e  
Mind th ee  in  P a rad ise  
Of o u r 's !

The persona prays t h a t  J e s u s ' having  once been human w il l  cause 

him to  be more understand ing  o f  h e r p re se n t s u f f e r in g ,  which 

might be d escrib ed  as a n ti ty p e  o f  h is  c ru c i f ix io n .  A sense  o f 

urgency i s  apparen t th ro u g h o u t, ex p ressed  by means o f  th e  fo u r
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ex c lam atio n  p o in ts ,  th e  in te n se  com pression o f  th e  lan g u ag e , 

and th e  spondees b eg inn ing  each o f  th e  two s ta n z a s .  T h is to n e  

o f  g re a t  h a s te  and need i s  he ightened  by th e  b re v i ty  o f  th e  

poem and by th e  f a c t  t h a t  each l in e  ends w ith  a v a r ia t io n  o f  

th e  "s" sound, g iv in g  th e  whole poem an a p p ro p r ia te  b re a th le s s  

q u a l i t y .  In h e r  p lea  t h a t  Jesu s  be rem inded o f  " o u r [ 's ] "  

f a c e s ,  ag a in  th e  persona prays n o t on ly  f o r  h e r s e l f  b u t f o r  

o th e r s .

Perhaps th e  most i n te r e s t in g  o f  th e  Je su s  prayer-poem s 

i s  538, which seems to  be based on th e  fo rg iv e n e ss  Je su s  a sks 

from th e  c ro s s  f o r  h is  p e rse c u to rs  and on th e  passage in  th e

L o rd 's  P ra y e r , " fo rg iv e  us our d eb t as we fo rg iv e  o u r d e b to rs "

(Matthew v i .1 2 ):

‘T is  t ru e  - - th e y  shu t me in  th e  Cold - -  
But then  — Themselves were warm 
And could  n o t know th e  f e e l in g  'tw as —
F o rg et i t  — Lord — o f  Them —

Let n o t my W itness h in d e r  Them 
In Heavenly esteem  —
No P a rad ise  co u ld  be — C onferred  
Through T h e ir  beloved Blame —

The Harm They d id  - -  was s h o r t  — And s in c e
M yself - -  who bore i t  — do —
F orgive Them - -  Even as M yself - -
Or e ls e  - -  fo rg iv e  n o t me - -

A lthough Je su s  i s  n o t m entioned by name, two v a r ia n t  rea d in g s  

in d ic a te  t h a t  i t  i s  p robab ly  he who i s  a d d re sse d : " C h ris t"

f o r  "Lord" in  Line 4 and "E lse  - -  S av io r — ban ish  Me — " f o r  

th e  l a s t  l i n e .  The sp eak e r i s  n o t i d e n t i f i e d ;  however, she 

resem bles Daisy in h e r d evo tion  to  Je su s  and in  h e r C h r i s t - l i k e
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lo v in g  and fo rg iv in g  tone.

In th e  c o n v e rsa tio n a l f i r s t  l i n e ,  th e  speaker seems to  

respond to  J e s u s ' o r  someone's p o in tin g  o u t th e  c ru e l ty  o f 

h e r  p e rse c u to rs .  She defends them , e x p la in in g , l ik e  C h ris t  

on th e  c ro s s ,  t h a t  th ey  knew no t what th ey  d id , as usual making 

h e r v ers io n  more s p e c i f ic  and p erso n al than  th a t  in  the  G ospels. 

Not only does she ask fo rg iv e n ess  f o r  th e se  p e rse c u to rs ;  she 

asks th a t  Je su s  e ra se  t h e i r  t ra n s g re s s io n s  from h is  mind, th a t  

he " fo rg e t ."  In  Stanza 2 , she goes on w ith  th e  defense o f  her 

p e rs e c u to rs ,  p raying  th a t  her tes tim o n y  a g a in s t  them n o t h u rt 

them in heavenly o p in io n , lo g ic a l ly  adding th a t  t h e i r  damnation 

cou ld  in  no way help  h e r. The p e rs o n a 's  s u p p lic a tio n  fo r  th e  

fo rg iv en ess  o f  h e r enemies b u ild s  to  a clim ax in  th e  f in a l  

s ta n z a . The l a s t  l in e  is  th e  u l tim a te  p lea  fo r  her enemies: 

she i s  w i l l in g  to  r is k  e te rn a l  dam nation f o r  t h e i r  sak es .

Other prayer-poem s to  Jesu s  in c lu d e  1111 addressed  to  

" s a v io r ,"  perhaps in sp ire d  by J e s u s ' p ray e r  in  Gethsemane: " i f

i t  be p o ss ib le ,  l e t  t h i s  cup pass from me" (Matthew x x v i.3 0 ) ; 

1539, a w i t ty ,  somewhat i r r e v e r e n t  v e rs io n  o f  th e  c h i ld 's  

f a m i l i a r ,  "Now I lay  me down to  s le e p " ;  and 502, in  which she 

i s  d esp e ra te  because she has l o s t  c o n ta c t  w ith  Je su s . In th ese  

prayer-poem s as in  a l l  th o se  to  J e s u s ,  th e  immediacy and o r ig in a l  

i t y  o f language and symbol a re  in  c o n tr a s t  to  th e  sermon o f  th e  

phony preacher o f  P-1207 and to  th e  "vain  r e p e t i t io n s "  a g a in s t  

which Jesus w arns. Once more, ED has contem porized and 

r e v i ta l i z e d  a "faded" C h ris tia n  t r a d i t i o n .

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm iss io n  of th e  co p y rig h t ow ner. F u rth e r  re p ro d u c tio n  p roh ib ited  w ithou t p e rm iss io n .



99

I I I .  The Sacram ental Poems

ED m ight be sa id  to  a c t  as Orpheus in  th e  sacram ental poems 

as in  th e  Gospel and p ray e r g ro u p s, f o r  she a l t e r s  t r a d i t io n a l  

meanings so t h a t  th e  sacram ents a re  more r e le v a n t  fo r  h e rs e lf  

and her re a d e rs .  Often in  th e s e  poems, ED c o n f la te s  re l ig io u s  

w ith  p o e tic  m eanings. In f a c t ,  p o e try , to o , i s  a kind o f 

sacram ent in  th e  sense t h a t  W ebster d e fin e s  th e  word: "an

outward and v i s ib le  sig n  o f an inward and s p i r i tu a l  g ra c e . . . 

en jo ined  by C h r i s t .  . . to  be observed by h is  fo llo w ers  to  avow 

t h e i r  sp e c ia l r e la t io n  to  h im ." Sometimes ED, through pun, 

equates p o e try  w ith  th e  e u c h a r is t .  At o th e r s ,  she uses 

e u c h a r is t ic  language to  d e sc r ib e  p o e tic  in s p i r a t io n  and the 

s p i r i tu a l  refreshm ent o f  read in g  in sp ire d  w ords. ED fin d s  in 

b ap tism , c o n firm a tio n , and matrimony m etaphors fo r  her e le v a tio n  

to  th e  rank o f  sacred  p o e t. F u r th e r ,  she d e s c r ib e s  her p o e tic  

v ocation  in  term s o f  ho ly  o rd e rs  and m atrim ony, th e  l a t t e r  her 

f re q u e n t metaphor fo r  th e  d e d ic a tio n  to  poety in  t h i s  l i f e  

which p re f ig u re s  h e r f in a l  union w ith  Je su s  in  th e  n ex t.

S ince ED m entions each o f  th e  seven sacram ents named by 

W ebster as th o se  o f  th e  Roman C a th o lic  and Greek t r a d i t io n s  

r a th e r  than only  o f  th e  P ro te s ta n t  baptism  and e u c h a r is t ,  i t  

seems ap p aren t th a t  once again  her in s p i r a t io n  was l i t e r a r y ,  

t h a t  she was w ritin g  in  th e  d ev o tio n a l t r a d i t i o n  r a th e r  than

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm is s io n  of th e  co p y rig h t ow ner. F u rth e r  re p ro d u c tio n  p ro h ib ited  w ithou t p e rm iss io n .



100

from her own persona l ex p erien ce  a t  th e  F i r s t  Church o f  C h r is t  

o f  Am herst.^6 Such a co n c lu sio n  i s  s tren g th en ed  by th e  Roman 

o r A nglo-C atholic  language she o f te n  u ses: "nun," " s h r in e ,"

and "u n sh riv en ,"  f o r  exam ple, a re  not words commonly used in  

n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  American P ro te s ta n t  churches. O ther 

ev idence o f l i t e r a r y  in flu e n ce  i s  to  be found in  th e  poems, 

f o r  f re q u e n tly  th ey  a re  s t r i k in g ly  s im ila r  in  language, image, 

and form to  th e  G ospels, th e  Book o f  R e v e la tio n , and The 

Im ita tio n  o f  C h r i s t . One r e c a l ls  t h a t  she acknowledges her 

d eb t to  " the  R ev e la tio n s"  in  L-261. I t  i s  a ls o  s ig n i f ic a n t  

t h a t  in th e  1857 e d it io n  o f  The Im ita tio n  a t  Houghton L ib ra ry , 

th e  only se c t io n  o f  th e  book marked f a i r l y  h eav ily  is  Book 

Four, "On th e  B lessed  Sacram ent," a d ia logue  between C h ris t 

th e  Beloved and h is  D isc ip le  concern ing  th e  e u c h a r is t .

Because ED, l ik e  W ebster and a Kempis, s t r e s s e s  t h a t  th e  

sacram ents have s p e c i f ic a l l y  to  do w ith  J e su s , the  sacram ental 

group must be inclu d ed  w ith  th e  Jesu s  c lu s t e r .  In 833, fo r  

example, she r e f e r s  to  th e  e u c h a r is t  as a commemoration o f 

J e s u s ' death and r e s u r r e c t io n :

Perhaps you th in k  me stoop ing  
I'm  n o t ashamed o f th a t
C h r is t  — stooped u n t i l  He touched th e  Grave - -
Do th o se  a t  Sacrament
Commemorate Dishonor
Or love annealed  o f love
U ntil i t  bend as low as Death
R e d ig n if ie d , above?

This poem, l ik e  o th e rs  in th e  sacram ental group, resem bles 

Book Four o f  The Im ita t io n  in  sev era l ways. F i r s t ,  l ik e  Book
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Four, i t  i s  in  th e  form o f  a d ia lo g u e . However, a lth o u g h  th e

speaker seems to  be D aisy , J e s u s ' modern d i s c i p l e ,  she does

n o t ,  l ik e  th e  D isc ip le  o f Book F our, ad d re ss  Je su s  abou t th e

e u c h a r is t .  R a th e r, she d is c u s s e s  th e  sacram ent and i t s

C h ris tia n  meaning w ith  an unknown o th e r ,  perhaps th e  r e a d e r ,

perhaps an o th e r a sp ec t o f  h e r s e l f .  The poems r e c a l l s  Book

Four, to o ,  in  i t s  use o f th e  r a t h e r  unusual word, " s to o p in g ."

In The Im i ta t io n , th e  D isc ip le  e x p re sse s  h is  g r a t i tu d e  fo r

J e su s ' " s to o p [ in g ] ," w i l l in g ly  humbling h im s e lf ,  in  o rd e r  to
27presen t h im se lf  in  th e  form o f th e  e u c h a r i s t .  The D aisy- 

persona l ik e n s  h e r s e l f  to  J e s u s ,  f o r ,  l ik e  him , she lo v in g ly  

s to o p s, probably  as p o e t,  in  o rd e r  to  p re s e n t  h e r s e l f  to  h e r 

read ers  in th e  form o f  p o e try . One i s  reminded o f  ED's L-269 

to  Mrs. Holland in  which she s a y s ,  "My b u s in e ss  i s  to  love" 

and "My b u sin ess  i s  to  s in g ."  ED, th e n ,  i s  C h r i s t - l i k e ;  th e  

poem is  l ik e  th e  Host o f  th e  e u c h a r i s t ,  f o r  both a re  

commemorations o f lo v in g  s a c r i f i c e .

In an o th e r e u c h a r i s t i c  poem, p o e try  i s  equa ted  w ith  th e  

e u c h a r is t  through pun, f o r  "A Word made F lesh" r e f e r s  both to  

Jesus o f  th e  e u c h a r is t  and to  "loved P h ilo lo g y " :

A Word made F le sh  i s  seldom 
And tre m b lin g ly  p arto o k  
Nor then  perhaps re p o r te d  
But have I n o t m istook 
Each one o f us has ta s te d  
With e c s t a s ie s  o f  s te a l th  
The very  food debated  
To our s p e c i f ic  s tr e n g th  —
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A Word th a t  b re a th e s  d i s t i n c t l y  
Has n o t th e  power to  d ie  
Cohesive as th e  S p i r i t  
I t  may e x p ire  i f  He - -  
"Made Flesh  and dw elt among us 
Could condescension  be 
Like t h i s  co n sen t o f  Language 
Th is loved P h ilo lo g y

(1651)

"Word made F lesh" i s  a d i r e c t  q u o ta t io n  from John i .1 4 ,  where 

i t  means J e s u s .  "P artook" su g g ests  th e  e u c h a r i s t  in  which one 

ta k e s  a p o r tio n  in  common w ith  o th e rs  (W eb ster). J e su s  h e re , 

th e n ,  i s  th e  Je su s  o f  th e  e u c h a r i s t .  However. ED's communion 

i s  n o t th e  o rd in a ry  l i t u r g i c a l  o n e , f o r  th e  sp eak e r says t h a t  

a lth o u g h  n o t " rep o r ted "  each o f  us has solem nly t a s t e d  th e  

"food" to - th e  l im i t  o f  h i s /h e r  p a r t i c u l a r  s t r e n g th .  In th e  

second s ta n z a ,  she speaks more s p e c i f ic a l l y  o f  in s p ir e d  

language and p o e try  as th e  "Word made F le sh ,"  th e  d iv in e  

in c a rn a te d .  "A Word th a t  b re a th e s  d i s t i n c t ly "  r e c a l l s  her 

q u e s tio n  to  T. W. H igginson: Is  my v e rse  " a l iv e " ?  Does i t  

b rea th e ?  (L -2 6 0 ). Such a l iv i n g ,  c le a r  w ord, l ik e  J e su s ,

"Has n o t th e  power to  d i e ."  R a th e r, i t  i s  as "Cohesive" 

(" te n d in g  to  r e s i s t  s e p a ra tio n " —W ebster) as i s  th e  immortal 

" S p i r i t . "  The nex t two l in e s  a re  very  o bscure  in d eed . S ince 

th e re  i s  no au tograph  copy, o n ly  a t r a n s c r i p t  made by Sue in  

which she n e g le c ted  to  c lo se  th e  q u o ta t io n ,  i t  i s  even 

p o s s ib le  t h a t  th e  t r a n s c r ip t  i s  in co m p lete . However, " I t"  

seems once more to  r e f e r  to  th e  "Word," which may " e x p ir e ,"  

meaning both to  "b rea th e  out" and to  " d ie ,"  a cco rd in g  to  

W ebster, i f  "He," meaning J e s u s ,  could or d id .  O bv iously ,
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in  term s o f  l i f e  and d e a th , the  "Word" and Je su s  a re  p a ra l le l  

as  they  a re  in  th e  fo llow ing  l in e s  in  which J e s u s ' "condescension" 

i s  equated  w ith  th e  Word's "consen t" ; th e  f i r s t  means "vo lun tary  

descending from ra n k ,"  th e  second, "agreem ent o f  what one had a 

r ig h t  to  w ithho ld" (W ebster). Both th e  Word and J e s u s ,  th en , 

a re  th e  d iv in e  w i l l in g ly  stooping  in  o rd er to  be made human. 

I n te r e s t in g ly ,  "condescension" is  an o th e r word which appears 

in  The I m i ta t io n , where i t  means th e  e u c h a r i s t .28 A lso ,

"C h ris t"  i s  one synonym fo r  "word" in  her Lexicon. In th is  

d i f f i c u l t  poem, th e n , p o e try  and Jesus o f  th e  e u c h a r is t  a re  

equated through pun and p a ra l le l  s t r u c tu r e :  both a re  im m ortal;

both condescend o r co n sen t; both a re  th e  "Word made F le sh ,"  

th e  d iv in e  in c a rn a te  and, th e re fo re ,  th e  "B isec tin g  Messenger" 

which t e l l s  us "All we know" "Of P a rad ise ' e x is te n c e "  (P-1411).

In 1587, to o ,  words provide e u c h a r is t ic  su sten an ce  fo r  

th e  s p i r i t .  The analogue fo r  the  poem seems to  be Revelation  

x .9 -1 1 :

He a te  and drank th e  p rec io u s  Words - -  
His S p i r i t  grew ro b u st —
He knew no more th a t  he was p o o r,
Nor t h a t  h is  frame was Dust —

He danced along th e  dingy Days 
And t h i s  Bequest o f Wings 
Was b u t a Book — What L ib e rty  
A loosened s p i r i t  b rin g s  —

E u c h a r is tic  term s d e sc r ib e  w ritin g  r a th e r  than  read in g  poetry  

in  1452:
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Your thoughts dont have words every  day
They come a s in g le  tim e
Like e s o te r ic  s ip s
Of th e  communion Wine
Which w hile you t a s t e  so n a tiv e  seems
So easy  so to  be
You cannot comprehend i t s  p r ic e
Nor i t ' s  in frequency

The key word here i s  " e s o te r ic ,"  meaning " P r iv a te ;  i n t e r io r ;  

opposed to  e x o te r ic  o r  p u b lic ,"  accord ing  to  W ebster. In ED's 

rew orking o f  C h r is tia n  t r a d i t i o n ,  w r i t in g ,  as well as read ing  

p o e try  i s  th e  p r iv a te  e q u iv a le n t o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  pu b lic

In read in g  ED's e u c h a r is t ic  poems, one i s  rem inded, to o , 

o f  th e  emphasis in both th e  Gospels and th e  Im ita tio n  on J e su s ' 

ro le  as food f o r  th e  s p i r i t :  "I am th e  bread o f  l i f e "  i s  only

one such re fe ren c e  (John v i .3 5 ) .  P ro b ab ly , th e n , many o f  

ED's poems about hunger and fo o d , e s p e c ia l ly  th o se  about bread 

and w ine, a re  about s p i r i tu a l  hunger which can be s a t i s f i e d  by 

C h ris t o r th e  p r iv a te  e u c h a r is t ,  in sp ire d  p o e try . As d isp e n se r 

o f  t h i s  e u c h a r is t ic  p o e try , ED might be sa id  to  be one who 

has taken  holy o rd e rs .

In 715, th e  persona is  more s p e c i f ic a l l y  one who has 

taken  holy o rd e rs :

The World - -  f e e l s  Dusty 
When We sto p  to  Die - -  
We want th e  Dew - -  then  — 
Honors — t a s t e  dry —

Flags — vex a Dying face  — 
But th e  l e a s t  Fan 
S t ir r e d  by a f r i e n d 's  Hand — 
Cools — l ik e  th e  Rain —
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Mine by th e  M in is try  
When thy  T h irs t  comes —
Dews o f T h essaly , to  f e tc h  —
And Hybla Balms —

The speaker w ishes t h a t  she might be o f  com fort a t  th e  death  of 

th e  person ad d re sse d , probably  th e  re a d e r .  "M in is try ,"  defined  

by W ebster as " e c c le s ia s t i c a l  fu n c tio n  o r p r o fe s s io n ,"  suggests 

t h a t  she w ishes m etap h o rica lly  to  serve as p r i e s t  who performs 

th e  sacram ent o f  l a s t  r i t e s  or extreme u n c tio n , " th e  r i t e  of 

a n n o in tin g  in  th e  l a s t  hours; , . . th e  a p p lic a tio n  o f sacred 

o il  . . .  " (W ebster). Such a meaning i s  s tre n g th e n e d  by 

"Balms," both t h a t  which "soo thes" and " f ra g ra n t  o r v a luab le  

o in tm e n t,"  accord ing  to  W ebster. That th e  a l t e r n a t e  word fo r  

"Hybla" i s  "holy" r e in fo rc e s  th e  poem's sacram ental meaning.

The sp e ak e r , th e n , w ishes to  perform  th e  p r i e s t l y  r i t e  of 

extrem e u n c tio n , to  an n o in t th e  rea d e r a t  dea th  w ith  her 

s o o th in g , holy v e rse .

The speaker a ls o  r e f e r s  to  h e r s e l f  as one who has taken 

holy o rd e rs  in  918:

Only a S h r in e , but Mine —
I made th e  Taper sh in e  - -
Madonna dim, to  whom a l l  Feet may come,
Regard a Nun —

( F i r s t  s ta n z a )

Although t h i s  s u p p lic a tio n  to  th e  V irgin does n o t prove th a t
- 29ED was a nun manque o f a p a r t i c u la r  o rd e r ,  i f  read  in  co n tex t

o f th e  sacram ental poems, as well as in  l i g h t  o f  th e  im pressive

number of th o se  to  and about J e su s , i t  does in d ic a te  th a t  th is
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persona co n s id e rs  her p o e tic  v o c a tio n  to  be a sacred  one.

She i s  th e  d e v o t, h e r "Taper" th e  r e l i g io u s  e q u iv a le n t  o f  th e  

"Lamps" l ig h te d  by "P o e ts"  in  P-883. I n te r e s t in g ly ,  "S h rin e"

i s  d e fin ed  by W ebster both  as " a l t a r "  and as "A case  o r box . . .

in  which sacred  th in g s  a re  d e p o s ite d ."  I t  seems p o s s ib le  t h a t  

"S hrine"  r e f e r s  to  th e  c h e s t  in  which ED kept her poems. The 

poems would then be sa c re d .

Also included  in  th e  sacram enta l poems a re  th o se  about 

baptism  and m atrim ony, bo th  su g g e stin g  th e  p e rs o n a 's  form al 

e n try  in to  a new s t a t e  o f  b e in g . As th o se  on holy o rd e rs  

su g g est t h a t  th e  perso n a  i s  a sacred  p o e t,  th e  baptism  and 

m atrim onial poems can be u nderstood  as  having to  do w ith  her 

e le c t io n  to  t h i s  ran k . In 473 , th e  two sacram ents a re  fu se d : 

th e  speaker concludes t h a t  she was "B aptized - -  t h i s  Day — A

Bride — ." The s u b je c t  o f  508 i s  baptism :

I ’m ceded — I 'v e  s topped be ing  T h e i r 's  
The name th ey  dropped upon my fac e  
With w a te r ,  in  th e  c o u n try  church 
I s  f in is h e d  u s in g ,  now,
And They can p u t i t  w ith  my D o lls ,
My c h ild h o o d , and th e  s t r i n g  o f  s p o o ls ,
I 'v e  f in i s h e d  th re a d in g  — too  - -

B ap tized , b e fo r e ,  w ith o u t th e  c h o ic e ,
But t h i s  t im e , c o n s c io u s ly , o f  Grace —
Unto suprem est name —
C alled  to  my F ull — The C rescen t dropped — 
E x is te n c e 's  whole A rc, f i l l e d  up,
With one sm all Diadem.

My second Rank - -  too  sm all th e  f i r s t  — 
Crowned — Crowing — on my F a th e r 's  b re a s t  — 
A h a lf  uncon scio u s  Queen - -  
But t h i s  tim e — Adequate — E re c t ,
With W ill to  ch o o se , o r  to  r e j e c t ,
And I ch o o se , j u s t  a Crown —

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm iss io n  of th e  co p y rig h t o w n er. F u rth e r  re p ro d u c tio n  p ro h ib ited  w ithou t p e rm iss io n .



107

The sp eak e r c o n tr a s ts  h e r  f i r s t  t r a d i t i o n a l ,  l i t u r g i c a l  

baptism  w ith  a second more im p o rtan t one which she has w i l l in g ly  

chosen . The "Diadem" o f  th e  second i s  an o th e r  o f  her re c u r r in g  

f ig u r e s  o f  c i r c u l a r i t y  as w ell as a n o th e r  o f  h e r royal im ages; 

she has been crow ned, become ro y a l .  This second baptism  is  

s t r i k in g l y  s im ila r  to  a number o f  th e  n u p tia l  poems. In b o th , 

th e  sacram ent i s  form al acknowledgement o f  a new and e le v a ted  

s t a t e ,  a t i t l e  which i s  "Confirm ed" (P -528). Although we 

canno t be c e r t a in  o f  what ev e n t o r  r i t e  de passage she sp eak s , 

th e  s im i l a r i t y  between th e  bap tism  poems and many o f  th e  

n u p tia l  ones su g g ests  t h a t  t h e i r  s u b je c t ,  to o ,  i s  th e  same.

Both r e f e r  to  a t ra n sc e n d e n t  ev e n t which e le v a te s  th e  persona 

and c u ts  h e r o f f  fo re v e r  from h e r p rev io u s  c h i l d 's  l i f e .  This 

e v e n t p robab ly  i s  her e le v a t io n  to  th e  rank  o f sacred  p o e t.

* * * * * * * * * *

A rea d in g  o f  th e  n u p tia l  group in  c o n te x t o f  th e  Je su s

c lu s t e r  and p a r t i c u l a r ly  in  l i g h t  o f  th e  o th e r  sacram ental poems

il lu m in a te s  in  a new way th e s e  much d ebated  poems. I propose th a t

th e y  a re  n o t ,  as i s  o f te n  th o u g h t,  m etaphorica l accounts o f  an

im agined m arriag e  to  a m arried  lo v e r  to  whom she co n sid ered

h e r s e l f  wed. R a th e r, th ey  a re  abou t h e r  sacram ental m arriage

to  p o e try  in  t h i s  l i f e ,  a m arriag e  which i s  a means o f  g race
30and p re f ig u re s  h e r heavenly  m arriag e  to  Je su s  in  the  n e x t.
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The language o f  t h i s  n u p tia l or m atrim onial group is  

sometimes sacram enta l and solem n, a t  o th e r s ,  e r o t i c ,  c o l lo q u ia l ,  

o r even humorous. Always, however, th e  language i s  t h a t  o f  

sacred  parody, n u p t ia l  and e ro t ic  term s used to  express r e l ig io u s  

m eanings. I t  should  be noted t h a t  sacred  parody i s  as o ld  in  th e  

d ev o tio n a l t r a d i t i o n  as th e  Song o f Solomon, which i s  w r i tte n  in  

th e  language o f  e r o t i c  and n u p tia l love b u t in te rp re te d  a s  

having r e l ig io u s  meaning: God's love fo r  mankind o r ,  typo-

lo g ic a l ly ,  C h r i s t 's  love fo r  th e  church o r th e  human so u l. 

S im ila r ly , in  many medieval l y r i c s ,  such as "Maiden in  th e  mor 

la y ,"  r e l ig io u s  and e ro t ic  meanings a re  so in te rtw in e d  t h a t  o f te n  

one is  n o t su re  w hether th e  poet w rite s  o f the  V irgin or o f  th e  

lad y . The s e v en te e n th -c e n tu ry  devotional p o e ts ,  to o ,  use e r o t i c  

language to  e x p re ss  r e l ig io u s  meanings and r e l ig io u s  language to  

express sexual m eanings. John Donne, fo r  example, uses r e l ig io u s  

language fo r  sexual love in  "The C anon ization"; c o n v e rse ly , he 

uses e r o t i c  language in  ad d ress in g  God in "Holy Sonnet XIV":

. . . f o r  I
Except you e n th ra ll  mee, never sh a ll  be f r e e ,
Nor e v e r c h a s t ,  except you rav ish  mee.

Donne's E leg ie  XIX, "To h is  M is tr is  going to  Bed," i s  in te r p re te d  

by one c r i t i c  as  pornography and by an o th er as about C h r is t ia n -
Ol

P la to n ic  m y stica l ex p e rien ce .

ED, l ik e  o th e rs  w r i tin g  in  th e  devo tional t r a d i t i o n ,  

uses r e l ig io u s  language in  love poems as well as e ro t ic  and 

n u p tia l language in  r e l ig io u s  ones, Sometimes one cannot be

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm iss io n  of th e  co p y rig h t o w n er. F u rth e r  re p ro d u c tio n  p ro h ib ited  w ithou t p e rm iss io n .



su re  i f  she w r i te s  o f  D eity  or o f a beloved. In 456, she seems 

to  address th e  beloved in  re l ig io u s  te rm s, as a means o f 

h yperbo lic  compliment:

So well t h a t  I can l iv e  w ithou t - -  
I love  th ee  - -  then How well i s  th a t?  
As well as Je su s?
Prove i t  me
That He — loved Men —
As I — love th ee  - -

The speaker p la y f u l ly  responds to  an "o th e r"  who seems to  have 

asked , "How much do you love me?" She answ ers, "Well enough to  

l iv e  w ith o u t y o u ."  The o th e r  seems then  to  a s k , "Do you love me 

as well as Je su s  lo v es  men?" To which she s a y s ,  "More." Y ou 'll 

have to  prove to  me th a t  Jesu s  "loved Men — /  As I - -  love th e e ."  

In 640, th e  persona compares th e  beloved to  J e su s . She beg in s:

I cannot l iv e  w ith  You — 
I t  would be L ife  —
And L ife  i s  over th e re  — 
Behind th e  S h e lf  . . .

In th e  s ix th  and seventh  s ta n z a s ,  she c o n tin u e s :

Nor could I r i s e  - -  w ith  You - -  
Because Your Face 
Would put out J e s u s ' —
That New Grace

Grow p la in  - -  and fo re ig n  
On my homesick Eye 
Except t h a t  You than  He 
Shone c lo s e r  by —

Again, th e  sp eak e r p ra is e s  th e  beloved by say ing  t h a t  i t  i s  

im possib le  even f o r  her to  go to  heaven w ith him o r her because
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Je s u s ' face  would be dim by com parison. In s t i l l  a n o th e r poem, 

th e  persona says th a t

The "L ife  t h a t  i s  to  b e ,"  to  me,
A Residence too p la in  
Unless in  my Redeemer's Face 
I reco g n ize  your own .

(1260)

Here she goes beyond th e  hyp erb o lic  compliment o f  th e  p rev ious 

poems to  suggest th a t  th e  Redeemer's face  must be t h a t  o f  th e  

be loved, o therw ise  heaven w ill  be a d isap p o in tm en t.

As ED i s  l ik e  o th e r  d evo tiona l poe ts in  her use o f  

r e l ig io u s  language to  p ra is e  th e  be loved , she i s  l ik e  them, to o ,  

in  her use o f  n u p tia l and e ro t ic  language in  w r i tin g  o f r e l ig io u s  

su b je c ts .  In 357, God's c o u rtsh ip  o f  th e  soul i s  compared to  

M iles S ta n d is h 's  co u rtsh ip  of P r i s c i l l a :

God i s  a d i s t a n t  — s ta t e ly  Lover —
Woos, as He s ta t e s  us — by His Son - -
V e r ily , a V icarious C ourtsh ip  - -
"M iles", and " P r i s c i l l a " ,  were such an One •

But, l e s t  th e  Soul - -  l ik e  f a i r  " P r i s c i l l a "  
Choose the  Envoy — and spurn th e  Groom - -  
Vouches, w ith  h y p erb o lic  archness —
"M iles", and "John Alden" were Synonyme - -

The analogy between God-Jesus-Soul and M iles S tan d ish -Jo h n  Alden- 

P r i s c i l l a  i s  a r a th e r  ou trageous example o f  ED's contem porizing  

C h ris tia n  t r a d i t io n  by means o f  American humor. Here the  

d if fe re n c e  between God and Jesu s  i s  made q u i te  c le a r :  God,

although a "Lover" is  " d is t a n t . "  J e su s ,  on th e  o th e r  hand, i s  

th e  Logos in th a t  he i s  God's "Envoy," th e  go-between who t e l l s
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th e  soul o f  God as John Alden to ld  P r i s c i l l a  o f  M iles S ta n d is h . 

The i r r e v e r e n t  su g g estio n  t h a t  th e  soul m ight choose Je su s  

r a th e r  than God, j u s t  as P r i s c i l l a  chose th e  young and ap p e a lin g  

Alden r a th e r  than  th e  remote and unknown S ta n d is h , i s  im p l ic i t  

in  th e  analogy.

The poem i s  a ls o  an e x c e l le n t  in s ta n c e  o f  ED's use o f  

n u p tia l  language to  p re s e n t  a r e l ig io u s  id e a ,  here  D e i ty 's  

c o u rtsh ip  o f  th e  s o u l.  One i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  rem inded o f  

H e rb e r t 's  "M atten s ,"  found among ED's p ap e rs  a f t e r  h e r  d e a th , 

in  which God is  one who "e y e [s ]"  and "w oo[s]" th e  " h e a r t ."

One i s  rem inded, to o ,  o f The I m i ta t io n : "Come th e n ,  f a i t h f u l
32so u l:  p rep are  your h e a r t  f o r  your D ivine Spouse. . . . "

In a l a t e  u n f in ish ed  w orksheet d r a f t ,  ED ag a in  uses th e  

language o f  sacred  parody:

All t h a t  I do
Is  in  rev iew
To h is  enamored mind
I know h is  eye
Where e 'e r  I p ly
Is  pushing c lo s e  behind

Not any P o r t
Nor any f l i g h t
But he doth  th e re  p re s id e
What om nipresence l i e s  in  w a it
For her to  be a Bride

(1496)

The bridegroom  here  i s  ab d u c to r as  w ell a s  p o te n t ia l  sp o u se , f o r  

he i s  "enamoured" and " l i e s  in  w a it"  f o r  th e  " B rid e ."  O bv iously , 

th e  bridegroom  i s  D e ity , f o r  he i s  "om nipresence ,"  d e fin e d  by

W ebster as "an a t t r i b u t e  p e c u lia r  to  God." A lso , f o r  whom o th e r
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than  D eity  cou ld  o n e 's  l i f e  be an ongoing perform ance? The 

"h er"  whom "om nipresence" pursues seems to  be th e  s p e a k e r 's  

s o u l ,  a rc h e ty p a l ly  and o f te n  f o r  ED, fem ale . C h r i s t 's  o r 

God's lo v e  f o r  th e  so u l,  th e n , i s  h ere  expressed  in  th e  language 

o f  th e  r a p tu s . The poem i s  a s t r i k in g l y  o r ig in a l  v e rs io n  both 

o f  th e  d e v o tio n a l tro p e  o f th e  soul as b r id e  o f  C h r is t  and o f  

th e  i r r e s i s t i b l e ,  in escap ab le  God as  in  th e  Book o f  Jonah and 

Thompson's "Hound o f Heaven."

A p o s s ib le  p o e tic  meaning i s  su g g ested  as well in  th e  

word, " p ly ,"  one o f whose meanings i s  "To work s te a d i ly "  (W ebster). 

S ince  ED r e f e r s  to  her p o e try  as h e r  "b u s in ess"  (L -269), perhaps 

t h i s  sp eak e r su g g ests  th a t  as she w r i te s ,  th e  D eity-bridegroom  

c o n s ta n t ly  h a ra s se s  h e r; she canno t w r i te  o th e r  than  dev o tio n a l 

p o e try . Such p o ss ib le  c o n f la tio n  o f  p o e tic  and r e l ig io u s  

meanings i s  even more e v id en t in  th e  group o f  n u p tia l poems 

in  which sacram ental language i s  used . In 817, th e  speaker 

i s  b r id e  o f th e  T r in i ty  and probab ly  o f  p o e try  as w e ll:

Given in M arriage unto  Thee 
Oh thou C e le s t ia l  Host —
B ride o f th e  F a th e r  and th e  Son 
Bride o f  th e  Holy G host.

Other B e tro th a l s h a ll  d iss o lv e  —
Wedlock o f  W ill ,  decay - -  
Only th e  Keeper o f  t h i s  Ring 
Conquer M o rta li ty  - -

The b r id e -p erso n a  in h e r d i r e c t  ad d ress  to  th e  bridegroom  

alm ost m ight be rep e a tin g  h e r vows as th e  sacram ent o f  matrimony 

i s  ta k in g  p la c e . She might even be one who i s  tak in g  holy
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o rd e r s ,  f o r  a nun i s  s a id  to  be th e  b rid e  o f  C h r is t  and , by 

e x te n s io n , o f  th e  T r in i ty .  C e r ta in ly , th e re  i s  no in d ic a tio n  

t h a t  she ad d resses  an e a r th ly  m arried  lo v e r . R a th e r, in  th e  

second s ta n z a ,  ED c o n tr a s ts  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  m arriage between a 

man and woman w ith  h e rs  to  D eity . The form er i s  chosen and i s  

n o t perm anent, p robably a re fe ren c e  to  J e su s ' say ing  th a t  th e re  

i s  no m arriage  in  heaven (Matthew x x i i .3 0 ) .  Although such 

e a r th ly  m arriages a re  n o t e te r n a l ,  th e  p e rso n a 's  m arriage is  

and a s su re s  im m o rta lity  to  th e  b r id e  who wears th e  r in g  

commemorating th e  un ion . The r in g  here is  an o th er c i r c u la r  

image, w hich, l ik e  th e  "Crown" o f P-508, i s  c o n c re te  symbol 

o f  th e  p e rs o n a 's  e le v a t io n .  That th e  b rid e  "Conquer[s]

M o ra lity "  by h e r m arriage su ggests t h a t  the  bridegroom  i s  both 

D eity  and p o e try , f o r  in  th e  canon " im m orta lity"  i s  o f te n  a pun 

meaning both e s c h a to lo g ic a l and p o e tic  im m o rta lity  ( e . g . ,  406). 

This su g g estio n  i s  re in fo rc e d  by her addressing  th e  bridegroom  

as "H o st,"  th e  co n secra ted  w afer which rep re se n ts  th e  body o f 

C h r is t  in  th e  Roman C ath o lic  e u c h a r is t  (W ebster), f o r  as 

p rev io u s ly  d isc u sse d , ED o f te n  eq u a tes  the  t r a d i t io n a l  e u c h a r is t  

w ith  p o e try . One conquers "M o rta li ty ,"  th en , by a m arriag e  to  

th e  e te rn a l  r a th e r  than  th e  t r a n s ie n t ,  to  Jesus and to  p o e try  

r a th e r  than  to  " the  p re se n t moment" (P-1380). Here ED uses 

th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  language o f  sacred  parody; through pun she 

fu se s  D eity  w ith  p o e try .

In sev era l n u p tia l poems, ED r e f e r s  to  a m arriage which 

took p lace  in  summer. She might mean th e  season in  which she
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f i n a l ly  committed h e rs e l f  to  h e r  p o e tic  v o ca tio n  o r to  th e  

tim e o f l i f e ,  her tw e n tie s ,  when she made t h i s  commitment. The 

summer wedding, e s p e c ia l ly  th e  " s o ls t ic e "  o f  P-322, might even 

mean th e  b i r th  o f  her l i f e  as d e d ic a ted  p o e t,  f o r  in  P-569 she 

eq u a te s  poet w ith "Summer." In 631, she c o n tr a s ts  her summer 

m arriage to  poety w ith  t h a t  o f  a n o th e r  who c o n tra c te d  a human 

m arriage :

O urselves were wed one summer — d ear —
Your V ision — was in  June - -
And when Your l i t t l e  L ife tim e  f a i l e d ,
I w earied — too  — o f  mine —

And overtaken  in  th e  Dark —
Where You had p u t me down —
By Some one c a rry in g  a L igh t - -  
I - -  too  — re c e iv ed  th e  S ign .

'T is  t ru e  — Our F u tu res  d i f f e r e n t  lay  — 
Your C ottage - -  faced  th e  sun —
While Oceans - -  and th e  North must be — 
On every s id e  o f  mine

'T is  t r u e ,  Your Garden led  th e  Bloom,
For mine - -  in F ro s ts  — was sown - -  
And y e t ,  one Summer, we were Queens —
But You — were crowned in  June —

Not one o f her b e s t poems, a t  l e a s t  to  tw e n tie th -c e n tu ry  

t a s t e s ,  perhaps i t s  f a i l u r e  i s  due to  th e  f a c t  t h a t  she seems to  

w r i te  too  s p e c i f ic a l ly  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  ev en ts  and th a t  the  poem, 

th e r e fo r e ,  lacks th e  u n iv e r s a l i ty  o f  her g r e a te s t  ones. The 

speaker ad d resses  an o th er fem ale person who c o n tra c te d  a warm, 

human m arriage which "faced th e  sun" a t  approx im ately  the  same 

tim e th a t  th e  speaker c o n tra c te d  a s o l i t a r y  one which was 

surrounded by "Oceans" and th e  "N o rth ,"  both images suggesting
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th e  "p o la r  p rivacy" n ecessary  f o r  w r i tin g  p o e try  (P -1695).

I t  i s  i n te r e s t in g  to  r e c a l l  t h a t  Sue was m arried  on Ju ly  1 , 1856, 

and th a t  ED began to  assem ble th e  f a s c i c l e s  in  1858. One i s  

tem pted to  in te r p r e t  th e  poem as r e f e r r in g  to  S u e 's  summer 

wedding to  A u s tin , o r perhaps to  h e r d e c is io n  to  marry him, 

and to  ED1s wedding to  her f u tu r e ,  p o e try . As u s u a l ,  th e  

m arriage  o f  th e  sp eak e r, l ik e  t h a t  o f  th e  o th e r ,  i s  an ev en t 

which c u ts  her o f f  from her p rev io u s  " l i t t l e  L ife t im e ."  As in  

many o f  th e  n u p tia l group, th e re  a re  images o f  "Dark" and 

"L ight" as well as o f  c o ro n a tio n . The "Garden" in  th e  fo u r th  

s tan za  rem inds one o f  th e  dev o tio n a l tro p e  o f  th e  garden as so u l. 

The garden o r  soul o f  th e  person ad d ressed  "Bloom[ed]n f i r s t  w ith  

th e  f r u i t  o f  human lo v e , t h a t  o f  th e  speaker w ith  a d i f f e r e n t  

form o f lo v e , probably  her poems, f o r  e lsew here in  th e  canon 

poems a re  flo w ers  o f  the  b rain  o r  soul ( e . g . ,  945). The 

concluding  two l in e s  r e c a l l  P-1543 and o th e r s :  each woman

i s  queen o f  her own p a r t i c u la r  realm  o r sp h ere .

Another summer m arriage tak e s  p lac e  in  322:

There came a Day a t  Summer's f u l l ,
E n tire ly  fo r  me —
I though t th a t  such were fo r  th e  S a in ts ,
Where R esu rrec tio n s  — be —

The Sun, as common, went ab ro ad ,
The f lo w ers , accustom ed, blew ,
As i f  no soul th e  s o l s t i c e  passed  
That maketh a l l  th in g s  new —

The tim e was sc a rc e  p ro fa n e d , by speech - -
The symbol o f  a word
Was n e e d le s s , as a t  S acram ent,
The Wardrobe - -  o f  our Lord - -
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Each was to  each The Sea led  Church, 
P e rm itted  to  commune t h i s  — tim e —
L est we too  awkward show 
At Supper o f  th e  Lamb.

The Hours s l i d  f a s t  — as Hours w i l l ,  
C lu tched t i g h t ,  by g reedy hands - -  
So fa c e s  on two D ecks, look back ,
Bound to  opposing  lan d s  —

And so when a l l  th e  tim e had le a k e d ,
W ithout e x te rn a l  sound
Each bound th e  O th e r 's  C ru c if ix  —
We gave no o th e r  Bond —

S u f f ic ie n t  t r o t h ,  t h a t  we s h a ll  r i s e  — 
Deposed — a t  l e n g th ,  th e  Grave —
To th a t  new M arriag e ,
J u s t i f i e d  - -  th ro u g h  C a lv a rie s  o f  Love —

Here th e  m arriag e  i s  l ik e  a "Sacram ent" in  which th e  two 

"commune," em phasizing th e  sacram en ta l n a tu re  o f  ED's m atrim onial 

poems. F u r th e r ,  th e  e a r th ly  m arria g e  i s  a p re p a ra tio n  f o r  a 

heavenly  o n e , th e  "Supper o f  th e  Lamb" o f  R ev e latio n  x ix .9 .

T hat th e  e a r th ly  m arriag e  p r e f ig u re s  a heavenly one i s  ev id en ce  

t h a t  ED does n o t r e f e r  to  an e a r th ly  lo v e r ,  f o r  ED does n o t 

d is p u te  J e s u s ' w ords, and he s a id  th e re  i s  no m arriage ( in  

th e  human sen se ) in  heaven. I p ro p o se , r a t h e r ,  t h a t  th e  e a r th ly  

m arriag e  i s  a m etaphor f o r  ED's d e d ic a t io n  to  p o e try , J e s u s ' 

e a r th ly  emblem, a m arriag e  in  t h i s  l i f e  which p re f ig u re s  h e r 

u l tim a te  union w ith  Je su s  in  e t e r n i t y .  Like D ante, ED se e s  a

ty p o lo g ic a l  r e la t io n s h ip  between t h i s  l i f e  and th e  n e x t;  t h i s
33l i f e  i s  p re fig u re m en t, th e  n e x t f u l f i l l m e n t .  Her s o u l 's  

d e d ic a t io n  to  th e  e te rn a l  in  th e  form o f p o e try  p re f ig u re s  

h e r  u l tim a te  union w ith  D iv in ity  in  e t e r n i t y .
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The p a in fu l p a r t in g  o f t h i s  poem appears in  o th e r  

m atrim onial poems as well as in th e  th i r d  M aster l e t t e r .  I t  

i s  th e  conclusion  o f th e  e a r th ly  wedding, th e  tra n sc en d e n t 

e v en t which marks th e  beginning  o f  her p o e tic  v o c a tio n , only 

b e a ra b le  because o f  th e  a n tic ip a te d  reun ion  w ith Je su s  in 

heaven. Number 625 begins w ith t h i s  "long P a r tin g " :

'Twas a long P a r tin g  — but th e  tim e 
For In te rv iew  — had Come - -  
Before th e  Judgment S eat o f  God — 
The Last — and second tim e

These F le sh le s s  Lovers met - -  
A Heaven in  a Gaze - -  
A Heaven o f  Heavens — th e  P r iv i le g e  
Of one a n o th e r 's  Eyes —

No L ife tim e s e t  — on Them - -  
Appareled as th e  new 
Unborn - -  ex cep t They had beheld — 
Born i n f i n i t e r  — now - -

Was B ridal - -  e 'e r  l ik e  This?
A P a rad ise  - -  th e  Host —
And Cherubim — and Seraphim —
The u n o b tru siv e  Guest - -

The p e rsp e c tiv e  o f t h i s  poem i s  l ik e  a m irro r  image o f the  

prev io u s  one: th e  form er i s  an e a r th ly  m arriage in  which th e

heavenly one i s  a n t ic ip a te d ;  th e  l a t t e r  i s  th e  m arriage in 

heaven, the e a r th ly  one m erely r e c a l le d .  In th e  second, both 

m arriages a re  s p e c i f ic a l l y  d escrib ed  as being between " F le sh le ss  

L o v ers."  Again, th e  wedding i s  n o t to  a human lo v e r ,  bu t r a th e r  

th a t  o f  the p o e t 's  soul to  p o e try  on t h i s  e a r th  and to  Jesus 

in  th e  next.

Number 461 is  s t i l l  an o th e r account o f  th e  p e rso n a 's  

heavenly m arriage. Once more, she speaks o f  having "seen th e
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A Wife - -  a t  Daybreak I s h a ll  be — 
S u n rise  — H ast thou a Flag fo r  me?
At M idnight, I am but a Maid,
How s h o r t  i t  tak e s  to  make i t  B ride — 
Then — M idnight, I have passed from th ee  
Unto th e  E a s t, and V ic to ry  —

M idnight — Good N ight! I hear them c a l l ,  
The Angels b u s tle  in  th e  Hall —
S o f tly  my Future  clim bs th e  S t a i r ,
I fumble a t  my C h ildhood 's  p ray er 
So soon to  be a Child  no more —
E te rn i ty ,  I'm  coming — S i r ,
S av io r — I 'v e  seen th e  face  — b efo re!

The b r id e -p e r s o n a 's  language i s  n o t sacram ental o r solemn.

R a th e r, she speaks c o l lo q u ia l ly ,  even b r e a th le s s ly ,  d e sc r ib in g  

th e  a c tio n  as  i t  i s  tak in g  p lac e . One r e c a l l s  t h a t  an o th e r 

v a r ia n t  f o r  "w arbling" in  P-1545 i s  " b r e a th le s s ."  This p e rso n a , 

th e n , i s  a " b re a th le s s  T e l le r "  o f  J e su s ' p a rab le  o f  th e  w ise 

and f o o lis h  v i rg in s  o f  Matthew xxv. The "Maid" o f  S tanza 1, 

l ik e  th e  w ise  v i r g in ,  i s  p repared  fo r  th e  approach o f  th e  

bridegroom . In S tanza 2 , th e  language p a r t i c u l a r ly  echoes 

th a t  o f  Matthew x x v .6 , " . . . a t  m idnight th e re  was a c ry  made, 

Behold, th e  bridegroom  cometh. . . . "  S ince "E ast" and "Morning" 

in  th e  canon o f te n  mean e te r n i t y  and r e s u r r e c t io n  ( e . g . ,  1573 

and 30 0 ), th e  m arriage  o f t h i s  poem i s  t h a t  in  heaven. Such an 

in te r p r e t a t i o n  i s  re in fo rc e d  by th e  poem's resem blance to  th e  

b ib lic a l  p a ra b le  which i s  about th e  kingdom o f  heaven and by 

her t e l l i n g  " E te rn ity "  t h a t  she i s  "com ing." The persona upon 

f in a l ly  m eeting  th e  bridegroom  a d d resses  him as "S a v io r,"

"Jesus C h r is t  th e  Redeemer," accord ing  to  W ebster, and says
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t h a t  she has "seen th e  face  — b e fo re !"  The poem, th e n , i s  

about th e  heavenly union in  which she i s  b r id e  o f  th e  Lamb 

whom she has wed p rev io u s ly  in  h is  e a r th ly  m a n ife s ta tio n , 

p o e try .

This poem and th e  o th e rs  in  th e  sacram ental group p rese n t 

f u r th e r  convincing evidence t h a t  ED i s  indeed a d evo tional p o e t, 

f o r  l ik e  o th e r  r e l ig io u s  p o e ts  she uses sacram ental and l i t u r ­

g ic a l  language as well as t h a t  o f  sacred  parody. In the  

e u c h a r i s t i c  poems, o fte n  through pun, she eq u a tes  p o e try  w ith  

th e  Host: both a re  a means o f  communing w ith  J e su s . In the

holy o rd ers  poems she speaks m eta p h o ric a lly  o f her vocation  

as sacred  p o e t. The n u p tia l group can then  be understood as 

sa c ra m e n ta l: they  a re  n o t about an imagined m arriage to  an

e a r th ly  lo v e r ,  but r a th e r  about her s o u l 's  e a r th ly  m arriage 

to  p o e try  which p re f ig u re s  her u l tim a te  union w ith  Jesus in 

e te r n i ty .  Once more, ED has contem porized C h ris tia n  t r a d i t io n  

and adapted i t  to  her own p u rposes.
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IV. The M aster Poems and L e t te r s

An im p o rtan t connecting  l in k  between th e  n u p t ia l  and

M aster poems i s  461 d iscu ssed  above, f o r  in  th e  f in a l  l in e

"M aster" i s  th e  a l te rn a te  word f o r  "S a v io r ."  F u r th e r ,  a lth o u g h

"S av io r" ap p ears  in  th e  f a i r  copy, perhaps s e n t  to  a f r i e n d ,

"M aster" i s  th e  word in  both d r a f t  and p ack e t c o p ie s  (461n).

S ince ED chose "M aster" f o r  th e  f a s c i c l e  v e r s io n ,  i t  m ight
34even be co n s id e red  to  be her p re fe r re d  word. C e r ta in ly ,

th e re  i s  reason  to  a ssig n  th e  poem to  e i t h e r  o r  both g roups.

In th e  packet v e rs io n , th e n , i t  i s  "M aster" who i s  Je su s  th e

heavenly bridegroom  and whose face  th e  p ersona has seen

be fo re  in  th e  form o f h is  e a r th ly  emblem, p o e try .

Although "M aster" i s  not n e c e s s a r i ly  used in  p r e c is e ly

th e  same way in  each o f th e  seven poems and th re e  m yste rio u s

l e t t e r s  addressed  to  him (L-187, 233, and 2 4 8 ) , i t  seems

absurd  to  suppose th a t  th e re  i s  no c o n s is te n c y  o f  m eaning,

e s p e c ia l ly  s in c e  a l l  a re  b e lie v e d  to  have been w r i t te n  in  a
35r e l a t i v e ly  s h o r t  period  o f  tim e , between 1858 and 1863.

S ince in 461 "M aster" i s  v i r t u a l l y  in te rc h a n g e a b le  w ith  

"S a v io r ,"  one may suppose t h a t  in  o th e r  poems and l e t t e r s ,

to o ,  "M aster" r e f e r s  both to  Je su s  and to  h is  e a r th ly  emblem,

p o e try . "M aster" i s ,  o f  c o u rse , th e  name by which J e s u s ' 

d i s c ip le s  r e f e r  to  him in  the  G ospels. The word i s  a ls o
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d e fin e d  by W ebster as  "Owner, te a c h e r ,  p r e c e p to r ."  I t  i s  in  

both th e s e  ways t h a t  ED u ses th e  term  in poems and p rob ab ly  in  

th e  l e t t e r s  as w e ll.  "M aste r,"  th e n ,  i s  sometimes Je su s  and 

a t  o th e r  tim es p o e try , b u t most o f te n  both Je su s  and p o e try , 

th e  M aster and owner o f  th e  p o e t 's  e a r th ly  and heavenly  l i f e .

Both a re  suggested  in  336. The speaker a d d re sse s  th e  

M aster d i r e c t l y ,  ag a in  r e c a l l i n g  th e  d ia lo g u e  between C h r is t  

th e  Beloved and h is  D isc ip le  in  Books Three and Four o f  th e  

Im ita t io n  as w ell as H e r b e r t 's  many poems addressed  to  J e su s :

The fac e  I c a r ry  w ith  me - -  l a s t  —
When I go o u t o f  Time - -
To tak e  my Rank - -  by - -  in  th e  West
That fac e  — w il l  j u s t  be th in e  - -

I ' l l  hand i t  to  th e  Angel - -  
That — S i r  — was my Degree —
In Kingdoms — you have heard th e  Raised — 
R efer to  — p o s s ib ly .

H e 'l l  tak e  i t  - -  scan i t  — s te p  a s id e  - -  
Return — w ith  such a crown 
As G abrie l - -  n ev er capered  a t  —
And beg me p u t i t  on —

And then  — h e ' l l  tu rn  me round and round — 
To an adm iring  sky —
As one t h a t  bore h e r M a s te r 's  name — 
S u f f i c ie n t  Royalty!

Although i t s  tone i s  f a n c i f u l ,  th e  poem's C h r is t ia n  

meaning i s  c le a r .  "F ace ,"  a word which appears f re q u e n tly  in  

th e  canon , i s  d e fin e d  by W ebster both  as "countenance" and "In 

S c r ip t u r e .  . . [G od's] f a v o r ."  The " face"  o f  t h i s  poem, th e n ,  

i s  th e  M a s te r 's  fa v o r  which w ill  be a l l  she needs to  c o l l e c t  

h e r crown in  heaven. T hat o th e rs  o f  th e  "Raised" have
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m entioned t h i s  face  su g g ests  t h a t  th ey  a re  th e  E le c t in  the  

C h r is t ia n  se n se , fo r  th e y , l ik e  h e r ,  have borne th e  "M aster's  

name," a d i r e c t  re fe ren c e  to  R ev elatio n  x i v . l .  Those who bore 

th e  M a ste r 's  name might a lso  be th o se  few chosen to  be p o e ts . 

However, here  th e  C h ris t ia n  r a th e r  than  p o e tic  meaning 

p redom inates. The word which most s p e c i f ic a l l y  suggests a 

p o e tic  meaning as well i s  " sc an ,"  defined  by W ebster both as 

" s c ru t in iz e "  and "examine a v e rs e ."  This pun, which appears 

elsew here ( e . g . ,  P -1 7 8 ), su g g ests  th a t  th e  angel w ill s c ru t in iz e  

th e  M a ste r 's  face  o r fav o r which i s  synonymous w ith scanning 

th e  p o e try . I t  i s  th e  M a ste r 's  fav o r  on e a r th ,  her v e rs e , 

which w ill g uaran tee  her being  crowned in heaven.

O bviously , t h is  poem i s  s im ila r  in meaning to  many o f 

th e  n u p tia l group. The imagined heavenly crowning is  th e  

e q u iv a le n t o f  th e  heavenly m arria g e , th e  p e rso n a 's  having borne 

"her M a ste r 's  name" th e  e q u iv a le n t  o f  her e a r th ly  m arriage to  

p o e try . A lso , as in  th e  n u p tia l  g roup, th e  p e rso n a 's  l i f e  on 

e a r th  p re f ig u re s  t h a t  in  e te r n i ty .

An e a r l i e r  poem about th e  M aster has been in te rp re te d  as 

being a commemoration o f th e  d ea th  o f  her e a r l i e s t  "P re ce p to r,"  

B. F. Newton.36 However, when read  in  co n te x t of th e  M aster 

group , i t  seems q u i te  p o s s ib le  t h a t  th e  poem i s  a d ram atiza tio n  

o f  Mary M agdalene's v i s i t  to  C h r i s t 's  tomb on E a s te r  morning 

as w e ll:

Sexton! My M a ste r 's  s leep in g  h e re .
Pray lead  me to  h is  bed!
I came to  b u ild  th e  B ird 's  n e s t ,
And sow th e  E a rly  seed —
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That when th e  snow c reep s  slow ly  
From o f f  h is  chamber door —
D aisie s  p o in t th e  way th e re  —
And th e  Troubador.

(96)

Mary Magdalene i s  a f a v o r i te  s u b je c t  f o r  d evo tiona l p o e ts .

Crashaw, fo r  exam ple, w rote o f  her g re a t  sorrow  a t  her p as t l i f e ,
37H erbert o f  her washing C h r i s t 's  f e e t .  ED's poem, to o , might 

be about th e  Magdalene, fo r  i t  rem inds one o f  John x x .1 -1 8 , in  

which she i s  p o rtray ed  as th e  f i r s t  to  go to  C h r i s t 's  tomb on 

E a s te r  m orning. I t  w il l  be remembered th a t  th e  Magdalene does 

n o t recogn ize  th e  r is e n  Jesus and , th in k in g  him th e  g ard en er, 

asks him where her M aster has been b u r ie d . ED's sexton  is  q u ite  

p o ss ib ly  th e  a n a c h ro n is t ic  e q u iv a le n t o f  th e  Gospel gardener.

I f  s o , th e n , th e  Magdalene p e rso n a , l ik e  th e  b ib l ic a l  Magdalene, 

searches fo r  her M a ste r 's  grave and unknowingly asks Jesus 

h im se lf  where he i s  b u ried . The d ram atic  i ro n y  would then 

be heightened  by th e  p e rso n a 's  wish to  p rep a re  her M aste r's  

grave fo r  s p r in g , su g g estin g  r e b i r t h ,  f o r  th e  r e b i r th  has 

a lre a d y  taken  p lace .

I f  th e  poem i s  understood in  t h i s  way, i t s  Gospel meaning 

is  c le a r .  I f  i t  i s  a ls o  a conmemoration o f  Newton, i t  has p o e tic  

meaning as w e l l,  fo r  Newton was her e a r l i e s t  p o e tic  p recep to r. 

Q uite  p o ss ib ly  th e  e leg y  fo r  Newton i s  fu sed  w ith  th e  s to ry  

from S t.  John, su g g estin g  through pun t h a t  Newton was her 

e a r th ly  m aster as Je su s  i s  th e  d iv in e  M aster. I t  a lso  suggests 

th a t  Newton, l ik e  C h r i s t ,  w ill  gain  im m o rta lity . This p o ss ib le  

fu s io n  o f an e legy  w ith  C h r i s t 's  dea th  and r e s u r r e c t io n  i s  not
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u n lik e  P-1543, used as e leg y  fo r  th e  Reverend Wadsworth ( se e  

pp. 86-89 above). In t h a t  poem, ED lik e n s  th e  in d iv id u a l l i f e  

to  t h a t  o f  C h r is t  and su g g ests  t h a t  th e  person commemorated, 

l ik e  C h r is t ,  w ill  ach iev e  im m o rta lity .

In th e  o th e r  M aster poems, to o , p o e tic  a n d /o r r e l ig io u s  

meanings a re  im p lied . In 415, th e  persona ad d resses  th e  

M aster d i r e c t l y ,  c h id in g  him fo r  unpred icted  n a tu ra l phenomena 

which undermine "Jeh o v ah 's"  c r e d ib i l i ty ,  here th e  M aster i s  Jesus 

as "Envoy" between h e r s e l f  and God. In 151, an u n fin ish ed  

p en c iled  d r a f t ,  th e  speaker again  ad dresses M aster, r e f e r r in g  

to  h is  "Mute" c o ro n a tio n  on e a r th  which she applauds and to  a 

p ro je c te d  l a t e r  m eeting  a f t e r  " th e  pageant" when she once more 

w ill acknowledge h e r a lle g ia n c e  to  him; th ese  two m eetings 

resem ble th e  e a r th ly  and heavenly m eetings o f  th e  n u p tia l

In 462, th e  sp eak er a ls o  add resses  the  M aster. However, 

here he i s  source o f  p o e try :

Why make i t  doubt - -  i t  h u r ts  i t  so —
So s ic k  — to  guess - -
So s tro n g  — to  know - -
So brave — upon i t ' s  l i t t l e  Bed
To t e l l  th e  very  l a s t  They s a id
Unto I t s e l f  - -  and sm ile  - -  And shake - -
For t h a t  d e a r  — d i s t a n t  — dangerous — Sake -
But — th e  In ste a d  — th e  Pinching f e a r
That Something — i t  d id  do - -  o r dare  - -
Offend th e  V ision — and i t  f le e  —
And They no more remember me —
Nor ev er tu rn  to  t e l l  me why —
Oh, M aste r, This i s  Misery —

A decompression o f th e  poem he lps to  c la r i f y  i t s  meaning:
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(M a s ter ,)  Why (do you) make i t  ( th e  p o e t) doubt (?) I t  (do u b tin g ) 
h u r ts  i t  s o ( .)

( I t  makes i t )  So s ic k  — to  (have to )  g u e s s ( .)
( I t  v/ants) So s tr o n g ( ly )  - -  to  know - - ( . )
( i t  l i e s )  So b ra v e ( ly )  — upon i t ' s  l i t t l e  B ed(.)
( I t  t r i e s  so hard ) To t e l l  th e  very  l a s t  They s a id
Unto I t s e l f ( . )  - - ( I t  t r i e s  to )  sm ile  - -  And shake —
For t h a t  d ear — d i s t a n t  - -  dangerous - -  Sake — ( th e  M a s te r 's . )
But — ( th e )  In s te a d  - -  th e  P inch ing  f e a r  
That Something - -  i t  d id  do - -  o r  d are  —
(Did) Offend th e  V ision  - -  and ( th a t )  i t  ( th e  V ision ) (d id ) f l e e  — 
And They ( w i l l )  no more remember me —
Nor ev er ( r e ) tu r n  to  t e l l  me why —
Oh, M aste r, T his i s  M isery —

The d i f f i c u l t y  o f  t h i s  h ig h ly  compressed poem i s  compounded 

by ED's use  o f  th e  n e u te r  s in g u la r  pronoun: " i t "  r e f e r s  to  th e

sp e ak e r , to  " d o u b t[ in g ] ,"  and to  "V is io n ,"  perhaps su g g e stin g  

th a t  p o e t,  p o e tic  v i s io n ,  and i t s  lo s s  a re  so c lo s e ly  r e la te d  

as to  be a lm ost one ( c f .  P-1721). The speaker i s  s u f f e r in g  a 

kind o f p o e tic  dark  n ig h t  o f  th e  s o u l . 38 She i s  in  pain  

because o f  d o u b t, th e  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  p re se n tin g  th e  o r ig in a l  

"V ision" in  p o e tic  form , and th e  f e a r  t h a t  she has "O ffend[ed]" 

th e  "V ision" and th a t  " i t "  (o r  "They") never w ill  r e tu r n .  Her 

d i f f i c u l t y  in  t r a n s la t in g  th e  o r ig in a l  "V ision" in to  p o e tic  

form and h er f e a r  t h a t  i t  w il l  van ish  in  th e  p ro cess  o f  t ry in g  

to  r e c r e a te  i t  r e c a l l s  Orpheus and h is  u n su ccessfu l a tte m p t to  

b rin g  E u rid ic e  from th e  underw orld in to  th e  l i g h t  o f  day.

The "dangerous" a s p e c t  o f  d e a lin g  w ith  th e  m a te ria l o f  which 

p o e try  is  made rem inds one o f  Orpheus, to o , and h is  hazardous 

d escen t in to  th e  underw orld .

The s p e ak e r , th e n ,  i s  th e  Orphic " T e lle r"  o f  P-1545.

She ad d re sse s  th e  M aster who i s  th e  p o e tic  "V ision" o r i t s
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so u rc e . F u r th e r ,  th e  persona w r ite s  "For t h a t  d ear — d i s t a n t  — 

dangerous — Sake — Mast er  i s  no t o n ly  th e  so u rce  o f  p o e try ; 

he i s  a lso  the  one f o r  whom i t  i s  w r i t t e n ,  a re c u r r in g  concep t 

in  th e  ED canon and in  th e  d ev o tio n a l t r a d i t i o n .  T h is r e l a t i o n ­

sh ip  between Orphic p o e t and M aster i s  t h a t  o f  D aisy and M aster 

in  th e  M aster l e t t e r s ;  i t  i s  a ls o  p ro b ab ly  th e  s u b je c t  o f  th e  

much d iscu ssed  754:

My L ife  had stood — a Loaded Gun - -
In Corners — t i l l  a Day
The Owner passed — i d e n t i f i e d  —
And c a r r ie d  Me away - -

And now We roam in  Sovreign Woods —
And now We hunt th e  Doe —
And every  tim e I speak fo r  Him - -  
The M ountains s t r a ig h t  re p ly  —

And do I sm ile , such c o rd ia l  l i g h t  
Upon th e  V alley  glow —
I t  i s  as a Vesuvian face
Had l e t  i t ' s  p lea su re  through  —

And when a t  N ight — Our good Day done — 
I guard My M a ste r 's  Head —
'T is  b e t t e r  than  th e  E id er-D u ck 's  
Deep P illo w  - -  to  have sh a red  —

To fo e  o f  His - -  I 'm  dead ly  foe —
None s t i r  a second tim e —
On whom I la y  a Yellow Eye —
Or an em phatic Thumb —

Though I than  He may - -  lo n g e r  l iv e
He lo n g er  must - -  than  I - -
For I have b u t th e  power to  k i l l ,
W ithout — th e  power to  d ie  —

This emblematic poem, l ik e  th e  m atrim onial group , i s  
39sometimes in te rp re te d  as a love  poem. More r e c e n t ly ,  i t  has 

been suggested  t h a t  th e  p a r tn e rs h ip  between Gun and M aster i s  a
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grim and lo v e le s s  one in  which th e  Gun i s  dehumanized by her 
40d e d ic a tio n  to  th e  M aster. C e r ta in ly ,  th e  language i s  some­

tim es e r o t i c ,  and th e  r e la t io n s h ip  one in  which th e  M aster 

d om inates, f o r  a f t e r  th e  Master-Owner abducts the  G un-persona, 

th e  two form a s o r t  o f  m arriage in  which th e  Gun-persona i s  

t o t a l l y  in  th e  se rv ic e  o f  th e  Master-Owner. However, I propose 

t h a t  th e  n u p tia l  and e ro t ic  language as well as th e  M aste r 's  

abduction  and subsequent co n tro l over th e  Gun-persona a re  

forms o f  sacred  parody and th e  r a p tu s . In f a c t ,  th e  poem i s  

probably  a d e s c r ip tio n  o f  th e  p o e t-p e rso n a 's  e a r th ly  m arriage 

to  p o e try  and to  Je su s . The Gun i s  th e  p o e t, th e  Orphic 

w arb le r  who Msp e ak [s ]"  f o r  her M aster-Owner; the  Master-Owner 

i s  p o e try  and Je su s , her e a r th ly  and heavenly spouse. I t  i s  

here t h a t  ED d e sc r ib e s  most s p e c i f ic a l l y  the  e a r th ly  m arriage 

o f  her soul to  Jesu s  and p o e try .

The baroque h ieroglyph o f  th e  Loaded Gun su ggests ED's 

r e c u r r in g  v o lca n ic  image fo r  th e  p o e tic  s e l f  ( e . g . ,  1677) as 

well as S u e 's  f o r  her in th e  o b i tu a ry ,  th e  " 'so u l o f  f i r e  in  

a sh e ll  o f  p e a r l '" :  th e  Gun-poet i s  outw ardly im passive , here

even in an im ate , bu t inw ardly pow erfu l. S t i l l  an o th er v e rs io n  

o f  th e  d r a s t i c  change which took p lace  in  her l i f e  i s  th e  

c o n tr a s t  between th e  p e rso n a 's  q u ie t  indoor l i f e  in  "Corners" 

and her l a t e r  adventurous p o e tic  l i f e  in  which she and th e  

M aster roam th e  "Sovreign Woods." "Sovereign" i s  d efin ed  by 

W ebster as " ro y a l"  o r "G od-like"; "Woods" i s  the  a rch e ty p al 

image o f th e  unknown. The "Doe" which th e  two hunt in  th e
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"Sovreign Woods" i s  a b e a u t i fu l ,  e lu s iv e ,  fem ale an im al, 

su g g estin g  th e  s o u l ,  a rc h e ty p a lly  and o f te n  in  th e  ED vocabu lary , 

fem ale. Such a rea d in g  i s  supported  by P-565 in  which the  

" s in g le  Doe" r e f e r s  unm istakably  to  th e  s o u l ,  t h a t  "Being — 

im potent to  end — /  When once i t  has begun." The two must 

hunt th e  s e c r e t  s o u l ,  th e n , in  o rd e r  to  w r i te  p o e try .

Although th e  c ru e l ty  o f  th e  hunt has been suggested as 

an u n derly ing  meaning o f  th e  poem,41 th e  hunt i s  more probably 

ED's image o f k i l l i n g  as metaphor f o r  c a p tu r in g  in language.

For example, she w rote  to  T. W. H igginson, "Today, I slew  a 

Mushroom," meaning th a t  she had cap tu red  i t s  essence  in  her 

poem (P-1298n). Such an in te r p re ta t io n  i s  r e in fo rc e d  by her 

a l t e r n a t e  word " a r t "  f o r  "power" in th e  s ix th  s ta n z a . Gun 

and M aster hunt th e  s e c r e t  s o u l ,  th e n , meaning th a t  they 

attem p t to  c a p tu re  i t  in  language. As w ill  be d iscu ssed  in 

P a r t Four, th e  ED canon in c lu d es  many poems d e a lin g  s p e c i f ic a l ly  

w ith  th e  soul and many o th e rs  o f  s e l f - e x p lo ra t io n .  In these  

poems, ED m ight be sa id  to  a c t  as  a gun in  t h a t  in  c o lla b o ra tio n  

w ith D eity  she a tte m p ts  to  c a p tu re  in  language th e  soul and i t s  

drama.

The response o f  th e  m ountains and v a lle y  to  th e  Gun-poet 

speaking fo r  th e  M aster-ow ner once more su g g ests  Orpheus to  

whose music th e  n a tu ra l  w orld , even t r e e s  and s to n e s ,  respond.

The m o u n ta in 's  echo to  th e  G u n-poet's  r e p o r t  su g g ests  such a 

response as does th e  v a l l e y 's  glow. The "Vesuvian face"  

perhaps means t h a t  God i s  th e  p o ten t soul o f  n a tu re  ( to  be
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d iscu ssed  in  P a r t T h ree). The sm ile o f  n a tu re ,  th e n , shows 

th e  p lea su re  o f  God.

That th e  Orphic poet and Master-Owner spend th e  n ig h t 

to g e th e r  in d ic a te s  t h e i r  in tim acy , even t h e i r  m arria g e . However, 

now th e  Gun-poet i s  the  s tro n g  one who tak e s  charge and guards 

her M a s te r 's  "Head," rem inding one o f  th e  f i r s t  M aster l e t t e r  

in which Daisy w r ite s  because she i s  " s tro n g e r"  than  th e  a i l i n g  

M aster. The Gun-poet co n tin u es  to  be th e  s tro n g  member o f  th e  

p a i r ,  k i l l in g  w ith  th e  power o f  words th e  M a s te r 's  foes w ith  a 

"Yellow Eye," sug g estin g  both th e  b laz in g  Gun's muzzle and th e  

p o e t 's  "p reju d iced "  eye (W ebster). "Emphatic Thumb," to o , 

a p p lie s  both to  poet and Gun, th e  b u tt  o f  th e  l a t t e r  and th e  

thumbs down o f th e  form er. That she k i l l s  th e  M a s te r 's  fo es  

suggests once more t h a t  she i s  in  h is  s e rv ic e  and th e re fo re  

w r i te s  p o e try  f o r  h is  "Sake" as in  P-462.

The f in a l  s tan za  i s  p a r t i c u l a r ly  d i f f i c u l t ,  s t r e s s in g

th e  p aradox ical sep ara ten ess  y e t  in te rdependence  o f  th e  Gun-poet

and M aster-Owner ( c f .  P-1721). In th e  f i r s t  l i n e ,  th e  persona

su g g ests  t h a t  she as person may o u t liv e  th e  M aste r, her d iv in e

p o e tic  i n s p i r a t io n .  In th e  second l i n e ,  she a s s e r t s  t h a t  th e

p o e tic  g i f t  o r  p o e try  w ill l iv e  a t  l e a s t  f o r  someone beyond her

s in g le  m ortal l i f e ,  rem inding one o f th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between 
42Prospero and A r ie l .  In the  th i r d  l i n e ,  she re a f f irm s  her 

power to  k i l l  in  th e  sense of ca p tu rin g  in  language . The 

Gun-poet has such power "W ithout the  power to  d i e , "  probably  a 

re fe ren c e  to  th e  human soul o f  th e  Gun-poet which i s  im m ortal,
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" th a t  Being — im potent to  end - -  /  When once i t  has begun 

( P—565).

The Loaded Gun poem, th e n ,  i s  about th e  G un-poet*s 

e a r th ly  m arriage to  p o e try  and J e s u s .  The Gun i s  th e  Orphic 

p o e t,  th e  "w arbling  T e l le r "  o f  P -1545, who speaks f o r  Je su s  

and p o e try , th e  M aster-Owner o f  h e r e a r th ly  and heaven ly  l i f e .  

P oe try  i s  once more th e  "Word made F lesh " f o r  i t  i s  th e  d iv in e  

in c a rn a te d , th e  r e s u l t  o f  a c o l la b o ra t io n  between th e  human 

p o e t and th e  d iv in e  M aster. The poem i s  abou t th e  p o e t 's  

d iv in e  p o e tic  g i f t ,  i t s  ow nership o f  her l i f e ,  and h e r s e l f  

as devo tional p o e t.

* * * * * * * * * *

The M aster l e t t e r s  (187, 23 3 , and 248) a re  th o u g h t to  

have been w r i tte n  in  1858, 1861, and 1862, th e  M aster poems 

from 1859 to  1863. These y e a rs  a re  p a r t i c u l a r l y  im p o rta n t 

because d u rin g  t h i s  tim e ED had begun to  ta k e  h e r s e l f  s e r io u s ly  

as poet and to  d e d ic a te  h e r s e l f  w h o leh earted ly  to  h e r  v o c a tio n . 

In 1858, she s ta r te d  to  assem ble th e  f a s c i c l e s ,  and her 

subsequent p ro d u c t iv i ty  was p ro d ig io u s ;  in  1862 a lo n e  she 

i s  be liev ed  to  have w r i t t e n  366 p o e m s . T h e  c o r r e la t io n  o f 

probable d a te s  o f  com position  o f  poems and l e t t e r s  su g g e sts  

t h a t  th e re  a re  o th e r  s im i l a r i t i e s  between them as w e l l .  And, 

in d eed , a rea d in g  o f  th e  l e t t e r s  in  c o n te x t o f  th e  poems re v e a ls  

t h a t  they  a re  o f te n  s t r i k in g l y  a l i k e  in  language and image as
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well as in  th e  use o f  th e  te rm , "M aster."  In f a c t ,  i t  i s

p robab le  t h a t  th e  l e t t e r s ,  l ik e  th e  poems, a re  addressed  to

Jesu s  and to  p o e try ,  h e r e a r th ly  and heavenly M aster. S ince

a l l  were w r i tte n  d u rin g  th e  e a r ly  p ro d u ctiv e  p e r io d , such an

i n te r p re ta t io n  should  n o t be s u rp r is in g .

C e r ta in ly ,  "M aster" and i t s  synonyms a re  term s ED uses

f o r  o rd in a ry  m o rta ls  as w e ll.  As noted  b e fo re , she d e sc r ib es

B. F. Nev/ton as  her " P re c e p to r ."  Sometimes, to o ,  she r e f e r s

to  T. W. Higginson as  "M aster,"  h e r s e l f  as h is  "Scho lar" ( e . g . ,

L-381 and 458). However, i t  must be noted th a t  in  both in s ta n c es

ED uses th e  term s to  r e f e r  to  men who were o f  some im portance 
44to  h e r p o e tic  developm ent. T h e re fo re , as in  th e  M aster poems

and l e t t e r s ,  h e r  e a r th ly  m aste rs  have to  do w ith  p o e try . In

h e r s e c u la r  use  o f  th e  te rm , she seems once m ore, through pun,

to  fu se  th e  f i n i t e  and i n f i n i t e  as she d o es , f o r  exam ple, in

h e r use o f  " im m o rta lity "  to  mean both p o e tic  im m o rta lity  and

th a t  o f  th e  s o u l.  H igginson and Newton as M aster and P re ce p to r,

th e n ,  a re  m erely e a r th ly  v e rs io n s  o f  her heavenly M aster.

In c o n s id e r in g  th e  M aster l e t t e r s ,  i t  i s  im p o rtan t to

no te  t h a t  in  many ways th ey  resem ble ED's poems r a th e r  than

h er l e t t e r s  to  p a r t i c u l a r  people and th e re fo re  a re  probably  
45l i t e r a r y  r a th e r  than  p e rso n a l. The p ro je c te d  persona in  

a l l  th re e  i s  D aisy , J e s u s ' fo llo w e r  in  many o f th e  Je su s  poems; 

h e r i d e n t i ty  i s  im plied  in  th e  f i r s t  l e t t e r  and s p e c i f ic a l l y  

s ta te d  in  th e  second and th i r d .  The language i s  a ls o  l ik e  

t h a t  o f  th e  poems, f o r  i t  i s  enorm ously compressed and in v ite s
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a m etaphorical rea d in g . The form o f  th e  l e t t e r s ,  to o ,  m ight 

be th a t  o f  th e  d ram atic  monologue she f re q u e n tly  uses in  poems, 

f o r  they  a re  b u t one s id e  o f an ongoing d ia logue  between Daisy 

and M aster. Like some o f  th e  poems, to o , th e  tone o f  th e  l e t t e r s  

i s  one o f  d e s p a ir ;  o b v io u sly , Daisy i s  ex p e rien cin g  a dark  n ig h t 

o f  th e  s o u l .

The dark  n ig h t  o f  th e  soul i s ,  o f c o u rse , a re c u r r in g  

tro p e  in  th e  d e v o tio n a l t r a d i t i o n .  Even th e  P sa lm is t o f  th e  

Old Testam ent sometimes lam ents God's absence: "Will th e  Lord

c a s t  o f f  fo r  ev e r?  and w ill he be fav o ra b le  no more?" (Psalm s 

lx x v i i .7 ) .  The Temple a lso  in c lu d es  poems in which H erb e rt 

ex p resses  anguish  a t  God's s ile n c e :

When my Devotions could n o t p ie rc e  
Thy s i l e n t  e a re s ;

Then was my h e a r t  b roken , as was my v e rse :
My b r e a s t  was f u l l  o f fe a rs  

And d is o rd e r :

My ben t th o u g h ts , l ik e  a b r i t t l e  bow,
Did f ly  asunder:

Each took h is  way; some would to  p lea su res  go , 
Some to  th e  w arres and thunder 

Of a larm s.

As good go any where, th ey  say ,
As to  benumme 

Both knees and h e a r t ,  in  c ry in g  n ig h t and d ay , 
Come, Come, my God, 0_ Come,

But no h ea rin g .

0 t h a t  thou sh o u ld s t give d u st a tongue 
To c r i e  to  th e e ,

And th en  n o t heare i t  c ry in g ! a l l  day long 
My h e a rt  was in  my knee,

But no h ea rin g .

T h erefo re  my soul lay  out o f s ig h t ,
U ntun 'd , unstru n g :

My fe e b le  s p i r i t ,  unable to  look r i g h t ,
Like a n ip t  blossom e, hung

D iscon ten ted .
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0 c h e er and tune my h e a r t le s s e  b r e a s t ,
D eferre  no tim e ;

That so th ey  favours g ran tin g  my re q u e s t ,
They and my minde may chim e,

And mend my rim e.

In "The D enial! ," as in  th e  M aster l e t t e r s ,  lo ss  o f co n ta c t w ith 

Deity  means lo s s  o f  p o e try  as w e ll:  H e rb e r t 's  "verse"  i s  "broken"

as well as h is  h e a r t .  Only renewed communication w ith D eity  can 

com fort him and "mend" h is  "r im e."  H erbert s t r e s s e s  the  

disharmony between h is  soul and God in  th e  unrhymed f in a l  l in e  

o f  each s tan za  bu t th e  l a s t ;  ED probab ly  ex p resses  t h i s  disharmony 

in  th e  prose  form o f  th e  M aster l e t t e r s .  Her ven tu re  in to  prose  

i s  th e  r e s u l t  o f  h e r  lo s s  o f  Je su s  and th e re fo re  o f po e try .

In o th e r  poems, H e rb e rt, l ik e  ED in  th e  f i r s t  Master 

l e t t e r ,  speaks o f  h is  lo s s  o f  Jesu s  in  term s o f  i l l n e s s ,  which 

i s  no t s u rp r is in g  s in c e  in  th e  d ev o tio n a l t r a d i t i o n  th e  s ick  

soul i s  o f te n  m etaphor f o r  th e  absence o f God:

With s ic k  and fam ish t ey e s ,
With d oub ling  knees and weary bones 

To th ee  my c r i e s ,
To th ee  my g ro n es ,

To th ee  my s ig h s ,  my t e a r s  ascend . . .

("Longing")

Come Lord, my head doth b u rn , my h e a r t  i s  s ick  . . .

("Home")

In h is  d e sp a ir in g  poems, H e rb e rt, l ik e  ED, sometimes addresses 

Deity  as th e  be loved :
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. . .  My Love, my sw ee tn esse , h ea re !

("Longing")

W hither, 0 ,  w h ith er a r t  thou  f l e d ,
My Lord, my Love?

("The S earch")

Although H erbert in  th ese  poems does n o t ad d ress  Je su s  as 

"M aster,"  in  o th e rs  he does. In f a c t ,  "The Odour. 2 Cor. i i .  15" 

i s  a m ed ita tio n  on th e  sweetness o f  th e  name: H erb e rt b e g in s ,

"How sw eetly  doth  My M aster sound! My M a ste r! " and goes on to  

add ress  Je su s  and to  long fo r  h is  l o v e . ^

The M aster l e t t e r s  must be read  in  c o n te x t  o f  th e

d ev o tio n a l t r a d i t i o n  o f th e  dark n ig h t o f  th e  s o u l ,  e s p e c ia l ly

as i t  i s  expressed  by H erb e rt. A lso , th ey  must be read  in  l ig h t

o f  th e  Jesu s  c lu s t e r ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  o f  th e  seven M aster poems.

Although such a read in g  does not unravel a l l  th e  p u zz lin g

language and images o f th e  l e t t e r s ,  i t  does c l a r i f y  a number

o f  p assag es . I t  a lso  in d ic a te s  t h a t  th e  M aster l e t t e r s  were

n o t w r i tte n  to  an e a r th ly  m arried  lo v e r  who spurned h e r as i s

o f te n  th o u g h t, bu t r a th e r  to  Je su s  and p o e tr y ,  th e  M aster-Owner 
47o f her l i f e .  The l e t t e r s  a re  psalm odic r a th e r  than  

c o n fe s s io n a l .

The f i r s t  M aster l e t t e r  probably  was w r i t t e n  in  1858, 

th e  year ED began to  put to g e th e r  th e  f a s c i c l e s .  I t  beg ins 

w ith a d i r e c t  address to  "M aster,"  t e l l i n g  him th a t  she i s  

i l l ,  but even more concerned th a t  he i s .  Q u ite  p robab ly  t h e i r  

s ic k n e s s , l ik e  H e r b e r t 's ,  i s  a metaphor f o r  th e  lo s s  o f  c o n ta c t
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between them , f o r  she co n clu d es  th e  l e t t e r  by u rg in g  him to  

t e l l  h e r  as soon as he i s  w e l l .  T hat he has a t  some tim e 

"spoke[n] ag a in "  su g g e s ts  t h a t  t h i s  i s  bu t one segment o f  an 

ongoing correspondence  o r  d ia lo g u e  between them. T hat she 

w r i te s  because her hand i s  " s tro n g e r"  r e c a l l s  th e  exchange o f 

s tr e n g th  and weakness o f  th e  Loaded Gun poem: f i r s t  th e

Master-Owner ta k e s  command o f  th e  Gun, then  th e  Gun-poet 

guards th e  M a s te r 's  head. In th e  l e t t e r ,  a lth o u g h  th e  

r e c ip ie n t  i s  h e r M aste r, th e  sp eak e r w r i te s  to  him because 

she i s  fo r  th e  p re s e n t  " s tr o n g e r ."

The season i s  s p r in g ,  tim e  o f  r e b i r t h .  She d e c la re s  

th e  world to  be "God's h o u se ,"  su g g e stin g  ED's view o f  th e  

n a tu ra l  world as a second S c r ip tu re  from which one can le a rn  

o f  God, to  be d isc u sse d  in  P a r t  T hree. Her re fe re n c e  to  "Mr. 

M ichael Angelo" in d ic a te s  t h a t  t h is  i s  a l e t t e r  abou t th e  

a r t i s t  o r p o e t. Her w ish to  p a in t  l ik e  Michael Angelo fo r  

th e  M aster r e c a l l s  P-462 in  which she t r i e s  to  r e c r e a te  th e  

"V ision" f o r  th e  M a s te r 's  "d e a r.  . . dangerous — S ak e ."  Her 

f lo w ers  probab ly  a re  h e r poems as th ey  so o f te n  a re  in  th e  

canon ( e . g . ,  P -945). S ince th e  M aster has to  ask  f o r  t h e i r  

m eaning, o b v io u sly  th ey  a re  im p e r fe c t,  " d is o b e d ie n t ,"  as 

she sa y s ; as in P -462, she i s  e x p e rie n c in g  d i f f i c u l t y  in  

t r a n s la t in g  h e r "V ision" in to  p o e tic  form . She e x p la in s  t h a t  

"They s a id  what th e  l i p s  in  th e  W est, s a y , when th e  sun goes 

down, and so says th e  Dawn." "West" in  her p o e tic  vo cab u lary  

i s  s u n se t and dea th  which in  tu rn  su g g e sts  r e b i r th  as does
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"Dawn." Her poems, th e n , speak th e  same immortal message as

n a tu re  ( c f .  P-441).

The speaker t e l l s  M aster t h a t  today  i s  th e  "Sabbath ,"

t h a t  day o u ts id e  tim e in  which one ex p e rien ces  an e q u iv a le n t

o f  th e  e te rn a l  l i f e .  A gain, both p o e tic  *nd r e l ig io u s  meanings

a re  suggested  fo r  both p o e try  anc r e l ig io n  have to  do w ith  th e

e te r n a l .  Sunday is  a lso  d ed ica te .:  to  desu:-' r e s u r r e c t io n , th e

day in  which "heavens g a te  s tan d s  ope, as H erbert says in 
48"Sunday." "Each Sabbath on th e  Sea" r e c a l ls  her rec u r r in g  

image o f  t h i s  l i f e  as  a sea  as in  P-1113: "To walk on seas

r e q u ire s  cedar F e e t."  " S a ilo rs "  a r e ,  o f c o u rs e , l i f e ' s  

p i lg r im s . The a n tic ip a te d  reu n io n  w ith  M aster "on shore" 

resem bles th e  heavenly m arriage  p re f ig u re d  by th e  e a r th ly  one 

o f  so many n u p tia l poems and 461 to  M aster.

The speaker concludes her l e t t e r  because th e  pain  she 

f e e l s  from th e  M a ste r 's  s i l e n c e ,  th e  dark n ig h t o f  th e  soul 

she i s  e x p e rie n c in g , p r o h ib i ts  h e r from " ta lk [ in g ] "  f u r th e r .

The c lo s in g  paragraph m ight have been w r itte n  in  p o e tic  form:

How s tro n g  when weak to  r e c o l le c t  
And e a sy , q u i te ,  to  lo v e.

In th e se  imabic te t r a m e te r  and t r im e te r  l in e s ,  th e  speaker says 

t h a t  when she i s  weak or i l l  as she i s  a t  th e  tim e o f  w r i tin g  

th e  l e t t e r ,  i t  makes her s tro n g  to  r e c o l le c t  p rev io u s  c o n ta c t  w ith 

th e  M aster. One i s  reminded o f P-256 about th e  " S a v io r [ 's ] "  

b an ish ing  h e r:
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I f  I'm  l o s t  — now - -
That I was found - -
Shall s t i l l  my t r a n s p o r t  be —
That once - -  on me — th o se  Ja sp e r Gates 
Blazed open — suddenly — . . .

( F i r s t  stanza)

In th e  l e t t e r ,  as in  th e  poem, although th e  speaker i s  in  d e s p a ir  

because th e  M a ste r 's  fac e  i s  tu rn ed  away, th e  memory o f  h is  

fav o r i s  her one " tra n s p o r t"  in  th e  poem, her s tre n g th  in  the  

l e t t e r .

The second M aster l e t t e r ,  233, i s  f a r  le s s  r e s t ra in e d

than  th e  f i r s t  and th e  m ost d i f f i c u l t  o f the  th re e .  The

speaker begins w ith an o th e r re fe ren c e  to  p a in . The "B ird ,"

h e r f ig u r e  f o r  poet o r  s o u l ,  has been wounded and i s  s u f f e r in g .

She i d e n t i f i e s  h e rs e l f  as D aisy , C h r is t 's  fo llo w e r/f lo w e r, and

t r i e s  to  convince th e  M aster o f  her angu ish , sugg estin g  th a t  he

has somehow doubted l ik e  "Thomas" o f the Gospels who would n o t

b e lie v e  C h r i s t 's  r e s u r r e c t io n  u n t i l  he f e l t  th e  wounds. H ere,

Daisy ch id es  th e  M aster as Je su s  admonished Thomas in  John

x x .29. T his somewhat i r r e v e r e n t  tu rn in g  th e  ta b le s  on D e ity ,

im agining h e r s e l f  as D eity  and D eity as the  s u p p lic a n t,  i s  a
49comic d ev ice  which appears o fte n  in  th e  canon. Her a s se r tio n  

th a t  God made h e r ,  " b u i l t  th e  h e a r t  in  me," suggests the  

i n e v i t a b l i t y  o f  her p o e tic  v o c a tio n , her m arriage to  p o e try  

and D e ity , which she h e r s e l f  d id  n o t "W ill" (P -817). That 

he " b u i l t  th e  h e a rt  in  me" s u g g e s ts ,  to o , th a t  God i s  th e  

source o f  h e r p o e tic  v o c a tio n . That the h e a rt  "Bye and bye 

. . . outgrew  me" r e c a l l s  a prayer-poem  addressed  to  "S a v io r ,"
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in which she b rings her "im perial H eart" to  him because i t  has 

grown too heavy fo r  her (217).

Daisy then  says th a t  although she asked him fo r  

'"R edem ption ,1" "d e liv eran ce  in  a th e o lo g ic a l  sense" (W ebster), 

he "gave [her] something e ls e "  which " a lte re d "  her and which 

was so v a luab le  th a t  she would g lad ly  g ive her l i f e  fo r  i t .  The 

"something e ls e "  i s  probably her sacred  p o e tic  g i f t .  According 

to  P ro f. S ew all, markings in  th e  o r ig in a l  m anuscrip t in d ic a te  

t h a t  ED wished th e  co u p le t which concludes th e  l e t t e r  in  th e  

Johnson e d it io n  to  be in se r te d  h e re :50

No Rose, y e t f e l t  m yself a 'bloom ,
No Bird — y e t  rode in  E th e r.

The coup le t seems to  be a m etaphorical d e s c r ip tio n  o f  the  

t r a n s p o r t  f e l t  by Daisy a t  her red e m p tio n -lik e  g i f t .  Since 

t h i s  ev e n t, she i s  " o ld e r ,"  again  su g g estin g  th a t  she has 

achieved  a new s t a t e ,  having l e f t  behind th e  " l i t t l e  L ife tim e" 

(P -631). However, her love fo r  M aster i s  th e  same.

D aisy 's  language nex t becomes e r o t i c  as she longs to  

sh are  th e  M aste r 's  bed a t  n ig h t as th e  Gun-poet d id  th e  M aster- 

Ow ner's. She y earns fo r  th e  "Queen's p la c e ,"  r e c a l l in g  th e  

royal images o f th e  n u p tia l poems, e s p e c ia l ly  o f  h e r s e l f  as 

queen of the  p o e tic  realm  (631). She goes on in th e  language 

o f  sacred  parody p la y fu l ly  to  d e sc r ib e  her love fo r  th e  M aster, 

in te r sp e r s in g  r e l ig io u s  and e ro t ic  m etaphors: she wishes to

be as c lo se  to  him as th e  coa t i s  to  th e  body o r as a re  the  

h e a r ts  o f  two lo v e rs ;  she longs to  "come n e a re r  than
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p r e s b y te r ie s ,"  d e fin ed  by Webster as "A body o f e ld e r s  in 

th e  C h r is t ia n  ch u rc h ."  However, such c lo s e n e s s  i s  " fo rb id d e n ."

She th en  ad d resses  M aster as te a c h e r :  "You make me say

i t  o v e r."  A gain, she p r o te s ts  th e  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  e x p re ss in g  the  

"V ision" (P-462) in  p o e tic  form. She f e a r s  t h a t  "you laugh — 

when I do n o t s e e ,"  adding th a t  " 'C hi 11 o n ' i s  n o t fu n n y ."

" 'C h i 11 o n '"  probab ly  means th e  p r iso n  o f  th e  body, her hum anity, 

which i n te r f e r e s  w ith her ach iev in g  p r e c is e  e x p re s s io n . Her 

rep roach  i s  s im ila r  to  t h a t  o f  H erb e rt in  "Com plaining" which 

i s  ad d ressed  to  Je su s :

. . . Put me n o t to  shame,
Because I am 51

Thy c la y  t h a t  weeps, th y  d u s t  t h a t  c a l l s .

Her q u e s tio n  to  th e  M aster about h is  H eart and i t s  p o s it io n  

m ight r e f e r  to  th e  humanity o f  J e s u s ,  so o f te n  s t r e s s e d  in  th e  

poems as in  225 in  which she reminds him t h a t  he once had a human 

fac e  l ik e  " o u r 's . "  She f u r th e r  q u e s tio n s  him abou t h is  hum anity; 

does he to o  awaken in  th e  n ig h t w ith  m isg iv in g s?  Does h e , to o ,  

s in g  to  h im s e lf ,  meaning w rite  p o e try , to  a l l e v i a t e  h is  f e a r s ?

"These th in g s "  which "are [ re v e re n t]  ho ly"  perhaps r e f e r s  

to  her sacred  poems, th e  "tune" and " tim b re l"  o f  th e  p rev io u s  

parag rap h . The tim b re l i s  an a n c ie n t  m usical in s tru m e n t 

m entioned more than once in  th e  Book o f  Psalm s ( e . g . ,  l x v i i i .2 5 )  

and su g g ests  th e  psalm odic n a tu re  o f  h er p o e try ;  one r e c a l l s  t h a t  

ED sometimes r e f e r s  to  her poems as psalm s ( e . g . ,  P -261). Daisy 

n ex t seems to  compare th e  poems w ith  t r a d i t i o n a l  p ray e rs  such

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm is s io n  of th e  co p y rig h t ow ner. F u rth e r  re p ro d u c tio n  p ro h ib ited  w ithou t p e rm iss io n .



140

as th e  " [o u r]  'F a t h e r . '"  "You say I do n o t t e l l  you a l l "  

rem inds one o f  P-462 ad d ressed  to  M aster in  which th e  persona 

says she d id  her b e s t  "To t e l l  th e  very  l a s t  They s a id ."

A gain, Daisy i s  s o r r y  t h a t  she as Orphic p o e t i s  unable to  

r e c r e a te  co m p le te ly  th e  "V ision" f o r  her M aster.

Her re f e r e n c e s  to  "V esuvius" and "Etna" a re  o b scu re . 

However, o f te n  th e s e  words and o th e r  v o lca n ic  images su g g est 

th e  inw ard ly  p o te n t  s o u l ,  e s p e c i a l l y  th e  p o e t 's .  In t h i s  

paragraph and th e  n e x t ,  D aisy seems to  answer a d i r e c t  q u e s tio n , 

the  M a s te r 's  re q u e s t  f o r  h e r  to  t e l l  him how he can h e lp . She 

wonders what would become o f  M aster " i f  I had th e  Beard on my 

cheek — l ik e  you — and y o u - - had D a isy 's  p e ta ls  — and you 

cared  so f o r  m e." As u s u a l ,  M a s te r 's  m a sc u lin i ty  and D a isy 's  

f e m in in ity  a re  s t r e s s e d .  A lso , once m ore, she changes p laces  

w ith D eity  as she o f te n  d o es . She a s su re s  him t h a t  i f  t h e i r  

ro le s  were re v e r s e d ,  she would be w ith  him a lw ay s, presum ably 

as "om nipresence" alw ays fo llow ed  th e  persona in  P-1496. Her 

re fe re n c e  to  once b e lie v in g  she could  see th e  M aster a f t e r  she 

d ied  r e c a l l s  th e  heaven ly  m eetings and m arriag es  o f  th e  n u p tia l  

poems. Her having "d ied  as  f a s t  as I could" su g g e sts  t h a t  a t  

l e a s t  sometimes th e  d e a th s  in  h e r p o e try  a re  m e ta p h o ric a l.

One r e c a l l s  th e  C h r is t ia n  t ro p e  o f  dying to  t h i s  l i f e  in  o rd er 

to  ach iev e  s a n c t i ty .

D aisy a s su re s  th e  M aster t h a t  she can w a it f o r  a m eeting 

w ith him u n t i l  bo th  a re  o ld .  She then  asks what he would do i f  

she "came 'in  w h i t e . '"  W hite here  as in  th e  poems and in  ED's
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l i f e  r e c a l l s  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  w h ite  worn by one rec e iv in g  the 

sacram ents o f  bap tism , m arr ia g e , and sometimes holy o rd e rs ,  

as well as th e  w hite o f  th e  b u r ia l  shroud. In a l l  th ese  

sacram en ts , w hite  s ig n i f ie s  th e  passage in to  a new and e lev a ted  

s t a t e .  C e r ta in ly , ED's w earing o f  w hite  in  her l i f e t im e  as well 

as her use o f th e  word in  poems su g g ests  t h a t  she commemorates 

th e  tra n sc en d e n t even t d esc r ib ed  in  her sacram ental poems, 

probably  her e le v a tio n  to  th e  rank  o f  sacred  p o e t. White a lso  

i s  a symbol fo r  p u r i ty ,  s a n c t i ty ,  and th e  e te r n a l ;  in  h e r l i f e  

as in  her p o e try , w hite i s  f ig u re  fo r  th e  p u r ity  and s a n c t i ty  

o f  her d e d ic a tio n  to  th e  e te rn a l  in  th e  form o f  p o e try , one 

o f  D e ity 's  e a r th ly  m a n ife s ta tio n s . I t  i s  s ig n i f ic a n t ,  to o , 

t h a t  w hite i s  worn by th e  saved and th e  Bride o f  th e  Lamb in 

th e  Book o f R evelation  ( v i i .9 -17  and x ix .8 ) .  D a isy 's  q u estion  

to  th e  M aster about going to  him in  w h ite  p a r t i c u l a r ly  resem bles 

P-709 in  which th e  persona r e j e c t s  " P u b lic a tio n "  as the  "Auction 

o f  th e  Mind o f  Man," p re fe r r in g  to  go "White . . . Unto th e  White 

C re a to r ."  In t h i s  poem, and p robab ly  in  th e  l e t t e r  as w e ll,  

she sug g ests  once more t h a t  she w r i te s  f o r  th e  M aster, who is  

source o f  th e  poems, r a th e r  than  fo r  e a r th ly  fame o r rec o g n itio n .

In th e  f in a l  paragraph o f t h i s  l e t t e r ,  Daisy s a y s , "you 

d i d 'n t  come to  me 'in  w h i t e , ’ nor ev er to ld  me why." That she 

rep ro ach es  th e  M aster fo r  n o t coming in  w hite in d ic a te s  th a t  

she longs fo r  a union o r m arriage  w ith him. Such a m arriage 

r e c a l l s  th e  n u p tia l poems and e s p e c ia l ly  th e  Loaded Gun poem. 

C e r ta in ly ,  such a m arriage can h a rd ly  be to  an e a r th ly  lo v e r ,
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fo r  i t  i s  lu c ic ro u s  to  suppose t h a t  she m ight wish e i th e r  

Wadsworth o r  Bowles to  come to  her in  w h ite . R a th e r, such a 

union i s  l ik e  th a t  describ ed  in  th e  Loaded Gun poem, between 

Gun-poet and Jesus as source o f  p o e try , th e  Master-Owner o f  her 

l i f e .

The q u e s tio n , "Have you th e  l i t t l e  c h e s t  to  put the  

A live — in ?"  r e c a l ls  th e  c h e st where she kep t her poems, about 

which she asked o f H igginson, a re  they  "a liv e " ?  Do they 

b rea th e?  (L-260). That she wishes to  see th e  M aster "in 

t h i s  world" and has th e  same wish " a lte re d  a l i t t l e "  fo r  th e  

"sk ie s"  o r  e te r n i ty  suggests aga in  t h a t  she w ishes only m arriage 

to  p o e try  in  th is  world and m arriage to  th e  source o f p o e try , 

J e su s , in  th e  n ex t. Both her re q u e s t  th a t  th e  M aster come to  

New England and th e  r e je c te d  " th i s  summer" remind one o f the  

summer wedding o f th e  n u p tia l poems. The r e je c te d  "we both 

f e a r  God" is  odd, but perhaps means t h a t  th e  l e t t e r  i s  addressed  

to  th e  human and lov ing  second person o f th e  T r in i ty  r a th e r  than 

to  th e  f i r s t .  Her d e s ire  t h a t  th ey  might look in to  one a n o th e r 's  

fac e s  again  r e c a l ls  th e  e a r th ly  m arriage in  th e  n u p tia l poems. 

D a isy 's  concluding words, "you d i d 'n t  come to  me . . . nor ev e r . 

to ld  me why" echo alm ost e x a c tly  462, th e  Orphic poem to  

M aster in  which she expresses th e  f e a r  t h a t  she m ight "Offend 

th e  V ision - -  and i t  f le e  — /  And They no more remember me - -  

Nor ever tu rn  to  t e l l  me why." I t  seems, t h e r e fo r e ,  t h a t  th e  

l e t t e r  l ik e  the  poem i s  an e x p ress io n  o f d e s p a ir  a t  th e  lo ss  

o f  p o e tic  in s p ir a t io n  o r v is io n . Daisy i s  th e  Orphic poet
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who has l o s t  co n ta c t w ith th e  sacred  Muse. As in  H e rb e rt 's  

" D e n ia l! ," lo ss  o f  Jesus means lo s s  o f  p o e try .

The speaker in  th e  t h i r d  M aster l e t t e r  (248) i s  again  

Daisy. Here, as in  th e  seco n d , she s p e c i f ic a l l y  i d e n t i f i e s  

h e r s e l f .  The to n e , l ik e  t h a t  o f  th e  o th e r s ,  i s  one o f  in te n se  

d e s p a ir .  Once more, she f e a r s  t h a t  she has offended " i t . "  This 

odd use of th e  n e u te r  s in g u la r  pronoun i s  t h a t  o f  P-462 where 

" i t "  r e f e r s  to  "V is io n ,"  p o e t,  and d oub t. Here " i t "  seems to  

r e f e r  to  th e  v is io n  and to  M aster. As in  th e  poem, she f e a r s  

th a t  she has offended " i t . "  Daisy says she "bends her sm a lle r  

l i f e  to  h i s , "  r e c a l l in g  th e  words o f  a Kempis in th e  Im i ta t io n :

"Whoever d e s ir e s  to  understand  and tak e  d e lig h t  in  th e  words o f
52C h ris t must s t r i v e  to  conform h is  whole l i f e  to  Him." Her

words a lso  r e c a l l  P-754 in which th e  Gun-poet l iv e s  only to

serve  th e  Master-Owner.

The awful p a rt in g  w ith  th e  M aster i s  t h a t  so o ften

d escrib ed  in  th e  n u p tia l group. The M aster as her h e a r t 's

"Guest" i s  a s to n is h in g ly  l ik e  th e  s o u l-g u e s t  poems to  be

d iscu ssed  in  P a r t Four. C e r ta in ly ,  th e  d evo tiona l tro p e  o f

the  pure h e a r t  as dw elling  f o r  C h r is t  i s  suggested  in  both

l e t t e r  and poems, a tro p e  which appears f re q u e n tly  in the  
53Im ita tio n  and in  th e  t i t l e  and poems o f  H e rb e r t 's  Temple.

Her f e a r  th a t  her "Backwoodsman ways" m ight have 

" teased  ("Vexed, i r r i t a t e d ,  annoyed"—W ebster) h is  f in e r  n a tu re "  

i s  s t i l l  f u r th e r  evidence t h a t  she i s  n o t ad d ress in g  Bowles o r 

Wadsworth; can one p o ss ib ly  suppose t h a t  ED th e  Amherst woman
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m ight be so crude as to  d is g u s t  e i t h e r ?  R a th e r, th e  words a re  

s im i la r  to  th o se  about God in  338:

I know th a t  He e x i s t s  
Somewhere — in  S i le n c e  —
He has h id  h is  r a r e  l i f e  
From our g ro ss  e y es. . . .

She i s  "g ross"  on ly  as humanity i s  "awkward" (P-256) when 

compared to  D e ity . Her p lea  t h a t  th e  " p re c e p to r  . . . tea c h  her 

m ajesty "  again  r e c a l l s  th e  t e a c h e r - s c h o la r  r e la t io n s h ip  o f  

C h r is t  th e  Beloved and th e  D isc ip le  in  th e  Im ita t io n  as well 

as t h a t  o f  th e  second l e t t e r .

In my read in g  o f  th e  M aster l e t t e r s ,  D a isy 's  r e fe re n c e  

to  being  once borne on th e  M a s te r 's  knee i s  n o t ,  as i s  sometimes

th o u g h t,  a r e c o l le c t io n  o f  a p rev io u s  ro m an tic  en co u n te r  w ith
54W adsworth, Bowles, o r  Lord. R a th e r, i t  i s  s t i l l  an o th e r 

r e fe re n c e  in  th e  language o f  sacred  parody to  th e  tra n sc e n d e n t 

e x p e rie n ce  d esc rib ed  as a m arriag e  in  th e  n u p tia l  group . She 

p lead s  w ith th e  M aster n o t to  "b an ish " h e r pe rm an en tly , which 

a ga in  reminds one o f  th e  banishm ent o f  P-256 and 462 when th e  

M aster o r  S a v io r 's  fac e  i s  tu rn ed  away. D aisy t e l l s  th e  M aster 

t h a t  i f  he w il l  " fo rg iv e  - -  sometime — " she "w ill n o t mind" 

h er p re s e n t  punishm ent. She then  adds t h a t  she "w ill awake 

in  . . . your l ik e n e s s ,"  a ph rase  s t r i k in g l y  s im ila r  to  Psalms 

x v i i .1 5 :  " . . .  I sh a ll  be s a t i s f i e d ,  when I awake, w ith  thy

l ik e n e s s ."  Psalms x v i i ,  l ik e  th e  M aster l e t t e r s ,  i s  a lam ent 

in which th e  P sa lm is t p r o te s ts  God's absence  and longs f o r
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dawn, th e  tim e when he w ill  be reu n ited  w ith God. This 

b ib l i c a l  analogue i s  f u r th e r  convincing  ev idence o f  th e  

psalm odic n a tu re  o f  th e  l e t t e r s .

In  th e  f in a l  p a ra g ra p h , Daisy begs th e  M aster to  "open 

your l i f e  w ide, and ta k e  me in  f o re v e r ,"  rem inding one o f 

C h r i s t 's  say in g  to  h is  D isc ip le  in Book Three o f  th e  I m i ta t io n : 

" . . .  you w ill  be ab le  to  e n te r  in to  Me in  so f a r  as you a re  

p rep ared  to  fo rsa k e  y o u r s e l f . T h a t  "nobody e ls e  w ill  see 

me, b u t you" may su g g e st h e r d e d ic a tio n  to  th e  secluded  l i f e  

and h e r  v o c a tio n  as p r iv a te  r a th e r  than p u b lish ed  p o e t. I t  

a ls o  ag a in  im p lie s  t h a t  she w r i te s  fo r  th e  M aster r a th e r  than  

f o r  e a r th ly  fame o r r e c o g n itio n . The phrase  rem inds one, to o ,  

o f  th e  Im ita t io n  in  which th o se  seeking  a holy l i f e  a re  

r e p e a te d ly  adv ised  to  avoid  th e  company o f  o th e r s .^ 6 I f  

he w il l  ta k e  her in to  h i s  l i f e ,  Daisy a s su re s  him t h a t  even 

Heaven w il l  be a d isap p o in tm en t by com parison. T h is hyp erb o lic  

compliment i s  s im ila r  to  t h a t  in  sev era l poems ( e . g . ,  1260 

d isc u sse d  on p. 110 above) and su g g ests  t h a t  a t  l e a s t  

some o f  th e  poems in  which she pays such a compliment to  an 

e a r th ly  lo v e r  a re  abou t p o e try  r a th e r  than  abou t a p erson .

In th e  l e t t e r ,  a t  l e a s t ,  Daisy guesses t h a t  communion w ith 

p o e try  on e a r th  m ight well be su p e rio r  to  th e  a n t ic ip a te d  

m arriag e  w ith  Je su s  in  heaven.

Although my rea d in g  o f th e  m ysterious M aster l e t t e r s  does 

n o t e x p la in  a l l  th e  m eanings o f  t h i s  and o th e r  p a s sa g e s , such 

a rea d in g  in  c o n te x t o f  th e  Je su s  c lu s te r  and e s p e c ia l ly  o f  th e
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n u p tia l and M aster poems shows t h a t  th e re  a re  s t r i k in g  

s im il a r i t ie s  between poems and l e t t e r s  in  image, language , 

s u b je c t ,  and form. There a re  a ls o  im pressive  p a r a l le l s  between 

the l e t t e r s  and conventional d e v o tio n a l t r o p e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  as 

expressed by th e  Old Testam ent P s a lm is t ,  a Kempis, and H erb e rt. 

I t  seems c le a r  th a t  th e  M aster l e t t e r s  a re  l i t e r a r y  r a th e r  than  

p e rso n a l, psalm odic r a th e r  than  c o n fe s s io n a l .  T h e re fo re , 

a ttem pts to  d isc o v e r from them th e  man o r men she m ight have 

loved o r even th e  man who m ight have served  as m ed ita tio n a l 

focus a re  as f r u i t l e s s  as  a search  fo r  h i s to r ic a l  in fo rm atio n  

about B e a tric e  in  The Divine Comedy o r about E liz a b e th  Drury 

in  The A nniversary Poems. I f  ED had such a man in  m ind, he was 

only an imago C h r i s t i . Like th e  M aster and n u p tia l  poems, th e  

l e t t e r s  a re  about Jesu s  and p o e try , her t ru e  lo v e r  and M aster.
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V. ED's C h risto lo g y

The im pressive number o f  poems to  and about Jesu s  p rov ides 

conv inc ing  evidence t h a t  ED i s  a d e v o tio n a l p o e t,  f o r  c e r ta in ly  

no s e c u la r  poet would w r ite  so many C h r is to c e n tr ic  poems.

F u r th e r ,  ED's p o r t r a i t  o f  J e s u s ,  a lthough  s im ila r  to  t h a t  o f  

o th e r  dev o tio n a l p o e ts ,  i s  u n iq u e ly  her own. He i s  a v a rie d  

y e t  c o n s is te n t  f ig u re :  f r i e n d ,  t e a c h e r ,  type  o f th e  l iv e s  o f

subsequent p ilg r im s , id ea l model f o r  h is  fo llo w ers  to  im i ta te ,  

conqueror o f  d e a th , w il lin g  s a c r i f i c e  f o r  h is  " l i t t l e  Fellowmen," 

sym pathetic  D eity  to  whom to  p ra y , and , in  th e  n u p tia l  poems 

and o ften  in  th e  M aster poems and l e t t e r s ,  her s o u l 's  lo v e r  and 

husband as well as sacred  Muse. In a l l  h is  r o le s ,  however, Jesu s  

i s  lo v in g  and lo v a b le , the  m ost human, approachable  member of 

th e  T r in i ty ,  and, th e r e fo r e ,  th e  Logos, in te rm ed iary  between a 

d i s t a n t  God and human b e in g s .

In th e  Jesus c lu s t e r ,  ED r e v i t a l i z e s  th e  Gospels and 

C h r is t ia n  t r a d i t i o n ,  in d ic a tin g  n o t t h a t  th ey  were sources o f  

imagery f o r  h e r ,  bu t r a th e r  t h a t  th ey  were im p o rtan t enough to  

be reworked and re to ld  in  a f re s h  new way. ED contem porizes 

th e se  s to r i e s ,  c h a ra c te r s ,  and t r a d i t i o n s  by e x p ress in g  them in  

he r own unique v o ice , a c tin g  as Orphic poe t fo r  th e  C h r is t ia n  

m essage. In th e  l i f e  o f  C h r is t  poems, she i s  J e s u s ' " l i t t l e  

'John '"  (P -4 9 7 ), a modern G o sp e l-w rite r  who em phasizes th e  lo v in g
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n a tu re  o f  Jesu s  and th e  modern s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  h is  l i f e .  In 

th e  prayer-poem s addressed  to  him, ED c re a te s  o r ig in a l  and 

v a ried  p ray e rs  to  rep lace  th e  "vain  r e p e t i t i o n s "  in to n ed  by her 

contem porary " C h r is t ia n s ."  In th e  sacram ental g ro u p , ED fu se s  

p o e tic  w ith r e l ig io u s  m eanings: th e  poem i s  th e  p r iv a te

e u c h a r is t ,  C h r i s t 's  e a r th ly  emblem; she h e r s e l f  i s  th e  sacred  

poe t whose e le v a tio n  to  t h is  rank i s  ex p ressed  in  th e  baptism  

and n u p tia l poems and whose v o ca tio n  i s  d esc r ib ed  in  th e  holy 

o rd ers  and n u p tia l  poems. In th e  M aster poems and l e t t e r s ,  to o ,  

p oe try  and Je su s  a re  o ften  eq u a ted . M aster i s  both Je su s  o f  

th e  Gospels and source o f  p o e try . I t  i s  in  th e se  M aster poems 

and l e t t e r s  t h a t  ED speaks most e x p l i c i t l y  o f  h e r r o le  as Orphic 

poet who speaks fo r  her d iv in e  M aster. However, in  a l l  the  

Jesus c lu s t e r ,  p o e try  and r e l ig io n  a re  i n t r i n s i c a l l y  in te r tw in e d ,  

because fo r  ED th e  c re a t iv e  a c t  i s  a r e v e r e n tia l  one , th e  

ded ica ted  sacred  poet one who speaks fo r  J e su s .
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PART TWO: NOTES AND REFERENCES

The poems in  which Je su s  i s  named s p e c i f ic a l l y  a re  
l i s t e d  in  R. P. Rosenbaum, A Concordance to  th e  Poems o f  Emily 
D ickinson ( I th a c a :  C ornell U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  1964). A1though 
one canno t alw ays prove th a t  l e s s  d i r e c t  r e f e re n c e s  a re  to  
J e s u s ,  in  p re p a r in g  P a r t Two o f  t h i s  s tu d y  I have co n s id e red  
more than  150 poems in  which Je su s  i s  named o r  s tro n g ly  su g g ested . 
They a re  th e  fo llo w in g : 23 , 62 , 8 5 , 9 6 , 106, 117, 127, 130, 132,
140, 151, 153 , 158, 171, 190, 193, 199 , 203 , 206, 217 , 225, 233,
234, 236 , 246 , 249, 256, 271, 273 , 275 , 279 , 286 , 295 , 300, 313,
315, 317, 322 , 333, 336, 339, 341, 348 , 356 , 357, 364, 394, 401,
405, 415, 420 , 432, 433, 456, 460, 46 1 , 462 , 463, 473, 487, 488,
491, 493 , 497 , 502, 506, 508, 527, 528 , 538, 553, 555, 561, 567,
571, 573, 580, 587, 603, 616, 625, 626 , 631, 640, 674 , 698, 715,
740, 751 , 754 , 788, 817 , 833 , 861 , 918 , 961, 964, 968 , 1028,
1033, 1055, 1065, 1072, 1096, 1111, 1113, 1121, 1123, 1166, 1180,
1207, 1237, 1241, 1258, 1260, 1262, 1274, 1305, 1321, 1347, 1375,
1411, 1432, 1433, 1439, 1452, 1467, 1487, 1491, 1492, 1496, 1522,
1530, 1539, 1543, 1545, 1556, 1560, 1567, 1574, 1586, 1587, 1589,
1612, 1620, 1651, 1661, 1664, 1672, 1681, 1721, 1725, 1735, 1736,
1737, 1743.

2
ED's way o f  e x p ec tin g  th e  r e a d e r  to  supp ly  th e  c o n te x t 

fo r  b ib l ic a l  r e fe re n c e s  i s  d e sc r ib ed  by Capps, p. 44 .

3
O th ers  have noted  th a t  ED i s  th e  O rphic t e l l e r  o f  th e  B ib le : 

e . g . ,  A nderson, p. 19; Kher, p. 36.

4
A. C. C h a r ity , Events and T h e ir  A f te r - L if e :  The D ia le c t ic s  

o f  C h r is t ia n  Typology in th e  B ib le  and Dante (Cambridge: At th e  
U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  1966), p. 1 and p a ss im , gTves th e s e  two 
d e f in i t i o n s  o f  C h r is t ia n  ty p o lo g y .

5
U rsula  Brumm, "The P o e tic  Use o f  R e lig io u s  Im agery," 

Typology and E a rly  American L i t e r a tu r e , ed . Sacvan B ercov itch  
(B oston: U n iv e rs i ty  o f  M assachusetts  P r e s s ,  1972), p. 204.

b See John Donne's "Breake o f  d a y ,"  spoken by a woman,
Poems o f  JD , p . 2 3 , and H e rb e r t 's  "The S a c r i f i c e ,"  spoken by 
J e s u s ,  Works o f  GH, p. 26.
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7 "The S a c r i f ic e ,"  Works o f  GH, p. 26.

3 Tuve d isc u sse s  th e  o r ig in s  o f  H e rb e r t 's  poem in  th e  
Holy Week L itu rg y  and in  th e  medieval p o e tic  genre o f  th e  
Com plaints o f  C h r i s t , pp. 19-111.

g
In John x x .29 , Je su s  ch id es  Thomas fo r  w ishing co n c re te  

p ro o f and c a l l s  "b le ssed "  th o se  who "have n o t se en , and y e t  
have b e lie v e d ."  S i r  Thomas Browne d e c la re s  h im se lf  " th a n k e fu ll"  
no t to  have liv e d  "in  th e  dayes o f  m ira c le s"  and g lad  th a t  he 
"never saw C h r is t  nor h is  D isc ip le s"  fo r  "then had my f a i t h  been 
th r u s t  upon me. . . .  " "R elig io  M edici,"  The Prose o f  S ir  Thomas 
Browne, ed . Norman E n d ico tt (New York: N orton, 1967), p. 15.

As suggested  on p. 56 , e i t h e r  or both th ese  
p o s s ib i l i t i e s  seem im p l ic i t  in ED's c ry p t ic  l e t t e r  to  Mrs.
Todd, "Or Figs o f  T h is tle s? "

11 Mudge, p. 19.

12 Im ita t io n ,  p. 70; p. 121; Psalms cx ix .1 4 1 ; "H. Baptisme 
( I I ) , "  Works o f  GH, p. 44.

13 Im i ta t io n , p. 64.

14 Freeman, p. 149 and p assim .

15 M artz, P oe try  o f  M e d ita tio n , pp. 25 -3 9 , d e sc r ib e s  the  
th re e - f o ld  Ig n a tian  form fo r  m ed ita tio n .

16 Sherwood, p. 161.

17 B ergson, pp. 67-103.

M ille r ,  p. 162, s t r e s s e s  th e  im portance o f  knowing what 
in sp ire d  an ED poem; Sherwood, p. 76 , a ls o  b e lie v e s  such inform a­
t io n  to  be " u s e fu l ."

19 Johnson, L e t te r s , I I I ,  944, 947, and 941.

20 M il le r ,  p. 391.

21 Susan G ilb e r t  D ickinson , unsigned o b itu a ry .
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22 Although ED w rote some f in e  s a t i r i c a l  poems, she 
more o f te n  looks inw ard , naming and analyzing  elem ents o f  
her own s o u l. Such in n e r  e x p lo ra tio n  i s  d iscu ssed  a t  len g th  
in  P a rt Four.

23 Fyodor D ostoevsky, "The Grand I n q u is i to r ,"  The 
B rothers Karamazov, The Constance G arne tt T ra n s la tio n ,  rev ise d  
by Ralph E. Matlaw (New York: N orton, 1976), pp. 227-245.

24 S i s te r  Mary James Power, In th e  Name o f th e  Bee: th e  
S ig n ific a n c e  o f  ED (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1944), pp. 78-79.

25 c f .  Browne, p. 21.

28 All seven sacram ents ex cep t penance appear in  my 
d isc u ss io n . However, although ED, u n lik e  many dev o tio n a l 
p o e ts , is  no t n o tab ly  p e n ite n t ,  th e  speaker o f P-237 r e f e r s  
to  h e rs e l f  as "u n sh riv e n ," meaning unconfessed (W ebster).

27 I m i ta t io n , pp. 188,191.

28 I m i ta t io n , p. 210.

29 Power, pp. 57-59.

30 Sherwood, pp. 149-150, in te r p re t s  the  n u p tia l poems 
as being about h er 1862 P u ritan  co n v ers io n .

31 "Maiden in  th e  mor l a y ,"  Middle English L y r ic s , ed s . 
Maxwell Luria and Richard L. Hoffman (New York: N orton, 1974), 
pp. 128-129; "The C an o n izatio n ,"  p. 14, "Holy Sonnet XIV," p. 
328, The Poems o f  JD; C. S. Lewis, "Donne and Seventeenth  
Century Love P o e try ,"  pp. 153-154, Clay Hunt, "Elegy 19: To 
His M istress  Going to  Bed," pp. 186-201, John Donne's P o e try , 
ed. A. L. Clements (New York: N orton, 196671

32 Works o f  GH, p. 62; Im i ta t io n , p. 67.

33 C h a rity ,  p. 202. See Mother Mary Anthony in  14 by 
Emily D ick in so n , ed . Thomas M. Davis (Chicago: S c o tt  Foresman, 
1964), pp. 4 5 -48 , fo r  a d e ta i le d  e x p lic a tio n  o f  th e  poem and 
i t s  r e l ig io u s  imagery.

34 Although f a s c i c l e  copies a re  sometimes regarded  as 
se m i-fin a l d r a f t s ,  M il le r ,  p. 26 , i s  probably c o r r e c t  in
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b e liev in g  them to  be " in  a f in is h e d  s t a t e . "  Sometimes packet 
poems seem to  be general v e rs io n s ,  f a i r  co p ies  p a r t ic u la r  ones 
a p p lic a b le  to  a s in g le  person o r  c ircu m stan ce  ( e . g . ,  P -446).

35 See probable  d a te s  fo r  each in  Johnson, Poems and 
L e t te r s . Johnson s t r e s s e s  t h a t  d a te s  f o r  a l l  undated poems 
and l e t t e r s  a re  c o n je c tu ra l .

38 ED r e f e r s  to  B. F. Newton as her "P recep to r"  in  L-153.
The poem i s  "alm ost c e r ta in ly "  w r i t t e n  fo r  Newton, accord ing  to  
H iggins, p. 79.

37 Richard Crashaw, "The W eeper," Poems, ed. L. C. M artin 
(Oxford: At th e  Clarendon P re s s , 1927), pp. 79-83; George 
H erb ert, "Marie M agdalene," Works o f  GH, p. 173. A l e s s e r  
known sev en teen th -cen tu ry  p o e t,  Rowland Watkyns, w rote in  "The 
Gardener" o f  th e  M agdalene's m is tak in g  Jesu s  fo r  th e  gardener 
on E aste r morning. Watkyns s t r e s s e s  th e  iro n y  o f  such a m is ta k e , 
fo r  Jesus i s  in  f a c t  " th e  paragon o f  g a rd e n e rs" ; see S tan ley  
S tew art, The Enclosed Garden: The T ra d it io n  and Image in  
Seventeenth Century P oetry  (M adison: U n iv e rs ity  o f  W isconsin 
P re ss ,  1966), p. 116.

38 Bogan, p. 28.

39 Anderson, pp. 172-176.

40 Weisbuch, pp. 24-39.

41 W eisbuch, p. 182.

42 W illiam  S hakespeare , The Tem pest, passim .

43 Johnson, Poems, I I I , 1201. Although th e  poems a re  
be lieved  to  have been assem bled du rin g  th i s  y e a r ,  i t  i s  p o ss ib le  
t h a t  they were w r i tte n  p re v io u s ly .

44 ED did  n o t ,  I th in k ,  m erely use Higginson as "a f o i l  
f o r  her w i t ,"  as  Anderson, p. 6 , and M il le r ,  p. 86 , b e lie v e . 
Sherwood, pp. 205-209, i s  more c o r r e c t  in  h is  e v a lu a tio n  o f  
he r a t t i tu d e  toward him. A lthough rea d e rs  o f  today m ight no t 
f in d  h is  c r i t i c a l  th e o r ie s  as e x p re s se d , f o r  exam ple, in  "L e tte r  
to  a Young C o n tr ib u to r,*  The A t la n t ic  iHonthly, Vol. IX, A pril 
1862, pp. 401-411, to  be o f  v a lu e ,  i t  seems p o s s ib le  t h a t  she 
d id . Whether o r  n o t she was a c tu a l ly  in fuenced  by him , as 
Sherwood b e lie v e s ,  i s  no t c le a r .
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45 A lb e rt G e lp i, Tenth Muse, p. 257 , b e lie v e s  th e  
" d ic t io n  and imagery" o f  th e  M aster l e t t e r s  to  be "so much an 
ex p ress io n  o f  th e  p o e try  t h a t  th e se  l e t t e r s  a re  b e s t  read  (as  
a re  many o f  D ick in so n 's  l e t t e r s )  as p ro se  poems o r f re e  
v e rse . . . . "

46 Works o f  GH, pp. 79 , 148, 107, 148, 162, 174.

47 See S ew a ll, L i f e , I I ,  512-531, f o r  a d e ta i le d  d isc u ss io n  
o f  th e  M aster l e t t e r s  as w r i tte n  to  a human lo v e r .  See G e lp i, 
Tenth Muse, pp. 228-268, fo r  th e  most co n v in c in g  in te r p r e t a t i o n  
o f  th e  l e t t e r s  so f a r .  P ro fe sso r  Gelpi arg u es  t h a t  th e  M aster 
as  well as th e  beloved o f  th e  poems i s  ED's animus in  th e  
Jungian se n se , w ith whom she d e s ir e s  union in  o rd e r  to  ach ieve  
wholeness as person and p o e t. Such a p sy ch o lo g ica l i n t e r ­
p re ta t io n  i s  c lo s e r  to  my own r e l i g io u s  rea d in g  than  th e  m arried  
lo v e r  t h e o r ie s ;  one o f  th e  many m eanings f o r  Je su s  o r  M aster in  
th e  canon m ight be t h a t  o f  her animus o r  m ascu line  a s p e c t .

48 Works o f GH, p. 75.

49 B ergson, pp. 121-123.

50 S ew a ll, L i fe ,  I I ,  514n.

51 Works o f  GH, p. 143.

52 Im i ta t io n , p. 27.

53 S ee , f o r  exam ple, p. 67: " C h r is t  w ill  come to  you and
im part h is  c o n so la tio n s  to  you, i f  you p rep a re  a worthy dw ellin g  
f o r  Him in  your h e a r t ."

54 S ew a ll, L i f e , I I ,  527-528.

55 Im i ta t io n , p. 174.

56 S ee, fo r  exam ple, I m i ta t io n , p . 50: " . . .  whoever
is  reso lv e d  to  l iv e  an inw ard  and s p i r i t u a l  l i f e  m ust, w ith 
J e s u s ,  w ithdraw from the  crow d."
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PART THREE

THE GOD CLUSTER: " d is t a n t  — s t a t e ly  Lover"
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ED, l ik e  H e rb e rt, sometimes r e f e r s  to  her poems as hymns 

o r psalm s.* For example, she w r i te s  to  th e  N orcross cousins in  

L-307, "I must c lo se  w ith a l i t t l e  hymn" and concludes w ith 

P-995. In L-674 to  H igginson, she e x p la in s  t h a t  she has 

"promised th re e  Hymns to  a c h a r i ty ,  bu t w ith o u t your approval 

could not g ive them ." She in c lu d e s  her own P-1398 in  L-515 to  

Samuel Bowles, c a l l in g  i t  "the  P s a lm is t 's  sonnet to  God." Her 

p ro jec ted  speaker i s  lik en ed  to  David in  P-540, her poem a 

"psalm" in P-261. Since her tone in  th e se  poems and l e t t e r s  

i s  se rio u s  r a th e r  than i ro n ic ,  one concludes t h a t ,  accord ing  

to  ED h e r s e l f ,  th e  canon is  psalm odic . Although many poems, 

l ik e  the Psalms o f th e  Old Testam ent and th e  poems o f  H e rb e rt, 

a re  m ed ita tio n s  on s p e c i f ic a l ly  sacred  s u b je c ts  an d /o r 

c o llo q u ies  w ith God, J e su s , her s o u l ,  and h e r r e a d e r s ,  she 

seems to  c o n s id e r a l l  to  be sacred  songs on d iv in e  su b je c ts  

in  honor o f God (W ebster 's  d e f in i t i o n  o f  "hymn" and "psalm "). 

Such a read ing  should a l t e r  considerab ly  o n e 's  u n d ers tan d in g  o f 

th e  canon. I t  a ls o  d isp u te s  th e  usual ex p la n a tio n  o f ED's use 

o f  hymn m eter: r a th e r  than th e  i ro n ic  ju x ta p o s i t io n  o f

r e l ig io u s  form w ith se c u la r  or s k e p tic a l  th o u g h t, her use 

o f  hymn m eter i s  a p p ro p r ia te  fo r  poems synonymous w ith  hymns 

and psalms.

Although th e  e n t i r e  canon i s  in  t h i s  sense  in  honor of 

God, th e re  a re  some poems which a re  s p e c i f ic a l l y  to  and about
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th e  f i r s t  person o f  th e  T r in i ty .  These poems a re  p a r t i c u l a r ly

im portan t in  unders tan d in g  ED's concept o f  God as d i s t i n c t  from

Jesu s  and in  d e fin in g  her p a r t ic u la r  r e l ig io u s  v o ice . There

are  a t  l e a s t  190 poems in  which God i s  addressed  o r r e f e r re d  
3

to  s p e c i f ic a l l y  or by im p lic a tio n . They in c lu d e  th o se  

e x p ress in g  b e l i e f  in  h is  e x is te n c e , lo v e , and mercy as well as 

some e x p ress in g  f e a r  and doubt about th e  r e a l i t y  o f  th e  a f t e r ­

l i f e ;  poems about d e a th , a C h ris tia n  ex p erien ce  fo r  ED as fo r  

o th e r  d ev o tio n a l p o e ts ;  poems about p ray e r to  God as well as 

prayer-poem s addressed  to  him; and poems about n a tu r e ,  th e  s o u l,  

and p o e try  as d iv in e  m an ife s ta tio n s  by which one can come to  

know something o f  a d iv in i ty  who "dw ells under s e a l"  (662).

P ro fe s so r  A nderson 's c lu s t e r  method o f read in g  th e  ED 

canon i s  p a r t i c u l a r ly  v a lid  fo r  th ese  poems s p e c i f ic a l l y  to  

and about God because ED's p o r t r a i t  o f  God th e  F a th er i s  not 

only le s s  c le a r  than  th a t  o f  J e su s ;  i t  i s  a ls o  l e s s  c o n s is te n t .  

S ince God i s  p o rtray ed  in  such d iv e rse  ro le s  as "noted Clergyman" 

(3 2 4 ), "Old Neighbor" (6 2 3 ), "Vagabond from G enesis" (1569), 

"M astiff"  (1 3 1 7 ), "B urg lar! Banker - -  F a th e r!"  (4 9 ) ,  showman 

(5 9 5 ), poe t (5 6 9 ), and " d is ta n t  - -  s t a t e ly  Lover" (3 5 7 ), one 

cannot i s o l a te  a s in g le  poem and in te r p re t  i t  as c h a r a c te r i s t i c  

o f  ED's God. U n fo r tu n a te ly , a l l  too  o f te n  one o r sev era l o f  

ED's poems based on Old Testam ent c h a ra c te rs  and s to r i e s  a re  

quoted as evidence th a t  she is  a n o n -b e liev e r  or s k e p tic .

However, th e s e  poems in  which God i s  "M astiff"  o r b u lly  

(597, 1317) a re  not ty p ic a l  o f  th e  e n t i r e  c lu s t e r .  'F u r th e r ,
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h er sometimes sc a th in g  c r i t i c i s m  seems to  be o f th e  "condemn[ in g ]" 

Old Testam ent " T e lle rs "  r a th e r  than  o f God. Although Jesu s  o f 

th e  New Testam ent i s  th e  Logos, a means o f  coming to  know some­

th in g  o f God, fo r  ED the  Old Testam ent i s  le s s  im portan t than  

n a tu re , p o e try , and th e  human soul in  le a rn in g  o f th e  "Force 

i l l e g ib l e "  (P-820).

A c lo se  read ing  o f th e  God c lu s t e r  re v e a ls  th a t  fo r  ED 

he sh in es  f o r th  in  a l l  h is  c re a t io n .  The "A th e is t"  i s  one 

who i s  b lin d  to  th ese  d iv in e  m a n if e s ta tio n s ,  l iv in g  only fo r  

th e  p rese n t moment w hile  "T o rren ts  o f  E te rn ity "  sw irl about 

h is  f e e t ,  even th re a te n in g  to  overwhelm him (1380). Although 

she sometimes ex p resses  d o u b t, p a r t i c u l a r ly  about th e  t ru th  

o f  th e  a f t e r - l i f e  (3 3 8 ), such poems a re  o fte n  over-em phasized.

They must be read in  c o n te x t o f  th e  many o th e rs  in  which she 

ex presses f a i t h  and b e l i e f ;  th o se  in  which she p o rtra y s  death  

as going to  God; and th o se  in  which th e  n a tu ra l  w orld , p o e try , 

and th e  soul provide ways o f  le a rn in g  o f God's e x is te n ce  and 

lo v e.
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I .  Poems o f  B e l ie f  and Doubt

I t  i s  m is lead in g  to  d e s c r ib e  ED as both  b e l ie v e r  and

s k e p t ic ,  im plying th a t  she i s  so in  equal p ro p o r t io n s ,  f o r

a lth o u g h  she sometimes e x p re sse s  d o u b t, she i s  more c o n s is te n t ly  
4

a b e l ie v e r .  P robably  th e  word " s k e p tic "  i s  n o t even an ap p ro ­

p r ia t e  one f o r  th e  p o e t,  a t  l e a s t  as i t  i s  d e fin ed  by W ebster;

"a person  who doub ts th e  e x is te n c e  and p e r f e c tio n s  o f  God, o r 

th e  t r u th  o f  r e v e l a t i o n ;  one who d is b e l ie v e s  th e  d iv in e  o r ig in a l  

[ s ic ]  o f  th e  C h r is t ia n  r e l i g io n . "  As Sue p o in ted  o u t in  th e  

o b itu a ry  and as ED's own w r i tin g s  c o n firm , she had "no c re e d , 

no fo rm u la ted  F a i th ,  h a rd ly  [knew] th e  names o f  dogmas." 

T h e re fo re , she d id  doubt th e  v a l i d i ty  o f  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  

C h r is t ia n  dogma and church p r a c t ic e s ,  which i s  probab ly  why 

she stopped going to  church b e fo re  she was t h i r t y .  However, 

a lth o u g h  ED sometimes doubts t h a t  she w ill  ach iev e  im m o rta lity , 

she does n o t doubt God's e x is te n c e .  Nor does she doubt th e  

t r u th  o f  C h r i s t 's  r e v e l a t i o n ,  a lth o u g h  she does sometimes 

q u e s tio n  th e  v a l i d i ty  o f  some Old T estam ent s to r i e s .  Above 

a l l ,  ED i s  n o t s k e p tic a l  about " th e  d iv in e  o r ig in a l  o f  th e  

C h r is t ia n  r e l i g io n . "  A lthough c r i t i c a l  o f  contem porary 

" C h r is t ia n s ,"  th e  lo v in g  p o r t r a i t  o f  J e su s  and th e  C h r is to -  

c e n tr ic  n a tu re  o f  so many o f th e  poems d isp ro v e  th a t  she was 

a s k e p tic  in  t h i s  sen se . R ather than  b e lie v e r  and s k e p t ic ,
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th e n ,  ED m ight b e t t e r  be d e sc r ib ed  as a b e l ie v e r  who sometimes 

s u f f e r s  from doub t as have many o th e r  r e l i g io u s  p o e ts  and 

th in k e r s .

A p e n c ile d  w orksheet d r a f t  r e v e a ls  ED to  be b e lie v e r  

r a t h e r  than  s k e p tic :

How much th e  p re s e n t  moment means 
To th o se  who've n o th in g  more - -  
The Fop — th e  Carp — th e  A th e is t  —
S tak e  an e n t i r e  s to r e  
Upon a Moment's sh a llo w  Rim 
W hile t h e i r  commuted Feet 
The T o rre n ts  o f  E te rn i ty  
Do a l l  b u t in u n d ate  - -

(1380)

" A th e is t"  i s  d e fin e d  by W ebster as one who " d is b e lie v e s  the  

e x is te n c e  o f  God." O bv iously , th e  sp eak er has s c a th in g  contem pt 

f o r  such a d i s b e l ie v e r ,  c la s s i f y in g  him w ith  th e  "Fop" and 

"C arp ."  The poem i s  v i s u a l ,  even em blem atic , in  i t s  v iv id  

p o r t r a i t  o f  th e  th re e  who ig n o ra n tly  l iv e  th e  dry-1 and l i f e  

as th e  "T o rre n ts"  o f  th e  e te rn a l  lap  abou t t h e i r  f e e t  and 

th re a te n  to  sweep o v e r them . One o f th e  meanings f o r  "commute" 

i s  " a to n e ,"  acco rd in g  to  W ebster, su g g e stin g  th a t  a lthough  they  

a re  o b liv io u s  to  t h e i r  b le sse d  s t a t e ,  even th e s e  th re e  have 

been saved by J e su s .  The s p e a k e r 's  sco rn  f o r  th e  fo p , c a rp , 

and a th e i s t  i s  unusual f o r  ED, f o r  more o f te n  she seems to  

fo llo w  J e s u s ' a d v ic e , s tr e s s e d  by a Kempis in  The I m i ta t io n : 

"Judge y o u r s e l f ,  and beware o f p a ss in g  judgm ent on o th e r s ." 5 

However, a lthough  h e r poem seems to  v io la t e  th e se  w ords, i t  

m ight alm ost be a v a r ia t io n  on C h r i s t 's  words to  h is  D isc ip le
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in  Book Three o f The Im ita t io n :

. . . how s h o r t - l iv e d  and f a l s e ,  how d is o rd e r ly  and 
base a re  a l l  th ese  p le a s u re s !  Yet so b eso tted  and 
b lin d  a re  such persons t h a t ,  l ik e  dumb b e a s ts ,  they  
b rin g  d ea th  to  t h e i r  so u ls  f o r  th e  t r i v i a l  en jo y ­
ments o f t h i s  c o r ru p t ib le  l i f e ! 6

ED in  th is  poem is  hard ly  a s k e p tic  o f  n o n -b e lie v e r ;  r a th e r ,  

l ik e  a Kempis, she i s  h igh ly  c r i t i c a l  o f  th o se  who a re  d ed ica ted  

to  the  here and now, in c lu d in g  th e  ig n o ran t a th e i s t .

Among o th e r  poems in  which ED vo ices  b e l i e f  in  God and 

unwavering f a i t h  in  h is  constancy  and love i s  1599:

Though th e  g re a t  Waters s le e p ,
That they  a re  s t i l l  th e  Deep,
We cannot doubt —
No v a c i l la t in g  God 
Ig n ite d  t h i s  Abode 
To put i t  o u t —

One o f ED's many e le g i e s ,  t h i s  l a t e  poem e x is t s  in  f iv e  c o p ie s , 

one sen t as e leg y  f o r  Judge Lord, an o th er se n t to  Sue in  memory 

o f  Samuel Bowles (1599n). As in  th e  p rev ious poem, "Waters" 

suggests e te r n i ty  and here  t h a t  s ta t e  e n te red  by th e  soul a f t e r  

d ea th . The word a lso  p rovides an analogy in  n a tu re  which proves 

th e  im m ortality  o f  th e  so u l: j u s t  as s le e p in g  w aters a re  s t i l l

w a te rs , so th e  s le e p in g  o r  dead person i s  y e t  a l iv in g  so u l.

ED unequivocally  vo ices b e l i e f  t h a t  th e  c re a to r  d id  not 

uIg n ite [d ] "  th e  world or human beings only  to  p u t them o u t.

Other poems exp ress in g  firm  b e l i e f  in God's e x is te n c e  

inclu d e  1052:
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I never saw a Moor - -  
I never saw the  Sea - -  
Yet know I how th e  H eather looks 
And what a B illow  be.

I never spoke w ith  God 
Nor v i s i te d  in  Heaven 
Yet c e r ta in  am I o f  th e  sp o t 
As i f  th e  Checks were g iven - -

ED ag a in  uses an analogy from n a tu re  to  ex p ress  h e r b e l i e f  in th e  

e x is te n c e  o f  God: j u s t  as " I"  knows what th e  "Moor" and th e  "Sea"

a re  l ik e  a lthough she has never seen them , she knows o f  God's 

e x is te n c e  as s u re ly  as i f  she had in  h e r hand th e  r a i l ro a d  

t i c k e t s  to  Heaven. Poem 1163 i s  s t i l l  a n o th e r  s ta tem en t o f 

b e l i e f ,  t h i s  tim e in  the  purpose in h e re n t  in  God's w orld:

God made no a c t  w ithou t a c a u se , 
Nor h e a rt w ithou t an aim ,

Our in fe ren c e  i s  p rem atu re ,
Our prem ises to  blame.

S im ila r ly ,  she ex p resses  f a i t h  in  God's mercy:

Not what We d id ,  s h a ll  be th e  t e s t  
When Act and Will a re  done 
But what Our Lord in fe r s  We would 
Had we d iv in e r  been - -

(823)

Here as e lsew here  ED acknowledges th e  f a l l i b i l i t y  and even 

s in fu ln e s s  o f  human b e ings. Although she i s  n o t n o tab ly  p e n ite n t  

as a re  some dev o tio n a l p o e ts ,  she does n o t ig n o re  human im perfec­

t io n .  Another s ig n i f ic a n t  a sp ec t o f th e  poem i s  th a t  God has 

access  to  th e  in n e r  workings o f th e  in d iv id u a l mind o r soul 

and knows i t s  in te n t io n s ,  a concept which appears in  o th e r  poems 

as well ( e . g . ,  1216). C e r ta in ly , a l l  th e  above poems are

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm iss io n  of th e  co p y rig h t o w n er. F u rth e r  re p ro d u c tio n  p ro h ib ited  w ithou t p e rm iss io n .



162

ex p ress io n s  o f b e l ie f  in  God's p e rfe c tio n  and love.

These poems o f b e l i e f ,  l ik e  so many sev en teen th -cen tu ry  

d evo tiona l poems, a re  both m ed ita tio n s  on God and sermons o f 

com fort to  re a d e rs .  Number 871, to o ,  i s  both a m ed ita tion  on 

R evelation  x x i.2 3  and a m essage addressed  d i r e c t ly  to  the

The Sun and Moon must make t h e i r  haste  -  
The S ta rs  ex p ress  around 
For in  th e  Zones o f  P a rad ise  
The Lord alone i s  burned —

His Eye, i t  i s  th e  E ast and West —
The North and South when He 
Do c o n c en tra te  His Countenance 
Like Glow Worms, f l e e  away - -

Oh Poor and Far —
Oh Hindered Eye 
That hunted f o r  th e  Day - -  
The Lord a Candle e n te r ta in s  
E n tire ly  f o r  Thee - -

As u s u a l,  th e  b ib l ic a l  analogue i s  le s s  immediate and dram atic  

than ED's v a r ia t io n :

And th e  c i t y  had no need o f th e  sun , n e ith e r  of 
th e  moon, to  sh in e  in  i t :  f o r  th e  g lo ry  o f God
did  l ig h te n  i t ,  and th e  Lamb is_ th e  l ig h t  th e re o f.

In th e  s c r ip tu r a l  v e rs io n , both God and th e  Lamb provide th e  only 

l ig h t  n ecessary  fo r  th e  holy c i t y .  In th e  poem, however, s in c e  

th e  "Lord" is  d escrib ed  in term s o f power r a th e r  than of 

hum anity, e s p e c ia lly  in  th e  second s ta n z a ,  "Lord" seems to  mean 

th e  f i r s t  person o f th e  T r in i ty  r a th e r  than th e  second. The 

"East" and "West" o f  th e  second s tan za  a re  v iv id ly  describ ed  as
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G od's " E y e [s ] ."  S ince E ast and West a re  s u n r is e  and s u n s e t ,  

d ea th  and r e s u r r e c t io n  in  th e  ED p o e tic  v o ca b u la ry , i t  i s  a t  

dea th  t h a t  one meets God, a r e c u r r in g  concep t in  th e  ED canon. 

T his u l t im a te ly  s ig n i f ic a n t  en c o u n te r  cau ses  th e  "N orth" and 

"South" o f  human l i f e  in  th e  f i n i t e  w orld ( c f .  P-631) to  be 

u n im p o rtan t, "Glow Worms" in  r e l a t i o n  to  th e  sun . In th e  f in a l  

s ta n z a ,  th e  sp eak e r ad d resses  th e  re a d e r  d i r e c t l y  and perhaps 

h e r s e l f  a s  w e ll:  th e  o b s tru c te d  v is io n  o f  t h i s  w orld w ill  be 

l ig h te d  f o r  "Thee" by th e  L o rd 's  "C an d le ."  I n te r e s t in g ly ,  

"Candle" i s  d e fin e d  by W ebster n o t  o n ly  as th e  common one o f 

wax and w ick , but a ls o  as " th e  can d le  o f  th e  Lord, . . . d iv in e  

fa v o r  and b le s s in g ."  Here as e lse w h e re , ED a s su re s  th e  re a d e r  

and perhaps h e r s e l f  as well o f  G od 's s p e c ia l  concern  f o r  each 

in d iv id u a l;  he can "summon ev ery  fa c e  /  On h is  R e p e a lle ss  — 

L is t"  (P -4 0 9 ) .

A nother poem e x p ress in g  G od 's reg a rd  f o r  each soul i s  548:

Death i s  p o te n t ia l  to  t h a t  Man 
Who d ie s  - -  and to  h is  f r ie n d  —
Beyond th a t  - -  unconspicuous 
To Anyone b u t God —

Of th e se  Two — God remembers 
The lo n g es t — f o r  th e  f r ie n d  - -  
I s  in te g r a l  — and th e r e fo r e  
I t s e l f  d iss o lv e d  - -  o f  God - -

" P o te n t ia l"  i s  d e fin ed  by W ebster as "p o w erfu l, e f f i c a c io u s . "  

Only he who d i e s ,  h is  f r i e n d ,  and God a re  deep ly  a f f e c te d  by a 

p a r t i c u l a r  d e a th . God remembers lo n g e r ,  however, because th e  

f r i e n d  to o  i s  " in te g ra l"  (W ebster— "a w hole"), th e r e fo r e  an
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in d iv id u a l) ,  and h is  f i n i t e  l i f e ,  " I t s e l f , "  w ill e v e n tu a lly  be 

"d is so lv ed  — o f God." Although h ere  and elsew here he i s  re sp o n s ib le  

f o r  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  d ea th  in  h is  c r e a t io n ,  God i s  e te r n a l ly  

concerned w ith  th e  in d iv id u a l l i f e .

In t h i s  and th e  o th e r  poems d isc u sse d  so f a r ,  ED 

ex p re sse s  b e l i e f  in  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  a d i s t a n t  but lo v in g  and 

m erc ifu l D iv in ity . However, th e r e  a re  o th e rs  in which she 

v o ice s  doubt and f e a r  about th e  u l tim a te  d e s tin y  o f  her s o u l.

In 338, sublim e t r u s t  i s  ex p ressed  in  th e  f i r s t  two s ta n z a s ,  

hau n tin g  doubt in  th e  l a s t  two:

I know th a t  He e x i s t s .
Somewhere - -  in  S ile n c e  - -  
He has h id h is  r a r e  l i f e  
From our g ro ss  e y e s .

'T is  an i n s t a n t 's  p lay .
'T is  a fond Ambush —
J u s t  to  make B l is s  
Earn her own s u rp r i s e !

But — should th e  p lay  
Prove p ie rc in g  e a rn e s t  —
Should th e  g lee  - -  g laz e  —
In D ea th 's  — s t i f f  - -  s ta r e  —

Would no t th e  fun 
Look to o  expensive!
Would n o t th e  j e s t  - -  
Have craw led too  f a r !

The f i r s t  and second h a lv es  o f  th e  poem might alm ost be 

spoken by two d i s t i n c t  perso n ae . However, the  poem i s  b e t te r  

read  as a s in g le  p e rs o n a 's  th o u g h t p ro cess  as her f a i t h  i s  

a s sa u l te d  by doub t. She begins by u t te r in g  f irm , c o n fid e n t 

b e l i e f  in  a God who e x is t s  but i s  s i l e n t .  In S tanza 2 ,  th e
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s p e a k e r 's  thoughts co n tin u e : God's s ile n c e  i s  on ly  a game

or jo k e  so t h a t  th e  g lo rio u s  s u rp r ise  a f t e r  t h i s  l i f e  w ill  be 

he ig h ten ed . In the  th ir d  s ta n z a , doubt o v e rta k e s  h e r. She 

images what i t  would be l ik e  i f  God's s ile n c e  c o n tin u es  in to  

e te r n i ty .  S u r r e a l i s t i c a l l y ,  her laugh a t  God's l i t t l e  joke  

congeals in to  the g r in  o f  th e  d e a th ’s head: h e r  "g lee  - -

g l a z e [ s ] ,"  her eyes become th o se  of a corpse and no th in g  more. 

In th e  f in a l  s ta n z a , she concludes t h a t  i f  t h i s  were th e  

outcome, i f  she w ill n o t meet God a f t e r  d e a th , th en  h is  s i le n c e  

in  t h i s  l i f e  would have been a c ru e l p r a c t ic a l  jo k e . This 

s tan za  r e c a l l s  Sue 's  note to  th e  poet in  t h e i r  exchange 

concern ing  P-216, "Safe in  t h e i r  A la b a ste r  Chambers": "Did

i t  ever occur to  you th a t  i s  a l l  th e re  i s  here  a f t e r  a l l  

(L -238). However, although th e  p o e t,  l ik e  o th e r  r e l ig io u s  

f ig u re s  ex p resses  d o u b ts, t h i s  poem i f  read in  c o n te x t o f 

th o se  o f b e l i e f  is  hard ly  proof o f her sk e p tic ism . R a th e r, 

i t  sug g ests  th e  way in  which doubts c reep  in to  th e  mind o f a 

b e lie v e r .  One r e c a l ls  C h r i s t 's  words to  th e  D isc ip le  in  Book 

Four o f The Im ita t io n : " . . .  th e  Devil does n o t tem pt

u n b e lie v e rs"  w ith d o u b t, f o r  they  "are a lre a d y  h is  own."'7 

I t  should  be no ted , to o , t h a t  th e  poet does n o t q u e s tio n  the  

e x is te n c e  o f  God, b u t r a th e r  th e  e x is te n c e  o f th e  a f t e r - l i f e ,  

a t  l e a s t  f o r  h e rs e l f .

In 1551, ED again v o ices  doubt about th e  a f t e r - l i f e :
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Those — dying th en ,
Knew where they  went —
They went to  God's R ight Hand —
That Hand is  amputated now 
And God cannot be found - -

The a b d ica tio n  o f B e lie f  
Makes th e  Behavior small —
B e tte r  an ig n is  fa tu u s  
Than no illum e a t  a l l  —

Once more, doubt i s  expressed  in  baroque te rm s: "God's Right

Hand," re se rv e d  f o r  th e  saved a t  th e  Judgment (Matthew x v .3 3 ), 

i s  r a th e r  gruesom ely "am putated." Although modern in  i t s  

ex p ress io n  o f  pain  a t  th e  lo ss  of c e r ta in  b e l i e f  in  heaven 

and of a longing  f o r  e a r l i e r ,  s im p ler d ay s , th e  poem a lso  

r e c a l l s  D onne 's , "And new Philosophy c a l l s  a l l  in  d o u b t." 8 

Again, ED i s  hard ly  th e  f i r s t  r e l ig io u s  p o e t to  s u f f e r  from 

doubt. In th e  second s ta n z a , th e  speaker r e f l e c t s  t h a t  i f  

th e re  i s  no God to  observe and judge o n e 's  a c t io n s ,  human l i f e  

lo se s  i t s  s ig n if ic a n c e .  O bviously, th e  id ea l l i f e  i s  t h a t  l iv e d  

in  th e  p resence o f  D eity  ( c f .  P-1496). Her conclud ing  two 

l in e s  p rovide a grim ly  i ro n ic  s o lu t io n :  b e t t e r  a f a l s e  b e l ie f

than  no b e l i e f .

To deny ED's doubt in  th ese  two poems would be m istaken . 

However, to  d e sc r ib e  her as e q u a lly  b e lie v in g  and sk e p tic a l  i s  

a ls o  i n c o r r e c t ,  f o r  i t  must be remembered t h a t  ED h e rs e l f  r e f e r s  

to  h e r poems as hymns and th a t  more o ften  she v o ices  firm  b e l ie f .  

R ather th an  being e q u a lly  sk e p tic a l and b e lie v in g ,  th e n , ED 

sometimes doubts as have o th er r e l ig io u s  f ig u r e s  and p o e ts .

Doubt i s  a "C o d ic il"  o r "supplement" (W ebster) to  her b e l ie f
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r a th e r  than  an eq u a lly  im p o rtan t a t t i tu d e  (P-1012).

Number 820 i s  a more re p re s e n ta t iv e  poem about God as he 

i s  seen in  a l l  th e  ev en ts  o f  t h i s  world:

All C ircum stances a re  th e  Frame 
In which His Face i s  s e t  —
All L a titu d e s  e x is t  fo r  His 
S u f f ic ie n t  C on tinen t —

The L ight His A c tio n , and th e  Dark 
The L e isu re  o f  His W ill - -  
In Him E x is ten ce  se rve  o r s e t  
A Force i l l e g i b l e .

The f i r s t  two l in e s  p re se n t  a s t a r t l i n g  n e a r-v isu a l  image. The 

poem i s  em blematic in  a baroque sen se : i t s  h ierog lyph  m ight be

a frame d eco ra ted  w ith  v a rio u s  w orld ly  and n a tu ra l  o b je c t s ,  

c o n ta in in g , however, no p ic tu re  o r  a t  b e s t an " i l l e g ib l e "  one. 

I t  i s  im p o rtan t in  read in g  th e  poem to  keep in  mind th e  emblem 

o f  "Frame" and "Face" because a lthough i t  i s  no t m entioned 

s p e c i f ic a l l y  a g a in , i t  i s  th e  c o n tro l lin g  f ig u re  th ro u g h o u t:

As "All C ircum stances . . . Frame . . .  His F ace ,"  so "All 

L a titu d e s"  frame o r c o n ta in  him; "L ight" fram es o r  c o n ta in s  

"His A c tio n ,"  "D ark," h is  "L e isu re ."  F in a lly ,  a l l  "E x isten ce"  

fram es o r  c o n ta in s ,  works f o r  o r p rovides th e  " s e t [ t i n g ] M f o r  

h is  mighty "Force" which i s ,  u l t im a te ly ,  " i l l e g i b l e . "

O ne's d e l ig h t  in  th e  v isu a l co n c e it i s  enhanced by w i t ty  

language and p lay  on words. "Circum stance" i s  d e fin ed  by 

Webster as " L i te r a l ly  t h a t  which s tands around. . . . "  The 

word, th e n , i s  a pun, fo r  a p ic tu re  frame i s  t h a t  which "s tan d s  

around" a p ic tu r e .  S im ila r ly ,  "L a titu d e"  i s  d e fin ed  both as
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"b read th "  and "In  geography th e  d is ta n c e  o f  any p lac e  on th e  

g lobe n o rth  o r  so u th  o f  th e  e q u a to r" ;  "C o n tin en t"  as "That 

which c o n ta in s  a n y th in g "  as  w ell a s  "In geography a g re a t  e x te n t  

o f  la n d ."  The sen se  o f  th e  two l i n e s ,  th e n ,  i s  t h a t  th e  whole 

b read th  o f  th e  world e x i s t s  o n ly  in  o rd e r  to  be s u f f i c i e n t  to  

c o n ta in  God and to  fram e h is  f a c e .  The g eo g rap h ical m eanings 

f o r  th e  two words u n d e rsco re  th e  w orld-w ide o r g lo b al a p p lic a t io n  

o f  th e  face -fram e  image and in c re a se  th e  v isu a l  im pact o f  th e  

poem. In th e  f in a l  two l i n e s ,  th e  sp eak e r concludes t h a t  a l l  

"E x isten ce" e i t h e r  " se rv e s"  o r  i s  a " s e t [ t i n g ] “ f o r  h is  "Force" 

which i s  f i n a l l y ,  a l a s ,  unknowable. The s im i l a r i t y  between 

"Face" and "Force" su g g e sts  t h a t  a lth o u g h  we cannot see  God's 

v isa g e ,  we can f e e l  h is  power and in  t h i s  way know he e x i s t s .

As in  P-1380, th e  m a n if e s ta tio n s  o f  th e  e te rn a l  a re  a l l - p e r v a s iv e .  

We have bu t to  look  around us to  f in d  p ro o f o f  h is  e x is te n c e ;  as
v Q
a Kempis says in  The I m i ta t io n , " a l l  th in g s  t e l l  o f him ."
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I I .  Death as a C h r is t ia n  Experience

Many reaso n s have been given f o r  th e  preponderance o f

poems about d ea th  in  th e  ED canon: she liv e d  next to  a cem etery;

one w itn essed  death  more o f te n  and more im m ediately in the  

n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry ; hers was a morbid p e rs o n a l i ty .  However, 

i f  ED i s  co nsidered  as a d ev o tio n a l p o e t,  i t  i s  no t s u rp r is in g  

th a t  she w r ite s  f re q u e n tly  o f  d e a th , fo r  dea th  i s  a c e n tra l  focus 

o f  r e l i g io n ;  th e  concerns o f  th e  d ev o tio n a l poet a re  th e re fo re  

e s c h a to lo g ic a l . A read in g  o f  th e  group in  which ED s p e c i f ic a l ly  

l in k s  God w ith  death  rev e a ls  t h a t  although  she assumes many 

a t t i tu d e s  toward d ea th  and p ro je c ts  v a rio u s  personae who p rese n t 

d iv e rse  p e rs p e c tiv e s  on th e  s u b je c t ,  d ea th  i s  always going to  

God.

However, ED sometimes wonders i f  th e  i n f i n i t e  l i f e  w ith

God can equal th e  f i n i t e  l i f e  on t h i s  e a r th :

God is  indeed a je a lo u s  God - -  
He cannot bear to  see 
That we had r a th e r  n o t w ith Him 
But w ith each o th e r  p lay .

(1719)

In o th e r  poems, ED p ro je c ts  th e  opposing view:

In thy long P a rad ise  o f  L ight 
No moment w il l  th e re  be 
When I sh a ll  long f o r  E a rth ly  Play 
And m ortal Company - -

(1145)
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The d eb a te  between th e  jo y s  o f  t h is  l i f e  and th e  n ex t seems 

never to  have been re so lv e d , fo r  one or th e  o th e r  view appears 

o f te n  in  th e  canon. O bviously, read in g  one o f  th e s e  poems ou t 

o f c o n te x t o f  th e  o th ers  g ives a f a l s e  im pression  o f  ED's view s, 

a good in s ta n c e  o f th e  v a l id i ty  o f  th e  c lu s t e r  method.

In o th e r  poems s p e c i f ic a l ly  l in k in g  God w ith  d e a th , ED 

looks forw ard to  d e a th , fo r  i t  means she w ill  a t  l a s t  see God:

The S tim u lu s , beyond th e  Grave 
His Countenance to  see 
Supports me l ik e  im peria l Drams 
Afforded Day by Day.

( 10 0 1 )

The s p e a k e r 's  c u r io s i ty  i s  more s p e c i f ic a l l y  and p la y fu l ly  

expressed  in  1689:

The look o f th e e , what i s  i t  l ik e  
Hast thou a hand o r Foot 
Or Mansion o f I d e n t i ty  
And what i s  thy  P u rs u it

Thy fe llo w s a re  th ey  realm s o r  Themes 
Hast thou D eligh t o r Fear 
Or Longing — and i s  th a t  f o r  us 
Or v a lu es  more severe  - -

Let change t ra n s fu s e  a l l  o th e r  T r a i t s  
Enact a l l  o th e r  Blame 
But deign th is  l e a s t  c e r t i f i c a t e  
That thou s h a lt  be th e  same - -

Although God i s  not named in  e i th e r  poem, ob v io u sly  he i s  th e  

su b je c t  o f  th e  f i r s t  and d i r e c t ly  addressed  in  th e  second, in 

which she asks many somewhat i r r e v e re n t  q u e s tio n s  as to  h is  

appearance and concerns. She i s  in te r e s te d  in  th e  degree to  

which he p o ssesses  human c h a ra c te r i s t ic s  and e s p e c ia l ly  cu rio u s
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about h is  " L o n g i n g [ s ] a r e  th ey  " fo r  us" human beings o r  fo r  

more se rio u s  m a tte rs?  Presum ably, her q u es tio n s  w ill  be 

answered a t  d ea th  when " E te rn ity "  r a i s e s  th e  "White Flag" o f 

su rren d e r to  human c u r io s i ty  (P -6 1 5 ) . Death i s  th e  tim e when 

one a t  l a s t  meets God.

S t i l l  an o th e r a t t i tu d e  toward dea th  i s  t h a t  i t  i s  much 

more ominous in  a n tic ip a t io n  than  in  r e a l i t y :

I t ' s  Coming — th e  p o stp o n e le ss  C rea tu re  —
I t  g a in s  th e  Block — and now — i t  ga in s  th e  Door - -  
Chooses i t ' s  l a t c h ,  from a l l  th e  o th e r  f a s te n in g s  —
E nters — w ith  a "You know Me — S ir" ?

Simple S a lu te  — and C erta in  R ecognition —
Bold - -  were i t  Enemy - -  B r ie f  — were i t  f r ie n d  - -  
D resses each House in  Crape, and I c i c le  - -  
And C a rrie s  one — o u t o f  i t  - -  to  God - -

(390)

In th e  f i r s t  th re e  l i n e s ,  dea th  i s  a g h a s t ly ,  su rre a l  "C rea tu re ,"  

moving in ex o rab ly  toward one. The " o 's "  and "o o 's"  o f  th ese  l in e s  

in cre a se  th e  ominous q u a li ty  o f  th e  in e v i ta b le  m eeting w ith dea th . 

S u rp r is in g ly , once dea th  a r r i v e s ,  he i s  q u ite  c i v i l .  F u r th e r ,  

although he i s  perhaps "Enemy" to  th o se  b ereaved , d re s s in g  t h e i r  

houses in  "Crape, and I c i c l e , "  he i s  " f r ie n d "  to  th e  dead person 

in t h a t  he "C arrie s  one . . .  to  God." S im ila r ly ,  d ea th  i s  

p e rso n ifie d  and d escrib ed  as being l ik e  a s e rv a n t who k ind ly  

makes p o ss ib le  o n e 's  e n tran ce  in to  heaven o r e te r n i ty :

A fra id ! Of whom am I a fr a id ?
Not Death — f o r  who i s  He?
The P o r te r  o f  my F a th e r 's  Lodge
As much abashe th  me!

(608, f i r s t  s tan za )
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In 1701, dea th  i s  once more a means o f  going to  God, f o r  o n ly  

he has access to  th e  g rave :

To t h e i r  apartm en t deep 
No r ib a ld ry  may creep  
Untumbled t h i s  abode 
By any man b u t God —

T his epigram m atic q u a tra in  i s  baroque in  i t s  ju x ta p o s i t io n  o f  

th e  mundane words "ap a rtm en t,"  " r ib a ld r y ,"  and "untum bled" 

w ith  th e  so lem nity  o f  th e  grave and God. There i s  even th e  

h in t  o f  th e  s a la c io u s  and th e  ra p tu s  o f  sacred  parody in  th e  

word " r ib a ld ry "  and in  th e  su g g estio n  th a t  only God can tumble 

th e  g rav e . Again, however, d ea th  i s  a means o f going to  God.

Although in  t h i s  and th e  o th e r  d ea th  poems d iscu ssed  

so f a r  ED ex p lo res  th e  meaning o f d e a th , sometimes p la y f u l ly  

and i r r e v e r e n t ly ,  th e re  i s  an o th e r group in  which she p r o te s ts  

th e  pain o f  lo s in g  o n e 's  loved ones through d e a th . She r e f e r s  

to  God as " th a t  Bold Person" who has taken  them (9 0 0 ). She 

d e s c r ib e s  h e r s e l f  as "a beggar /  B efore th e  door o f  God" because 

o f  d e a th , concluding  by c a l l in g  God names: "B u rg la r!"  and

"B anker," but u l t im a te ly  "F a th e r"  (4 9 ) ,  rem inding one o f 

H e rb e r t 's  "The C o lla r"  in  which he beg ins by defy ing  God, 

b u t f i n a l ly  a d d resses  him as "my Lord. " 10 In 8 8 2 's  p ray e r 

c lo s u re ,  she s tra ig h tfo rw a rd ly  a d d re sse s  him:

. . .  Oh God
Why give i f  Thou must tak e  away 
The Loved?
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S im ila r ly ,  ED ju x ta p o se s  th e  s u f f e r in g  imposed upon human 

be in g s by d ea th  w ith  God's seem ing in d if fe re n c e :

I t ' s  easy  to  in v e n t  a L ife  - -  
God does i t  - -  e v e ry  Day —
C reation  - -  bu t th e  Gambol 
Of His A u th o r ity  —

I t ' s  easy  to  e f f a c e  i t  —
The t h r i f t y  D eity
Could sc a rc e  a f fo rd  E te rn i ty
To S p o n ta n e ity  —

The P erish ed  P a t te rn s  murmur - -
But His P e r tu r b le s s  Plan
Proceed - -  in s e r t i n g  Here — a Sun —
There — lea v in g  o u t a Man —

(724)

In a s tro n g ly  i ro n ic  to n e ,  th e  sp e ak e r seems to  defend God. 

O b v iously , however, she rep ro a c h e s  him f o r  th e  p a in  o f  o n e 's  

own d e a th  and o f lo s in g  o n e 's  lo v ed  ones through d e a th . She 

speaks o f  th e  ease  w ith  which he can " in v en t"  and " e ffa c e "  a 

l i f e .  A ll "C re a tio n ,"  a f t e r  a l l ,  i s  bu t a game he p lay s  in  

h is  sp a re  tim e . In th e  second s ta n z a ,  God i s  r e f e r r e d  to  as 

" t h r i f t y , "  a v i r tu e  she f re q u e n tly  a t t r i b u t e s  to  him bu t one 

n o t admired by th e  po e t who fa v o rs  " Id le n e ss  and S pring" to  

" In d u s try  and M orals" (P -1 5 2 2 ). In th e  f in a l  s ta n z a ,  she 

ju x ta p o s e s  th e  "murmurs" o f  th e  poor "P erished  P a t te rn s "  w ith  

th e  " P e r tu rb le s s  Plan" o f  God, th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  em phasizing 

th e  te n s io n  between th e  two opposing  w i l l s .  G od's p lan  proceeds 

in  an u n ru ff le d  way as he c a s u a l ly  adds and s u b tr a c ts  n a tu ra l  

o b je c ts  and c re a tu re s  from h is  c re a t io n  w hile  th e  poor 

" P a tte rn s "  v a in ly  murmur t h e i r  p a in  and p r o te s t .
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Number 1624 i s  an o th e r  i ro n ic  c r i t ic i s m  o f God's sublime 

in d if fe re n c e  to  human s u f f e r in g  a t  d ea th :

A pparen tly  w ith no s u rp r is e
To any happy Flower
The F ro s t  beheads i t  a t  i t ' s  p lay  —
In a c c id e n ta l  power —
The blonde A ssassin  passes on - -  
The Sun proceeds unmoved 
To m easure o f f  an o th e r Day 
For an Approving God.

"Flower" and "F ro st"  a re  images from th e  n a tu ra l world which 

appear o fte n  and w ith  c o n s is te n t  meaning in th e  canon: th e

f i r s t  sug g ests  p e rso n , th e  second d e a th . Once more, God's 

s p i r i t  o f  p lay  in  d ea th  i s  s tr e s s e d .  Nature does n o t a l t e r  

an inch  in  th e  fac e  o f  in d iv id u a l d e a th . And God looks on 

ap p ro v in g ly —and in d i f f e r e n t ly .

Perhaps most i n te r e s t in g  among th e  d ea th  poems a re  

th o se  in  which ED m ed ita te s  on her own dea th  and on th e  

e x i s t e n t i a l  p o s it io n  o f human beings as they  approach th e i r  

i n e v i ta b le  ends. One r e c a l l s  th a t  th e  se v en te e n th -c e n tu ry  poets 

were urged to  r e f l e c t  on d e a th , e s p e c ia l ly  t h e i r  own, by the  

i n f lu e n t ia l  m ed ita tio n  books. A Kempis, to o , d e c la re s  

"B lessed . . . th e  man who keeps th e  hour of h is  dea th  always 

in  mind. . . . "I heard a Fly buzz - -  when I d ied "  (465) 

seems alm ost a response  to  th e  advice o f  a Kempis. F u r th e r ,  

i t  bears obvious s im i l a r i t i e s  to  such sev en te e n th -c e n tu ry  poems 

as John Donne's v iv id ly  d e scrib ed  dea th  in The Second 

A n n iv e rs a r ie :
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Thinke th e n , My so u le ,  th a t  death  i s  b u t a Groome, 
Which b rings a Taper to  th e  outward roome,
Whence thou s p ie s t  f i r s t  a l i t t l e  glim mering l i g h t ,  
For such approaches doth Heaven make in  d ea th . 
Thinke thy  s e lf e  lab o rin g  now w ith broken b re a th ,

Thinke th ee  la id  on th y  death  bed, lo o se  and s lack e

Thinke th y  s e lf e  p a rc h 'd  w ith fev e rs  v io le n c e

Thinke Satans S ergean ts round about th ee  b ee,
And th in k e  th a t  but f o r  Legacies they  th r u s t ;
Give one th y  P r id e , to 'a n o th e r  g ive th y  L ust:
Give them those s in n es  which they  gave th ee  b e fo re ,

Thinke thy  f r in d s  weeping round

Thinke th a t  they  shroud th ee  up,

Thinke th a t  thy body r o ts  . . .  12

In ED's poem she p ro je c ts  a s im ila r  c ircum stance  and to n e :

I heard a Fly buzz — when I d ied  - -  
The S t i l ln e s s  in  th e  Room 
Was l ik e  the S t i l ln e s s  in  th e  A ir - -  
Between the  Heaves o f Storm —

The Eyes around - -  had wrung them d ry  - -  
And B reaths were g a th e rin g  firm  
For t h a t  l a s t  Onset - -  when th e  King 
Be w itnessed  - - i n  th e  Room - -

I w ille d  my Keepsakes — Signed away 
What po rtio n  o f me be 
A ssignable — and then  i t  was 
There in te rp o sed  a Fly —

With Blue — u n c e rta in  stum bling Buzz - -  
Between the  l ig h t  - -  and me - -  
And then the Windows f a i l e d  - -  and th en  
I could not see  to  see —

In each d ea th  scen e , the  poet im agines v iv id ly ,  even gruesom ely, 

h i s /h e r  own d e a th . F u rth e r, such s im i l a r i t i e s  as  weeping f r i e n d s ,  

th e  p e rs o n if ic a tio n  of d e a th , and th e  w i l lin g  o f  "Keepsakes"
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and "Legacies" a re  s t r i k in g .  In both poems, to o , th e  f in a l  

co rru p tio n  o f  th e  body i s  s tr e s s e d :  Donne ad v ises h is  soul to

"Thinke th a t  thy  body r o t s " ;  s im i l a r ly ,  ED's "Fly" s ig n a ls  th e  

imminent decay of th e  body a f t e r  d e a th . C e r ta in ly , here ED i s  

l ik e  Donne and o th e r  sev en te e en th -c en tu ry  po e ts  in  v iv id ly  

im agining her own d ea th .

In o th e r  death  poems, i t  seems p o ss ib le  th a t  th e  f ig u re  

of th e  th e ta  i s  em blem atica lly  suggested :

The A dm irations - -  and Contempts - -  o f tim e 
Show j u s t e s t  - -  through an Open Tomb - -  
The Dying — as i t  were a Hight 
Reorganizes E stim ate  
And what We saw n o t 
We d is t in g u is h  c le a r  —
And m ostly  - -  see not 
What We saw b e fo re  - -

'T is  Compound V ision —
L ight - -  en ab lin g  L ight —
The F in ite  - -  fu rn ish ed
With th e  I n f i n i t e  - -
Convex - -  and Concave W itness - -
Back - -  toward - -  Time - -
And forw ard - -
Toward th e  God o f  Him - -

(906)

The th e ta  i s  ty p ic a l  o f  th e  d e v o tio n a l t r a d i t io n  and an image 

she m ight have met in th e  w r i tin g s  o f  S ir  Thomas Browne as well 

as in  th o se  o f th e  se v en te e n th -c e n tu ry  p o e ts . I t  i s  f ig u re  

f o r  th e  way in  which human l i f e  i s  born in to  tim e where th e  

d iam eter b is e c ts  th e  c i r c le  on th e  l e f t  and then a t  death 

borne ou t o f  tim e in to  e te r n i ty  where the  l in e  b is e c ts  th e  

c i r c le  on th e  r ig h t :
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S u b jec t of poem:
When one has 
both convex v is io n  
from o u ts id e  f i n i t e  
c i r c l e  and concave 
v is io n  from w ith in

The th e ta  i s  composed o f  two p e rp e n d ic u la r  c i r c l e s  o r 

sp h e res . One re p re s e n ts  th e  th a n a to s ,  th e  " F in ite "  l i f e  o f 

th e  soul o r i t s  "c ircu m feren ce" as ED c a l l s  i t  ( to  be d isc u sse d  

in  P a r t  F o u r), The o th e r  i s  th e  " I n f in i t e "  c i r c l e  or sphere  o f 

God, f o r  s in ce  she r e f e r s  to  God as " th e  U ltim ate  — of Wheels" 

(633) and as p o ssess in g  "D iam eters" (8 0 2 ), i t  seems p robable  

t h a t  ED's God too  i s  c i r c u la r  o r  s p h e r i c a l .  The d e f in i t i o n  o f  

God as  a " c i r c le  whose c e n te r  i s  everyw here and whose circum ­

fere n c e  i s  nowhere" i s  one she m ight have encoun tered  in  

Browne as well as in  Emerson and e lsew h ere . At b i r t h  and 

d e a th , th ese  two c i r c l e s  i n t e r s e c t , 13
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I f  th e  t h e ta  i s  understood as i t s  su g g ested  h ie ro g ly p h , 

th e  meaning o f  906 i s  c l a r i f i e d .  The s u b je c t  i s  th e  moment o f 

d e a th ,  o n e 's  r e b i r th  back in to  e te r n i t y .  At t h i s  t im e , one has 

"Compound V is io n ,"  t h a t  o f  both " F in ite "  and " I n f in i t e "  sp h e re s . 

The h ie ro g ly p h  f u r th e r  c l a r i f i e s  th e  m y ste rio u s  "Convex — 

and Concave W itn ess."  "Convex" i s  d e fin ed  by W ebster as "R ising  

o r  sw e llin g  on th e  e x te r io r  su rfa c e  in to  a sp h e r ic a l  o r  round 

form ; opposed to  concave which e x p re sse s  a round form o f th e  

i n t e r i o r  s u r f a c e ."  At th e  moment o f  d e a th ,  th e n ,  one sees 

in  a "Compound" manner; both con v ex ly , from o u ts id e  th e  f i n i t e  

c i r c l e ,  "Back — toward Tim e," and concavely  from w ith in ,  

"forw ard — Toward th e  God o f  Him."

A nother poem which m ight be headed by th e  h ierog lyph  o f 

th e  t h e t a  i s  615:

Our jo u rn ey  had advanced - -
Our f e e t  were alm ost come
To t h a t  odd Fork in  B e in g 's  Road —
E te rn i ty  — by Term —

Our pace took  sudden awe —
Our f e e t  - -  r e lu c ta n t  — led  —
B efore - -  were C i t ie s  - -  b u t Between —
The F o re st o f  th e  Dead - -

R e tre a t  — was o u t o f  Hope —
Behind — a Sealed  Route - -  
E t e r n i ty 's  White Flag - -  B efore - -  
And God — a t  every  Gate —

As in  th e  p rev io u s  poem, th e  f i r s t  person  p lu ra l  su g g ests  a 

m u lt ip le  s e l f ,  body and soul a n d /o r  a psyche broken in to  i t s  

component p a r t s ,  both rec u r r in g  ED them es. The a c tio n  o f th e
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poem is  d ram a tic , f o r  ev en ts  a re  d escrib ed  as they  a re  in  th e  

process o f tak in g  p lac e . In th e  f i r s t  s ta n z a , th e  persona 

pro g resses  on th e  c i r c le  r e p re s e n tin g  th e  f i n i t e  l i f e .  The 

movement o f "were alm ost come" slows w ith the  s ta n z a 's  f in a l  

word, "Term," a pun meaning bo th  "word" and " l im i t ,"  e s p e c ia l ly  

o f tim e , according  to  W ebster. I t  i s  th e  end o f her f i n i t e  l i f e ,  

her s o u l 's  l i f e  in  tim e .

The "Fork in  B eing 's  Road" i s  where tim e and e te r n i ty  

d iv id e  in to  two p a th s ,  where th e  f i n i t e  and i n f i n i t e  c i r c le s  

meet. A s im ila r  id ea  i s  e x p ressed  in  P-622: death  i s  th e  p o in t

a t which "Love th a t  was — and Love too  b e s t to  be — /  Meet — 

and th e  Ju n c tio n  be E te rn i ty ."  " Ju n c tio n ,"  l ik e  "Fork ," 

suggests th e  moment when th e  f i n i t e  and i n f i n i t e  c i r c le s  b is e c t  

one a n o th e r.

The tone o f  th e  second s ta n z a  c o n tr a s ts  w ith t h a t  of 

the f i r s t .  The speaker f e e l s  "sudden awe" so t h a t  h e r f e e t  

m echanically  lead  her " r e lu c ta n t"  s e l f  forw ard . "Awe," a 

recu rr in g  word in  th e  ED canon, i s  d efin ed  by Webster as 

" re v e re n tia l fe a r "  and in d ic a te s  th e  p e rso n a 's  f e e l in g s  as 

she contem plates th e  " C itie s "  b e fo re  h e r ,  presumably th o se  

of God and e t e r n i t y ,  th e  holy  c i t y  o f  R e v e la tio n . However, 

the  "F o rest o f  th e  Dead" l i e s  between her and her u ltim a te  

d e s tin y ; here  as elsew here ED e x p resses  dread o f t h a t  time 

spent in th e  grave when one i s  n e i th e r  in  tim e nor in  e te r n i ty .

In S tanza 3 , th e  movement o f th e  f i r s t  s tan za  in  which 

the persona "advanced," and th e  slow er p ro g ress  o f  th e  second
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in  which her " re lu c ta n t"  f e e t  led  her fo rw ard , s to p s  a l to g e th e r .  

She s ta n d s , looking behind her a t  th e  "Sealed Route" o f  her 

f i n i t e  l i f e ,  then  forw ard where to  her r e l i e f  and jo y  she sees 

th e  "White F lags" o f  e te r n i ty  and "God - -  a t  ev ery  G ate ."  The 

poem ends in  trium ph w ith  t h i s  v a r ia t io n  on R ev elatio n  x x i .1 2 , 

in which th e  holy  c i t y  i s  d escrib ed  as having tw elve g a te s  "and 

a t  th e  g a te s  twelve a n g e ls ."  ED's v e rs io n ,  however, i s  r a th e r  

more baroque than  th a t  o f  R e v e la tio n . S ince an "angel" is  

God's m essenger (W ebster), ED t r a n s la t e s  th e  m essengers in to  

God h im se lf , c re a t in g  th e  odd v isu a l  image o f many id e n t ic a l  

Gods peering  from "every G ate ."

Here "White" c le a r ly  su g g ests  th e  e te r n a l ,  one o f th e  

meanings o f  w hite in  her p o e try  as in  her l i f e .  She wore 

w hite because she had d ed ica ted  her l i f e  to  th e  e te rn a l  r a th e r  

than  to  th e  tem p o ra l, to  God and p o e try  r a th e r  th an  to  the  

p lea su res  o f  t h i s  world as had th e  "Fop — th e  Carp - -  th e  

A th e is t"  o f P-1380. F u r th e r ,  th e  "White F lag" i s  th e  sign  

o f  e t e r n i t y 's  su rre n d e r a t  l a s t  to  th e  e a r th ly  t r a v e l l e r  who 

has longed to  know th e  s e c re ts  o f  th e  a f t e r - l i f e .

The poem which most c le a r ly  seems to  su g g est th e  f ig u re  

o f  th e  th e ta  i s  802:

Time f e e l s  so v a s t  t h a t  were i t  n o t 
For an E te rn ity  —
I f e a r  me th i s  Circum ference 
Engross my F in ity  —

To His e x c lu s io n , who prepare  
By P rocesses o f  S ize  
For th e  Stupendous V ision 
Of His Diameters
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The speaker f in d s  th e  s o u l 's  sphere  in  t h i s  w o rld , i t s  

"C ircum ference," th e  th a n a to s , so e n g ro ssin g  th a t  she f e a r s  

she might a lm ost fo rg e t  God and th e  i n f i n i t e  sp h e re . Here 

God i s  one who a id s  th e  soul to  grow, in c re a se s  i t s  c ircu m fe ren ce , 

"By Processes o f  S ize" f o r  th e  f in a l  v is io n  o f  "His D iam eters."

The a l t e rn a te  word f o r  "V ision" i s  "Volume," d e fin ed  by W ebster 

as "book" and as  "compass; a sp h e ric a l body." God's c i r c u l a r i t y  

i s  s tre s se d  even more in  th e  second v e rs io n ;  however, in  both 

death  is  th e  moment when th e  s o u l 's  c ircu m feren ce  m eets th e  

sphere  of God.

As in  th e  o th e r  poems d iscu ssed  in  t h i s  s e c t io n ,  dea th  

i s  once more going to  God. Although ED p o r tra y s  dea th  in a 

number o f ways, p ro je c tin g  v a rio u s  a t t i tu d e s  toward i t ,  dea th  

i s  a C h r is tia n  e x p e rie n ce . In some poems ED reproaches  God 

f o r  th e  pain r e s u l t in g  from d ea th ; in  o th e r s ,  she q u e s tio n s  

whether l i f e  w ith  God w ill  be as sublim e as l i f e  in  t h i s  w orld ; 

in  s t i l l  o th e r s ,  she v iv id ly  im agines what i t  w ill  be l ik e  to  

d ie .  Always, however, dea th  i s  going to  God. All th e  many 

poems on d ea th  must be read  in  t h i s  c o n te x t .  All a re  m ed ita ­

t io n s  and comments on t h i s  c e n tra l  concern o f  r e l i g io n .
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I I I .  God and Uses o f  th e  Comic

In many o f th e  God poems d isc u sse d  so f a r ,  ED's tone  i s  

f a r  from solem n. In  o th e r s  to  and abou t God, th e  s p e a k e r 's  

a t t i tu d e  is  com ic, sometimes even o u tra g e o u s ly  humorous. Although 

in th e  Je su s  poems she f r e q u e n tly  uses w i t ,  e s p e c ia l ly  pun, to  

ex p lo re  m eanings and to  s t r e s s  s im i l a r i t i e s  between th e  G ospels 

and p re se n t  tim es o r  between th e  f i n i t e  and i n f i n i t e  w o rld s , she 

more o f te n  uses  broad American humor in  h e r tre a tm e n t o f  God.

The sp eak er in  some i s  th e  dead-pan  t e l l e r  o f  th e  t a l l  t a l e .

In o th e r s ,  she i s  th e  c h i l d ,  a s to c k  comic f ig u r e ,  perhaps 

suggested  by th e  b ib l ic a l  adm onition  t h a t  one shou ld  become 

as a l i t t l e  c h ild  in  o rd e r  to  e n te r  th e  Kingdom o f H e a v e n .^  

F u r th e r ,  she sometimes u ses  b r e a th ta k in g ly  i r r e v e r e n t  language 

to  r e f e r  to  D e ity , o f te n  tu rn in g  th e  t a b l e s  on God as  though 

they  were eq u a ls  o r  even as though she were he and he were a 

somewhat r e c a l c i t r a n t  s u p p lic a n t .  Sometimes she i s  even 

b i t t e r l y  s a t i r i c a l ,  d e s c r ib in g  him , f o r  exam ple, as a 

s u p e rc i lio u s  s a le s p e rs o n . ED's v a rio u s  comic poses p rov ide  

s t i l l  o th e r  vantage p o in ts  from which to  view God an d , o f te n ,  

from which to  c r i t i c i z e  such u n ap p ealin g  t r a i t s  as  h is  s i le n c e  

and h is  c h a ra c te r  as p o r tra y e d  in  th e  Old T estam en t. I t  a ls o  

sug g ests  an in tim acy  w ith  God; she does n o t h e s i t a te  to  ad d ress  

him o r speak o f  him in  f a m i l i a r ,  even h ig h ly  c r i t i c a l  te rm s.
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I t  must be remembered th a t  (as d iscu ssed  on pp. 19-20 

above) th e  comic i s  com patib le  w ith C h r is t ia n  tho u g h t. A lso , 

t h a t  comic irre v e re n c e  lo se s  i t s  impact f o r  th e  n o n -b e liev e r . 

Perhaps th e  b e s t  example o f  C h r is tia n  comic in v e rs io n  i s  th e  

m edieval F eas t o f  Fools in  which an Ass r a th e r  than  a Mass was 

c e le b ra te d  by an u rch in  r a th e r  than a p r i e s t ;  th e  p r ie s t  in  tu rn  

behaved as a rag am u ffin ; sausages were burned r a th e r  than 

in ce n se ; p a r is h io n e rs  u r in a te d  in to  holy w ater fo u n ts .  This 

shocking  f e s t iv a l  was held  y e a r ly  by r e l ig io u s  people in  a 

r e l ig io u s  ag e , on ly  d isc o n tin u e d  as th e  world became in c re a s in g ly  

s e c u l a r .15 ED's sometimes audacious lampooning o f God must be 

u n derstood  in  such a c o n te x t;  i t  su ggests her r e l ig io u s  r a th e r  

th an  i r r e l i g io u s  n a tu re .

In 116, she i r r e v e r e n t ly  presumes to  b rin g  s u i t  a g a in s t

I had some th in g s  t h a t  I c a lle d  mine -  
And God, t h a t  he c a lle d  h i s ,
T i l l ,  r e c e n t ly  a r iv a l  Claim 
D isturbed  th ese  a m itie s .

The p ro p e r ty , my garden ,
Which having sown w ith c a re ,
He cla im s th e  p r e t ty  a c re ,
And sends a B a i l i f f  th e re .

The s ta t io n  o f  th e  p a r t i e s  
Forbids p u b l ic i ty ,
But J u s t ic e  is  sublim er 
Than arm s, o r p ed ig ree .

I ' l l  i n s t i t u t e  an "Action" —
I ' l l  v in d ic a te  th e  law - -  
Jove! Choose your counsel —
I r e t a in  "Shaw"!
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This speaker i s  th e  i r r e v e r e n t  Yankee who seems unaware of 

th e  a b su rd ity  o f  her proposed s u i t .  O bviously , a se c t io n  o f 

her garden has grown in  a way unplanned by h e r ,  and she is  

c h a llen g in g  God on th e  m a tte r .  Her concluding  l in e  i s  a pun, 

f o r  "Shaw" i s  both th e  g ardener who worked as a day-1aborer on 

her f a t h e r 's  p ro p e r ty  (116n) and th e  th ic k e t  o r  grove (W ebster) 

under d isp u te .  The speaker " r e ta in [ s ]  Shaw" both in th e  sense 

t h a t  she h i re s  him as "counsel" o r  gard en er and th a t  she i s  

determ ined to  keep po ssess io n  o f  her garden .

Although humorous, i t s  meaning, l ik e  t h a t  o f  o th e r  

comic poems, i s  n o t n e c e s s a r ily  l e s s  se rio u s  than  th a t  o f  more 

solemn ones. I t  i s  p o ss ib le  t h a t  th e  garden i s  m etap h o rica lly  

th e  sp e a k e r 's  s o u l ,  f o r  th e  tro p e  o f  garden as soul i s  common 

in  th e  d evo tiona l t r a d i t i o n  and suggested  elsew here in  th e  ED

canon ( e . g . ,  631). Are God and she then  argu ing  about th e

ownership o f h e r soul as well as about a p iece  o f p ro p erty ?

In o th e r  God poems, humorous e f f e c t s  a re  achieved  when 

ED p ro je c ts  th e  c h ild -p e rs o n a . As n o ted , i t  seems p o ss ib le  t h a t  

t h i s  pose was in s p ir e d  by th e  b ib l ic a l  adv ice t h a t  one must 

be as a l i t t l e  c h ild  in  o rd er to  e n te r  th e  Kingdom o f Heaven. 

C e r ta in ly , i t  i s  one she assumes e lsew here in  th e  God c lu s t e r  

( e . g . ,  61):

Why — do they  sh u t Me o u t o f  Heaven?
Did I s ing  — too  loud?
But — I can say a l i t t l e  "Minor"
Timid as a Bird!
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W ould'nt th e  Angels t r y  me —
J u s t  - -  once — more —
J u s t  - -  see — i f  I t ro u b le d  them ~
But dont - -  sh u t th e  door!

Oh, i f  I - -  were th e  Gentleman
In th e  "White Robe" —
And they  — were th e  l i t t l e  Hand — t h a t  knocked —
Could I — fo rb id ?

(248)

The speaker i s  th e  ty p ic a l  c h ild  who i s  being punished f o r

som ething she does n o t q u i te  understand  and who i s  w heedling

to  be given an o th e r chance. We sm ile  because th e  c h i ld ,  a 

r e c u r r in g  type in  comedy, has th e  na ive  te m e ri ty  to  reproach  

God and h is  a n g e ls . The concluding  paragraph i s  th e  c la s s ic  

comic dev ice o f in v e rs io n  as  d e scrib ed  by B erg so n .16 J u s t  as 

we laugh a t  th e  policeman who i s  j a i l e d  and th e  te a c h e r  who 

must stand  in  th e  c o rn e r  w earing a dunce cap , we sm ile  a t  the  

though t o f  th e  c h ild -p e rso n a  as p lay in g  God and God and h is  

an g e ls  p leading  fo r  adm ission to  heaven. And y e t ,  a lthough th e  

to n e  o f  th e  poem i s  com ic, th e  s u b je c t ,  banishm ent from heaven, 

i s  one she t r e a t s  more solem nly e lsew here ( e . g . ,  P-256). Once 

more, th e  comic pose p rov ides  an o th e r means o f  s ta t in g  a se rio u s  

them e. I t  a lso  i s  a way o f  a d d re ss in g  God in  in t im a te ,  

c r i t i c a l  term s.

In poems based on th e  Old T estam en t, ED o f te n  uses 

humor both as a means o f  r e t e l l i n g  solemn b ib l ic a l  t a l e s  and 

o f  c r i t i c i z i n g  th e  God p o r tra y ed  by th e  "condem n[ing]" Old 

Testam ent T e l le r s  (1545), In 597 (d isc u sse d  on pp. 21-22 ab o v e), 

th e  persona i s  once more th e  i r r e v e r e n t  Yankee, a f re q u e n t f ig u re
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in  American humor, who a p p lie s  th e  ru le s  o f  p la in  common sense 

to  a c o n s id e ra tio n  and ev a lu a tio n  o f  s e r io u s ,  even hallow ed 

s u b je c ts .  A s im ila r  poem is  1317, a resp o n se  to  th e  s to r y  o f 

Abraham's s a c r i f i c e  of Isaac (G enesis x x i i ) :

Abraham to  k i l l  him 
Was d i s t i n c t ly  to ld  —
Isaac was an Urchin —
Abraham was o ld  —

Not a h e s t i ta t io n  —
Abraham complied - -  
F la tte re d  by Obeisance 
Tyranny demurred - -

Isaac — to  h is  c h ild re n  
Lived to  t e l l  th e  t a l e  - -  
Moral w ith  a M a stiff  
Manners may p re v a i l .

Here God i s  perhaps even le s s  a t t r a c t iv e  than  in  th e  Moses poem. 

In th e  form er he i s  a b u lly ; in  th e  l a t t e r  he i s  "T yranny," a 

"M astiff"  who must be f la t t e r e d  i f  one w ishes to  su rv iv e . 

U n fo rtu n a te ly , th ese  two poems are  a l l  too  o f te n  quo ted  as 

summarizing ED's a t t i tu d e  to  God. However, t h i s  p o r t r a i t  o f  

God i s  only one among many o th e r s .  F u r th e r ,  i t  i s  p ro b ab le  t h a t  

r a th e r  than  s a t i r i z in g  D eity , ED c r i t i c i z e s  th e  Old Testam ent 

v e rs io n  o f h is  c h a ra c te r .  As alw ays, th e  Old T estam ent God 

o f power and vengeance is  l e s s  to  ED's t a s t e  than  th e  New 

Testam ent God o f love and mercy. One is  reminded o f  H e rb e r t 's  

" J u s tic e  ( I I ) "  in  which he c o n tr a s ts  th e  Old T estam ent God 

o f j u s t i c e  w ith  th e  loving  and m erc ifu l God Jesu s  " p r e s e n t s . " 17

In 621, ED b i t t e r l y  s a t i r i z e s  God's f a i l u r e  to  answer
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h e r p ra y e r :

I asked no o th e r  th in g  —
No o th e r  — was den ied  —
I o f fe re d  Being — f o r  i t  - -  
The M ighty M erchant sn eered  —

B ra z il?  He tw ir le d  a B utton —
W ithout a g lan ce  my way —
"But — Madam — is  th e r e  n o th in g  e ls e  — 
T hat We can show - -  Today?"

The sp eak e r asked o n ly  one th in g ,  and th a t  one th in g  was d en ied .

She even o ffe re d  in  exchange h er v e ry  e x is te n c e .  To h e r  anguished 

p le a ,  God m erely " sn e e re d ,"  i n d i f f e r e n t l y  tw i r l in g  a "B u tto n ,"  

n o t even look ing  a t  th e  poor s u p p l ic a n t ,  h is  supposed custom er.

The poem i s  d e c id e d ly  v i s u a l ,  r e a l l y  a c a r ic a tu r e  or " p o l i t i c a l "  

ca rto o n  in  which ED o u tra g e o u s ly  p o r tra y s  God as a haughty 

"M erch an t."

The f in a l  comic God poem to  be co n s id e red  i s  in  an 

e n t i r e l y  d i f f e r e n t  to n e . Whereas th e  form er i s  b i t t e r l y  s a t i r i c a l ,  

1321 i s  p la y f u l .  However, aga in  th e  theme i s  a s e rio u s  and 

r e c u r r in g  one , fo rg iv e n e s s :

E liz a b e th  to ld  Essex 
That she could n o t fo rg iv e  
The clemency o f  D eity  
However - -  m ight su rv iv e  — 
That secondary  su cco r 
We t r u s t  t h a t  she parto o k  
When su ing  — l ik e  h e r Essex 
For a re p r ie v in g  Look —

A comic v e rs io n  o f  th e  C h r is t ia n  commandment to  fo rg iv e  one 

a n o th e r  i f  one w ishes to  be fo rg iv e n ,  th e  poem c r i t i c i z e s  n o t
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God, but human f a i l u r e  to  accep t J e s u s ' new te s ta m e n t. Because 

E liz a b e th  refu sed  mercy to  E ssex , she canno t be su re  o f  

re c e iv in g  i t  from God. The poem i s  comic f o r  a number o f 

rea so n s . For one, th e  d e f la t in g  o f august persons i s  always 

amusing. J u s t  as th e  rea d e r d e lig h ted  in  th e  id ea  o f  God being 

c a lle d  a b u lly , he/she en joys having th e  g re a t  Queen E liz a b e th  

c u t  down to  s iz e .  Another comic d ev ice i s  th e  extrem e compres­

s io n  o f  th e  poem. S t i l l  an o th e r is  in v e rs io n :  E liz a b e th  who 

showed no mercy as Queen f in d s  h e rs e l f  in  th e  r o le  o f Essex, 

p lead in g  fo r  mercy from a sovereign  s t i l l  m ig h tie r  than  h e r s e l f .

T his poem, as well as th e  o th e rs  in  which ED t r e a t s  God 

and sacred  su b je c ts  hum orously, i s  d e c id e d ly  i r r e v e r e n t .  The 

sp eak ers  a re  sometimes shockingly  f a m i l i a r ,  a d d ressin g  God or 

conmenting on him as though th ey  were e q u a ls .  Sometimes ED 

s a t i r i c a l l y  c r i t i c i z e s  God's a lo o fn ess  o r  h is  c h a ra c te r  as 

p o rtra y ed  in  th e  Old Testam ent. However, a l l  su g g est t h a t  ED 

i s  on in tim a te  term s w ith God and th a t  she can th e re fo re  

c r i t i c i z e  him as one f r ie n d  might a n o th e r. A lso , a l l  a re  

in  th e  C h ris tia n  t r a d i t i o n  o f  i rre v e re n c e  and comic in v e rs io n .
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IV. God and P rayer

In a l e t t e r  of sympathy sen t to  one o f  th e  Norcross 

co u sin s  a t  th e  death o f  her f a t h e r ,  ED w r i te s ,  "Let Emily sin g  

f o r  you because she cannot pray" and concludes w ith  a m ed ita tio n  

on death  (L -278). Here she su g g ests  t h a t  her poem i s  a s u b s t i tu te  

fo r  conventional p rayer. I t  even seems p o ss ib le  t h a t  ED 

co nsidered  many o f her poems to  be p r a y e r - l ik e  "ad d resses  to  

th e  Supreme Being" (W ebster), f o r  she o f te n  ad d re sse s  him d i r e c t ly .  

However, a lthough  many poems might be co n sid ered  in  t h i s  sense 

to  be p ra y e rs ,  th e re  a re  some which a re  s p e c i f ic a l l y  about God 

and p ray e r. They include a few in th e  form o f p ray e r  and o th e rs  

in  which she comments on p ray e r , lam ents unanswered p ra y e r ,  ard 

r e f l e c t s  on th e  comfort p ray er b r in g s .

In 437, she d efin es  p ray e r:

P rayer i s  the  l i t t l e  implement
Through which Men reach
Where Presence — is  denied  them.
They f l in g  t h e i r  Speech

By means o f  i t  — in  God's Ear —
I f  then He hear —
This sums th e  Apparatus 
Comprised in  Prayer —

In sev era l ways, th is  poem resem bles George H e rb e r t 's  "Prayer 

( I ) "  which i s  composed o f v a rio u s  p h rases d e s c r ib in g  prayer.*®
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ED's poem, l ik e  H e r b e r t 's ,  i s  in  th e  d e f in i t io n  form. A lso , 

both p o e ts  lik e n  p ray e r to  a m echanical d e v ic e : one o f H e rb e rt 's  

d e s c r ip t iv e  p hrases i s  "Engine a g a in s t  t h ' Alm ighty"; s im ila r ly ,  

ED d e fin e s  p ray e r as an "implement" and an "A pparatus." A 

f u r th e r  way in  which th e  poems resem ble one an o th er i s  in  th e  

s u rp r is in g ly  dynamic language used. H e rb e r t 's  "Engine a g a in s t  

t h '  Almighty" su g g ests  th a t  one b esieges God w ith  p ray e r. ED's 

language , to o ,  i s  a g g re s s iv e : one " f l in g f s ] "  o n e 's  p rayer "in

God's E a r ."  There is  s t i l l  an o th e r p o ss ib le  s im ila r i ty  between 

th e  two poems. H erbert concludes t h a t  p ray e r i s  "something 

u n d e rs to o d ,"  meaning th a t  p rayer i s  f i n a l ly  in d e f in a b le . A 

second meaning m ight be t h a t  God has "understood" th e  p rayer 

o r heard i t .  Such an in te r p re ta t io n  would again  l in k  H e rb e rt 's  

poem w ith  ED 's, fo r  according  to  h e r ,  u n less  God hears the  

p ra y e r ,  th e  "Apparatus /  Comprised in  Prayer — " i s  not 

com plete.

Although such resem blances o f  form , language , image, 

and though t might be co in c id en ce , i t  seems p o ss ib le  t h a t  ED's 

poem i s  a response to  H e rb e r t 's .  One r e c a l ls  t h a t  Sue owned 

an 1857 e d it io n  o f H e rb e r t 's  P o e tic a l Works and th a t  sin ce  th e  

two were l i t e r a r y  c o n fid a n te s ,  ED probably  read  i t .  The d e f in i ­

t io n  form o f both poems, th e  engine and implement c o n c e i ts ,  th e  

concept o f  p ray e r as a kind o f a s s a u l t  on God, and perhaps the 

im portance o f  God's hearing  th e  p ray e r to  i t s  very  d e f in i t io n  

g iv e  ev idence o f  p o ss ib le  in flu e n ce . Such evidence i s  only one 

o f  a number of s im i l a r i t i e s  between th e  two which a re  c ite d
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th roughou t t h i s  stu d y  and which w il l  be d isc u sse d  more f u l l y  in  

P a r t  Four.

I t  i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  t h a t  H e rb e r t 's  "som ething u n d e rs to o d ,"  

i f  i t  does mean God's h ea rin g  th e  p ra y e r ,  does n o t doubt t h a t  

God h e a rs .  ED, on th e  o th e r  hand, uses th e  c o n d it io n a l :  If_

God h e a rs ,  then  th e  "A pparatus" i s  com plete . A lthough H e rb e rt, 

to o ,  sometimes lam ents lo s in g  c o n ta c t  w ith  God, ED in  some 

poems i s  in d ig n a n tly  c r i t i c a l  o f  h is  e x a sp e ra tin g  s i l e n c e :

Of Course — I prayed —
And did  God Care?
He cared  as much as on th e  A ir 
A R ird - -  had stamped h e r fo o t  —
And c r ie d  "Give Me" - -
My Reason — L ife  - -
I had n o t had — bu t f o r  Y o u rse lf
'Twere b e t t e r  C h arity
To leav e  me in  th e  Atom 's Tomb —
M erry, and Nought, and gay , and numb
Than t h i s  sm art M isery.

(376)

In th e  f i r s t  f iv e  l i n e s ,  th e  persona  responds to  an 

unknown o th e r ,  perhaps an o th e r a sp ec t o f  h e r s e l f ,  who has asked 

i f  she has prayed . In th e  l a s t  s ix  l i n e s ,  she seems to  ad d ress  

God d i r e c t l y ,  e x p la in in g  th e  reason  f o r  her p ra y e r .  I t  was fo r  

th e  p rec io u s  "L ife"  she would n o t have had in  th e  f i r s t  p lace  

i f  he had n o t g iven i t  to  h e r. She th en  rep ro ach es  him: i t

would have been k in d er to  have l e f t  her in  " th e  Atom 's Tomb," 

p robably  a p lay  on words f o r  "Adam's Tomb," meaning th e  "Merry" 

but "numb" l i f e  she led  b efo re  her new and e le v a te d  " L ife ."  

Having known th e  va lu e  o f  t h i s  new l i f e ,  presum ably her l i f e
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as p o e t ,  she i s  m ise ra b le  w ith o u t i t .  This poem i s  l ik e  o th e rs  

in  which she p r o te s t s  having been banished a f t e r  having once 

re c e iv e d  g race  ( e . g . ,  25 6 ). P robably  a l l  concern p o e tic  

in s p i r a t i o n .

An even b i t t e r e r  poem about unanswered p ray e r i s  476.

Here no t only  i s  th e  p ra y e r  unansw ered, but God and th e  s a in t s  

and an g e ls  laugh  in  th e  s u p p l ic a n t 's  face  fo r  even b e lie v in g  

J e s u s ' a ssu ra n c e  th a t  " 'W hatsoever Ye s h a ll  ask — /  I t s e l f  be 

given  y o u ' " (John x iv .1 3 ) .  H um ilia tion  i s  added to  th e  p e rs o n a 's  

anguish  a t  th e  unanswered p ra y e r .  She has been duped, sw in d led , 

and t h e r e a f t e r  i s  no lo n g er  so na iv e  as to  b e lie v e  t h a t  p ray e rs  

a re  answ ered. Poem 1751 i s  a ls o  about th e  d isap p o in tm en t o f  

unanswered p ra y e r ;  how ever, th e  speaker i s  re s ig n e d  r a th e r  than  

angry . I t  i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  t h a t  a lth o u g h  th e  persona r e g r e ts  

God's s i l e n c e ,  she s t i l l  reg a rd s  h e r s e l f  as h is  " D is c ip le ."

Although in  some poems God f a i l s  to  answer p ra y e r ,  th e re  

a re  o th e r s  in  which he resp o n d s. In 1152, a n a r r a t iv e  v e rs io n  

o f  th e  legend o f  W illiam  T e l l ,  h is  p ray e r was h e a rd , f o r  T e ll 

s u c c e s s fu lly  av o id s  k i l l i n g  h is  son . In 623, to o ,  th e  persona 

r e f l e c t s  on th e  com fort p ray e r  p ro v id e s :

I t  was to o  l a t e  fo r  Man —
But e a r l y ,  y e t ,  f o r  God —
C re a tio n  — im potent to  help  —
But P ray er — rem ained — Our Side —

How e x c e l le n t  th e  Heaven - -  
When E arth  - -  canno t be had —
How h o s p ita b le  - -  th en  — th e  face  
Of Our Old Neighbor - -  God - -
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The f i r s t  two l in e s  su g g est t h a t  th e  poem i s  about

th e  re a c t io n  o f  th e  speaker to  her own imagined death  o r to

th e  death  o f  a loved one. The dying person i s  beyond man's

help but has no t y e t  reached God. Only "Prayer" remained as

a so lace  to  th e  speaker who rem ains on th e  f i n i t e  s id e  o f  th e

" V a il,"  a word ED o f te n  uses to  r e f e r  to  th e  b a r r ie r  between

th e  f i n i t e  and th e  e te r n a l .  One i s  reminded o f Vaughan's

s im ila r  use o f  th e  word as in  "Cock-crowing" which i s  addressed

to  God: "This v e y le , I s a y , i s  a l l  th e  cloke /  And cloud which
19shadows thee  from me." In th e  second s ta n z a , ED p ra ise s  

p ray er as a kind o f "Heaven" and th e  benevolent h o s p i ta l i ty  

o f  God when "E arth  — canno t be had ."  Her re fe ren c e  to  D eity 

as an "Old Neighbor" i s  in  s t a r t l i n g  c o n tr a s t  to  her p o r t r a i t  

o f  him in P-476 as one who n o t only does n o t answer p ray e r , 

bu t laughs in  th e  fac e  o f  one who p ray s .

In 564, th e  sp e a k e r 's  p ray e r i s  once more answered:

My period  had come f o r  P rayer —
No o th e r  A rt - -  would do - -  
My T a c tic s  m issed a rudim ent - -  
C rea to r — Was i t  you?

God grows above — so those who pray 
Horizons — must ascend —
And so I stepped  upon th e  North 
To see t h i s  Curious Friend —

His House was no t — no sign  had He ■ 
By Chimney — nor by Door 
Could I i n f e r  h is  Residence —
Vast P r a i r ie s  o f  A ir

Unbroken by a S e t t l e r  - -  
Were a l l  t h a t  I could see — 
In f in i tu d e  — H a d 's t  Thou no Face 
That I m ight look on Thee?
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The S ilen ce  condescended —
C reation  stopped — fo r  Me - -  
But awed beyond my e rran d  - -  
I worshipped — d id  n o t "pray" —

This poem, l ik e  many o th e rs  about p ray e r seems to  be about 

p o e try  as w e ll. P rayer i s  d escrib ed  as one o f  th e  " A r t [ s ] ."  

A lso , "T a c tic s"  i s  a word she uses e lsew here  to  speak o f po e try  

(P -3 2 0 ). "Rudiment," to o ,  m ight suggest p o e try , f o r  W ebster's  

d e f in i t io n  o f  th e  word in c lu d es  examples having to  do w ith 

language and a r t -  That th e  "C rea to r"  i s  th e  m iss in g  "rudim ent" 

then su g g ests  as she o fte n  does th a t  God i s  a n ecessa ry  p a r t i c i ­

p ant in th e  c re a t io n  o f p o e try . That "pray" in  th e  l a s t  l in e  

i s  in  q u o ta tio n  marks perhaps su g g e s ts ,  to o ,  t h a t  th e  word 

means p o e try  as w e ll.

Here p ray e r i s  a jou rney  in  search  o f  " th i s  Curious 

F rie n d ."  The poem i s  developed by means o f  a n a r r a t iv e  in  which 

language o f  th e  f r o n t ie r  i s  used. A fte r  making h e r p ray e r-  

jo u rn e y , th e  speaker f in d s  n e ith e r  "House" nor "Chimney," only 

empty " P ra ir ie s "  w ith no t a " S e t t l e r . "  She then  p r o te s ts  to  

" In f in itu d e "  t h a t  "Thou [has] no Face /  That I m ight look on 

Thee," rem inding one o f Moses1 re q u e s t t h a t  God show him h is  

"g lo ry" (Exodus x x x i i i .1 8 ) .  In resp o n se , "The S ile n c e  

condescended" and seem ingly in  some way showed h is  f a c e ,  

answered her p ray e r. So "awed" i s  th e  persona th a t  her 

p ray e r becomes one o f p ra ise  r a th e r  than  o f  s u p p lic a t io n .

The poem seems to  r e f e r  to  a tra n sc en d e n t e x p e rie n c e , q u ite  

p o ss ib ly  p o e tic  in s p ir a t io n .
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In a d d itio n  to  th e  above poems which d e fin e  and comment 

on p ra y e r ,  th e re  a re  some in  th e  form o f  p ray e r. I t  i s  no t 

s u rp r is in g  th a t  th e re  a re  fewer prayer-poem s to  God than  to

Je su s , f o r  ED's Jesu s  i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  th e  Logos, th e  hum an/divine

m ediator between God and humankind. The p ray e rs  to  God are  

dec ided ly  le s s  personal than  th o se  to  J e s u s ,  and th e  speaker 

seems f a r  le s s  c e r ta in  o f a re c e p tiv e  e a r .  Number 1461 i s  an 

i ro n ic  p ray e r , addressed  to  God:

"Heavenly F a ther"  - -  tak e  to  th ee  
The supreme in iq u i ty  
Fashioned by th y  candid  Hand 
In a moment contraband —
Though to  t r u s t  us — seem to  us
More re s p e c tfu l  - -  "We a re  Dust" - -
We apo log ize  to  th ee
For th in e  own D u p lic ity  —

In th i s  poem, probably  se n t to  Ned, th e  persona assumed 

is  th e  usual g r u f f ,  humorous one in  th o se  s e n t  to  him. She 

i r r e v e re n tly  p o in ts  out to  God th a t  s in c e  he in  f a c t  c re a ted  

s in ,  he must tak e  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  f o r  human f a l l i b i l i t y .  She 

admits t h a t  we a re  only "D ust,"  concluding  th a t  when we a re  

p e n ite n t  we a re  indeed e x p ress in g  r e g r e t  fo r  God's "D u p lic i ty ."  

Such an address to  God is  shocking u n t i l  one remember's 

H e rb e rt 's  "Judgment" in which he im agines t h a t  on th a t  awful 

day he w ill respond to  God's re q u e s t  fo r  h is  " p e c u lia r  Booke" 

of l i f e  by th ru s t in g  " . . . a Testam ent in to  thy  hand: /  Let
20th a t  be scand. /  There thou s h a l t  f in d ,  my f a u l t s  a re  th in e ."

ED i s  by no means th e  f i r s t  d ev o tio n a l poet to  use a dec ided ly
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d i r e c t  to n e  in  a d d re s s in g  th e  Alm ighty.

C e r ta in ly ,  t h i s  prayer-poem  i s  by no means r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  

o f  a l l  th o se  co n cern in g  p ray e rs  to  God, f o r  t h i s  group r e p r e ­

se n ts  an u n u su a lly  wide v a r i e ty  o f  a t t i tu d e s  tow ard him. He 

i s  sometimes a contem ptuous m ocker, a t  o th e r s  an o ld  n e ig h b o r.

In some in s ta n c e s  th e  persona rep ro ach es  God f o r  unanswered 

p ra y e r ;  in  o th e rs  she i s  g r a te fu l  fo r  th e  com fort p ray e r  b r in g s . 

As u s u a l ,  rea d in g  one o f  th e  poems o u t o f  c o n te x t  o f  th e  o th e rs  

i s  m is le a d in g . Once m ore, th e  c lu s t e r  method i s  a p p ro p r ia te  

f o r  reading th e  ED canon.
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V. N ature a s  Second S c r ip tu re

Although ED's God i s  sometimes m addeningly s i l e n t  and

u n resp o n siv e  to  p ra y e r s ,  he alw ays speaks through n a tu re :

"Omnipotence - -  had n o t a Tongue — /  His l i s p  i s  L igh tn ing  — "

(P -4 2 0 ). F u r th e r ,  God i s  th e  c re a to r  o f  n a tu re . He i s  the

"M erchant o f  th e  P ic tu re sq u e "  (P -1131), th e  "Showman" whose

th e a t r i c a l  p ro d u ctio n  i s  n a tu re  (P -628). Even th e  " l i t t l e

E ther Hood" o f th e  d an d elio n  i s  th e  " m illin e ry  supple  /  Of th e

sag ac io u s  God" (P -1501). For ED as f o r  S i r  Thomas Browne,

th e n ,  n a tu re  i s  a second S c r ip tu re  through which one can lea rn

o f  God. ED i s  l ik e  Browne, to o ,  in  h is  b e l ie f  t h a t  "The

world was made to  be in h a b ite d  by b e a sts  but s tu d ie d  and

contem plated  by man: ' t i s  th e  debt o f  our reason  wee owe
21unto  God, and th e  homage we pay f o r  n o t being b e a s ts ."

ED d e s c r ib e s  such "A pprehensions" ("co n tem p la tio n s"—W ebster) 

o f  n a tu ra l  o b je c ts  as  "God's in tro d u c tio n s  — /  To be hallow ed ■ 

a c co rd in g ly "  (7 9 7 ). In th e  same poem, n a tu ra l o b je c ts  even 

p re f ig u re  th e  immortal l i f e  a f t e r  death as does p o e try  in  

th e  n u p tia l  group. N a tu re , th e n , i s  " th e  M aker's G ir l"  (P-873) 

and proves h is  e x is te n c e :  "The S t a r 's  E truscan  Argument /

S u b s ta n t ia te  a God — " (P -1 5 2 8 ). N atural o b je c ts  and c re a tu re s  

speak f o r  God, p re f ig u re  heaven, and prov ide emblems fo r  

r e l ig io u s  m e d ita t io n .
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Even th e  lo w lie s t  o f  God's c re a tu re s  a re  worthy o f 

contem plation  and in s p i r e  p ra is e  fo r  t h e i r  " a d ro it  C re a to r" :

The Bat i s  dun, w ith  w rinkled Wings —
Like fa l lo w  A r t ic le  - -
And n o t a song pervade h is Lips —
Or none p e rc e p t ib le .

His small Umbrella q u a in tly  halved 
D escrib ing  in  th e  A ir 
An Arc a l i k e  in s c ru ta b le  
E la te  P h ilo so p h e r.

Deputed from what Firmament —
Of what A stu te  Abode —
Empowered w ith what M alignity  
A u sp ic io u sly  w ith h eld  —

To h is  a d ro i t  C rea to r 
A scribe no le s s  th e  p ra ise  — 
B e n e f ic e n t, b e lie v e  me,
His E c c e n tr ic i t i e s  —

(1575)

A fte r  m inutely  c a p tu r in g  th e  essence o f th e  b a t 's  ap p earan ce , 

th e  speaker r e f l e c t s  on h is  o r ig in s .  He i s  sen t from some 

unknown "Firmament," a word meaning th e  heavens and used in  

S c r ip tu re ,  according  to  W ebster. F u r th e r , "with what 

M alignity" he i s  "Empowered" i s  "A uspiciously w ith h e ld ." Here 

and in  o th e r  poems and l e t t e r s  ED expressed p leasu re  a t  th e  

m ystery o f God's u n iv e rse  (L -586). She concludes t h a t  God 

m ust be p ra ised  even f o r  t h i s  lowly anim al, f o r  even h is  

" E c c e n tr ic i te s "  a re  "B e n e f ic e n t."

In 885, ED again  acknowledges th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f even 

th e  sm a lle s t o f  God's c re a tu re s :
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Our l i t t l e  Kinsmen — a f t e r  Rain 
In p len ty  may be se en ,
A Pink and Pulpy m u ltitu d e  
The te p id  Ground upon.

A n eed le ss  l i f e ,  i t  seemed to  me 
U ntil a l i t t l e  B ird 
As to  a H o s p i ta l ity  
Advanced and b rea k fa s te d .

As I o f  He, so God o f  Me 
I pondered, may have judged ,
And l e f t  th e  l i t t l e  Angle Worm 
With M odesties e n la rg ed .

Like so many o f her n a tu re  poems, t h i s  one i s  em blem atic, 

th e  somewhat baroque h ierog lyph  a s in g le  l i t t l e  "Pink and Pulpy" 

angle worm or a "m u ltitu d e"  o f  them. The form i s  a lso  t h a t  o f  

many sev en teen th -cen tu ry  d evo tiona l poems, th e  th re e - fo ld  m ed ita ­

t io n  in  which memory i s  ad d re sse d , then u n d ers tan d in g , then  

w i l l ,  th e  th re e  fu n c tio n s  o f  th e  i n t e l l e c t  corresponding  to  

th e  th re e  persons o f  th e  T r in i ty .  The f i r s t  s tan za  i s  th e  

com position o f p lace  in  which memory i s  addressed ; one i s  

v is u a l ly  p resen ted  w ith th e  scene fo r  m e d ita tio n , th e  worm or 

worms. "Kinsmen" su g g ests  th e  bro therhood no t only between

human b e in g s , but among a l l  God's c re a tu re s ,  a re la t io n s h ip
22a lso  assumed by th e  sev en te e n th -c e n tu ry  devo tional p o e ts .

In Stanza 2 , th e  unders tan d in g  i s  ad d ressed ; th e  persona 

r e f l e c t s  th a t  although she had always thought th e  worm an 

unnecessary c r e a tu re ,  she d isc o v e rs  t h a t  "He" i s  in  f a c t  

q u ite  necessary  fo r  th e  b i r d 's  b re a k fa s t.  In th e  t h i r d  

s ta n z a , th e  w ill i s  a d d ressed ; th e  meaning o f the  l i t t l e  n a tu re
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p arab le  i s  summed up by means o f  her f re q u e n tly  used r a t i o :

I : Worm=God : Me. J u s t  as th e  speaker had though t th e  worm 

"n e e d le s s ,"  so God may have though t her u n necessary . However, 

she concludes by th in k in g  more s e r io u s ly  o f  th e  l i t t l e  worm and 

hopes t h a t  God w ill th in k  more s e r io u s ly  o f  her as w e ll.  Here 

again i s  h e r f re q u e n tly  expressed  idea t h a t  one w ill  be t re a te d  

by God as one has t re a te d  th e  l e a s t  o f  h is  c r e a tu re s .

O ther poems in  which ED s p e c i f ic a l l y  p o r tra y s  n a tu re  as 

a second S c r ip tu re  in  which one f in d s  r e l ig io u s  m eanings in c lu d e  

932, in  which th e  persona d e s c r ib e s  her a t t i tu d e  tow ard th e  

s ta r s  as " r e v e r e n tia l" :

My b e s t  A cquaintances a re  th o se  
With Whom I spoke no Word —
The S ta rs  t h a t  s ta te d  come to  Town 
Esteemed Me never rude 
Although to  t h e i r  C e le s t ia l  Call 
I f a i l e d  to  make re p ly  —
My c o n s ta n t — re v e re n tia l  Face 
S u f f ic ie n t  C ourtesy .

"A cquaintance" i s  defin ed  by W ebster as "A person o r  persons 

well known; u su a lly  persons we have been accustomed to  see  and 

converse  w ith , but not s ta n d in g  on th e  more in tim a te  r e l a t i o n  

o f  f r i e n d s h ip ." Here ED d e sc r ib e s  phenomena o f  n a tu re  as well 

known, y e t  n o t so in tim a te  as to  be f r ie n d s .  As usual in  th e  

canon, th e  human being i s  p a r t  o f  n a tu re , y e t  s ta n d s  o u ts id e  

i t .  She i s  th e  o b se rv e r , one who, l ik e  Browne, s tu d ie s  and 

contem plates the  n a tu ra l w orld ; th e r e fo r e ,  a lthough th e  s ta r s  

and by im p lic a tio n  a l l  n a tu re  "C all"  on h e r,  in  r e tu rn  she can
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on ly  gaze " r e v e r e n t i a l [ l y ] " upon them. S ince " rev e ren ce"  i s  

a word most o f te n  used in  a s a cre d  s e n se , th e  sp e ak e r f e e l s  

"v e n e ra tio n "  o r  "awe" (W ebster) b e fo re  n a tu re  as a m a n ife s ta ­

t io n  o f  D eity .

In 1672, ED once more d e s c r ib e s  h er rev e re n c e  f o r  th e  

s ta r s  and acknowledges them to  be God’s c r e a t io n s :

L ig h tly  step p ed  a y e llo w  s t a r
To i t ' s  l o f t y  p lac e
Loosed th e  Moon h e r s i l v e r  h a t
From h e r l u s t r a l  Face
All o f  Evening s o f t l y  l i t
As an A s tra l Hall
F a th e r  I observed  to  Heaven
You a re  punctual —

Like so many n a tu re  poems, t h i s  one i s  em blem atic , th e

suggested  h iero g ly p h  a s t a r  and th e  moon. F u r th e r ,  ED

p e rs o n if ie s  both as she o f te n  does n a tu ra l  c re a tu re s  and 

o b je c ts .  The scene i s  d r a m a tic a lly  v i s u a l ,  a lm ost l ik e  a 

t h e a t r i c a l  p ro d u c tio n . In th e  co n c lud ing  c o u p le t ,  th e  sp eak e r 

d i r e c t l y  a d d re sse s  th e  ben ev o len t F a th er in  Heaven who i s  

re s p o n s ib le  f o r  th e  s p e c ta c u la r  show: "F a th e r . . . You a re

p u n c tu a l ."  T his p u n c tu a l i ty  o f  n a tu re  i s  e lsew here  adm ired

by th e  p o e t;  t h a t  she g iv es  c r e d i t  to  God f o r  such p u n c tu a l i ty  

once more in d ic a te s  t h a t  f o r  her n a tu re  i s  th e  work o f  God.

ED's God, th e n , i s  to  be found in  n a tu re  r a th e r  th an  in  

church:

Some keep th e  S abbath going to  Church —
I keep i t ,  s ta y in g  a t  Home —
With a Bobolink f o r  a C h o r is te r  - -
And an O rchard , f o r  a Dome —
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Some keep th e  Sabbath in  S u rp lic e  - -  
I j u s t  wear my Wings —
And in s te a d  o f  t o l l i n g  th e  B e l l ,  f o r  Church,
Our l i t t l e  Sexton — s in g s .

God p rea c h e s , a noted Clergyman —
And th e  sermon i s  never lo n g ,
So in s te a d  o f g e tt in g  to  Heaven, a t  l a s t  —
I'm  go in g , a l l  a long .

(324)

Beginning w ith th e  f i r s t  two l i n e s ,  ED s e t s  up a ten s io n  

between "I" and th ey  o r  "Some." Like T horeau , she i s  a m a jo r ity  

o f  one, a d is s e n te r  who keeps th e  Sabbath in  h e r own way. As 

u s u a l ,  h e r  c r i t ic i s m  i s  o f  " C h ris tia n s"  and th e  in s t i t u t io n a l iz e d  

ch u rch , not o f  God o r  th e  r e l ig io u s  se n tim e n t. She d iv o rces  

h e r s e l f  from th o se  who "keep th e  Sabbath [h y p o c r i tic a l ly ? ]  

going to  Church," who keep th e  Sabbath in  ( t r a d i t io n a l )  " S u rp lic e ,"  

and who s i t  and l i s t e n  to  long and boring  serm ons. " I ,"  on th e  

o th e r  hand, s ta y s  " a t  Home," keeping th e  Sabbath in  her garden 

w ith  th e  b ird s  as c h o r i s te r s ,  t r e e s  as c a th e d ra l  dome, and God 

as th e  preacher o f  a b r ie f  sermon. A gain, God preaches o r 

speaks through th e  n a tu ra l  w orld .

As in  a l l  th e  n a tu re  poems j u s t  c o n s id e re d , a dev o tio n a l 

meaning i s  e x p l i c i t .  However, th ese  poems inform  th e  e n t i r e  

n a tu re  group. J u s t  as th e  poems in  which d ea th  i s  p o rtray ed  

s p e c i f ic a l l y  as a C h r is t ia n  ex p erien ce  i l lu m in a te  th e  o th e rs  

abou t d e a th , th o se  in  which n a tu re  i s  s p e c i f ic a l l y  a second 

S c r ip tu re  a f f e c t  th e  read in g  o f  a l l  th e  n a tu re  poems. A l l ,  

i f  read  in  l ig h t  o f  th o se  d isc u s s e d , in v i t e  a m etaphorical 

d ev o tio n a l read in g . ED's n a tu re  poems a re  not m erely d e s c r ip t iv e ,  

bu t r a th e r  hymns o f  jo y  and p ra is e  to  God f o r  h is  c re a t io n .
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VI. God and P oetry

Often in  th e  canon, ED c o n fla te s  God o r Je su s  w ith 

p o e try . In th e  sacram ental and M aster groups, th e  poem i s  th e  

p r iv a te  e u c h a r i s t ,  a means o f  communing w ith J e su s ;  to  be wed to  

p o e try  i s  to  be wed to  Je su s ;  Jesus i s  th e  source o f  p o e tic  

in s p i r a t io n .  S im ila r ly  in th e  God c lu s t e r ,  God i s  th e  d iv in e  

" A r t is t"  o r "P o e t[s ]"  (155, 569); th e  p o e tic  ex p erien ce  i s  l ik e  

seein g  God (1247); God i s  th e  source o f p o e try  and th e re fo re  th e  

one to  whom i t  belongs:

P u b lic a tio n  — is  th e  Auction 
Of th e  Mind o f Man —
Poverty - -  be ju s t i f y in g  
For so foul a th in g

P o ss ib ly  - -  bu t We — would r a th e r  
From Our G arret go 
White - -  Unto th e  White C rea to r — 
Than in v e s t  — Our Snow —

Thought belong to  Him who gave i t  — 
Then — to  Him Who bear 
I t ' s  Corporeal i l l u s t r a t i o n  — S e ll 
The Royal A ir - -

In th e  Parcel — Be th e  Merchant 
Of th e  Heavenly Grace —
But reduce no Human S p i r i t  
To D isgrace o f P rice  —

(709)

P u b lic a tio n  i s  a degrading mercenary a c t ,  on ly  "P o s s ib ly " 

(em phasis mine) j u s t i f i e d  to  assuage "P o v erty ."  Her firm  i n i t i a l
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sen tence  supports  S u e 's  b e l i e f  ex p ressed  in  th e  o b itu a ry  t h a t

ED never wished to  p u b lish . A lthough some have argued th a t

she longed to ,  t h is  poem c e r t a in ly  su g g ests  th e  co n tra ry  as do 
23many l e t t e r s .  The speaker o f  709 does no t wish to  pub lish  

and even ex p la in s  why: p o e tic  "Thought" comes from God and

th e re fo re  belongs f i r s t  to  him and only  second to  th e  poet who 

c lo th e s  the  sacred  thought in  w ords, g iv es  i t  "Corporeal 

i l l u s t r a t i o n ."

That p o e try  is  a g i f t  from God and th e re fo re  should be 

d ed ica ted  to  him i s  no t an usual id ea  in  th e  devotional 

t r a d i t i o n .  Caedmon, fo r  exam ple, was n o t ab le  to  s ing  or 

to  compose p o e try  u n t il  God m iracu lo u s ly  appeared and bequeathed 

to  him th e  p o e tic  g i f t .  A f te r  t h i s  t ra n sc en d e n t ex p e rien ce , 

Caedmon devoted th e  r e s t  o f  h is  l i f e  to  s in g in g  of God's g lc ry . 

S im ila r ly ,  George H erbert in  h is  "D ed ication" to  The Temple 

names God as both source o f p o e try  and th e  one fo r  whom i t  i s  

w r i t t e n :

Lord, my f i r s t  f r u i t s  p re s e n t  them selves to  th e e ;
Yet not mine n e i th e r :  f o r  from th ee  they  came,

And must re tu rn  . . .  24

ED, l ik e  H e rb e rt, says t h a t  she w r i te s  p o e try  not fo r  fame, but 

f o r  th e  "White C reato r" who gave th e  p o e tic  g i f t  and to  whom i t  

b elo n g s. As in  so many poems, she w r i te s  fo r  " th a t  dea r  — 

d i s t a n t  — dangerous — Sake — " (462).

"White" d e sc r ib es  th e  "C re a to r ."  I t  i s  a lso  worn by 

th e  unpublished speaker. F u r th e r ,  th e  "Snow" which i s  emblem
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f o r  h e r p o e try  is  w h ite . W hite, a g a in , in  ED's p o e try  as in  

h e r l i f e ,  r e p re se n ts  th e  e te r n a l ,  God, and p o e try . That both 

poet and C rea to r wear w hite  s u g g e s ts ,  to o ,  th e  m arriage  between 

D eity  and poet n ecessary  f o r  th e  c re a t io n  o f  p o e try ,  here  

"Snow." One i s  reminded o f  th e  second M aster l e t t e r :  "What

would you do w ith  me i f  I came 'i n  w h i te ? '"  and " . . .  you 

d i d 'n t  come to  me 'in  w h i te , ' nor ev er to ld  me why. . . . "

One a ls o  i s  reminded o f th e  p a r tn e rs h ip  o r  m arriag e  between 

Gun and M aster of 754. In both poems and l e t t e r ,  a m arriage 

between d iv in e  thought o r  v is io n  and th e  human p o e t 's  word 

i s  n ecessa ry  in  o rd er t h a t  g re a t  p o e try  may be w r i t te n .

P oe try  i s  th e  "Word" o f  God "made F lesh" by th e  p o e t.

S ince f o r  ED God i s  th e  source o f p o e tic  thought as he 

i s  th e  c re a to r  o f th e  n a tu ra l  u n iv e rs e , p o e try  i s  s t i l l  a n o th e r 

means o f proving God's e x is te n c e  and lo v e . God h im se lf  i s  a 

poet o r  a r t i s t ;  th e  p o e tic  ex p e rien ce  is  l ik e  see in g  God; to  

be a d ed ica ted  poet i s  to  be wed to  God, th e  poem th e  r e s u l t  

o f th e  union between sacred  in s p i r a t io n  and human s k i l l .  S ince 

God i s  th e  o r ig in  o f  ED's poems and th e  one f o r  whom th ey  a re  

w r i t t e n ,  c e r ta in ly  i t  i s  n o t s u rp r is in g  t h a t  she speaks o f  

them as hymns and psalm s.
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V II. God and th e  S ou l: The P a rad ise  W ithin

The s e v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  m e d ita tio n  books, so i n f lu e n t i a l

to  th e  d ev o tio n a l p o e ts  o f  t h a t  c e n tu ry ,  e s p e c ia l ly  encouraged

in tr o s p e c t io n  because a seed  o f  God was th o u g h t to  be w ith in  each

so u l ,  a seed perhaps ta r n is h e d  by th e  o r ig in a l  s in  o f  Adam and

Eve, bu t a b le  t o  be uncovered by arduous s e l f - e x p lo r a t io n .

Looking w i th in ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  was n o t a n a r c i s s i s t i c  a c t ,  bu t 
25r a th e r  a r e l i g io u s  e x e rc i s e .  ED, l ik e  th e s e  p o e ts  and 

e s p e c ia l ly  l ik e  H e rb e r t ,  u n f lin c h in g ly  lo o k s w i th in ,  e x h o rtin g  

h e r rea d e rs  to  do th e  same: "Soto! E xplore  t h y s e l f ! "  (P -8 3 2 ).

The r e s u l t s  o f  th e  p o e t 's  r e l e n t l e s s  s e lf -e x a m in a tio n  a re  th e  

many poems in  which she d e f in e s  and m ed ita te s  em b lem atica lly  

on th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  soul and on v a rio u s  s t a t e s  o f  mind. These 

poems, to  be d isc u sse d  in  P a r t  Four, a r e ,  th e n ,  r e l ig io u s  in 

s e v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  term s as w ell as p sy c h o lo g ic a l in  

tw e n tie th -c e n tu ry  te rm s. In th e  group to  be c o n s id e red  

in  t h i s  s e c t io n ,  ED s p e c i f i c a l l y  su g g e sts  a c lo s e  r e la t io n s h ip  

between God and th e  s o u l:  God i s  th e  "Maker" o f  th e  soul as he

i s  o f  n a tu re  and p o e try ;  he i s  th e  g o a l,  " th e  F r o n t ie r ,"  o f  

th e  ev e r-expand ing  soul o r  s e l f .  To u n d e rs tan d  o n e 's  s o u l ,  

th e n ,  i s  a means o f  coming to  know som ething o f  God.

God and th e  b ra in  a re  compared in  632:
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The B rain — i s  w ider th an  th e  Sky —
For — put them s id e  by s id e  - -
The one th e  o th e r  w il l  c o n ta in  
With ea se  — and You — b esid e  —

The Brain i s  deeper th an  th e  sea  —
For — hold them — Blue to  Blue —
The one th e  o th e r  w il l  absorb  —
As Sponges — B uckets — do —

The B rain i s  j u s t  th e  w eight o f  God —
For - -  H eft them — Pound fo r  Pound —
And th ey  w ill  d i f f e r  - -  i f  they  do - -  
As S y lla b le  from Sound - -

The poem i s  em blem atic, again  in  a baroque sen se ; a c l i n i c a l

p ic tu re  o f  th e  b ra in  m ight be i t s  h ie ro g ly p h , announcing th a t

i t  i s  to  be a m ed ita tio n  on t h i s  m ost complex o f human o rgans. 

"Brain" in her Lexicon is  s c i e n t i f i c a l l y  d e fin e d , b u t o th e r  

d e f in i t io n s  include  "understand ing" and " im a g in a tio n ."  In th e  

f i r s t  s ta n z a , th e  w idth o f  th e  b ra in  i s  compared to  th e  sky 

and found to  be w id e r, fo r  i t  can co n ta in  th e  sky and "You — 

b e s id e ."  In th e  second, th e  depth o f  th e  b ra in  i s  compared to  

th e  sea and found to  be d eep er; th e  two a re  s im i l a r ,  y e t  the  

b ra in  i s  g r e a te r  because i t  can absorb  th e  sea l ik e  a sponge, 

a d e lig h tfu l  v isu a l pun s in c e  th e  b ra in  looks l ik e  th e  m arine 

anim al. The th i r d  s tan za  compares God w ith  th e  b ra in . Here 

th e  two are  d escrib ed  as being equal in  w eigh t. I f  one "H efts" 

th e  mind, then God, "they  w ill d i f f e r  — ijF th ey  do" (em phasis 

mine) as "S y lla b le"  d i f f e r s  from "Sound." The r e a d e r 's  f i r s t  

rea c tio n  is  th a t  s y l la b le  and sound a re  th e  same; th e r e fo r e ,

God and th e  mind a re  to o . However, upon more c a re fu l  r e f l e c t io n ,  

i t  becomes ap p aren t t h a t  sound i s  d i f f e r e n t  from s y l l a b le .  The
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f i r s t  i s  defin ed  by W ebster as "Noise; r e p o r t ;  th e  o b je c t  o f 

h ea rin g ; t h a t  which s t r i k e s  th e  e a r ."  "Sound" can be human, 

or i t  can be o th e r  than  human. " S y n a b le ,"  however, i s  

d i s t i n c t ly  human, having to  do s p e c i f ic a l ly  w ith  language: "A

l e t t e r ,  o r a com bination of l e t t e r s ,  u t te r e d  to g e th e r ."  The 

im p lic a tio n  i s  t h a t  th e  b ra in  is  th e  w eight o f  God, bu t d i f f e r e n t  

from him, f o r  th e  b ra in  transfo rm s God's sounds, p o e tic  i n s p i r a ­

t io n ,  in to  words. One i s  reminded o f th e  p rev io u s  poem in  which 

th e  speaker g iv es  "Corporeal i l l u s t r a t i o n , "  language and form , 

to  th e  "Thought" o r  in s p ir a t io n  which comes from God. One is  

rem inded, to o ,  o f  th e  Loaded Gun poem: th e  Master-Owner speaks

through th e  Gun-poet as here God speaks through th e  p o e t. In a l l  

th r e e ,  God's "Sound" o r "Thought" becomes "S y lla b le"  o r  p o e try  

through th e  alem bic o f  th e  human mind.

Another poem in  which the  r e la t io n s h ip  between God and 

th e  soul i s  explored  i s  483:

A Solemn th in g  w ith in  the  Soul 
To fe e l  i t s e l f  g e t r ip e  —
And golden hang — while f a r th e r  up —
The M aker's Ladders stop
And in  th e  Orchard f a r  below —
You hear a Being — drop —

A Wonderful — to  fe e l th e  Sun
S t i l l  t o i l in g  a t  th e  Cheek
You thought was f in is h e d  - -
Cool o f  ey e , and c r i t i c a l  o f  Work —
He s h i f t s  th e  stem - -  a l i t t l e  —
To g ive your Core — a look —

But so lem nest — to  know 
Your chance in  H arvest moves 
A l i t t l e  n e a re r  — Every Sun 
The S in g le  - -  to  some l iv e s .
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An emblem poem, l ik e  so many in  th e  canon, th e  h ieroglyph 

m ight be a lu sc io u s  golden a p p le , o r  perhaps a t r e e  bearing  

golden a p p le s , complete w ith  "Ladders" reach ing  in to  th e  

f a r t h e s t  h e ig h ts  o f th e  t r e e .  However, t h i s  emblem poem i s  

d i f f e r e n t  from th o se  d iscu ssed  so f a r  because th e  word "apple" 

i s  never m entioned. I t  i s ,  th e r e fo r e ,  a " r id d le "  poem, a common 

se v en te e n th -c e n tu ry  form , in  which th e  p e rso n a 's  developing soul 

by im p lic a tio n  i s  l ik en ed  to  a r ip e n in g  ap p le . The sp h e ric a l 

shape o f  th e  apple i s  t h a t  o f  th e  soul in  th e  ED canon, to  be 

d iscu ssed  in  P a r t Four. That th e  so u l-a p p le  i s  golden suggests 

i t s  g re a t  v a lu e . The "Ladders" ex tend ing  in to  th e  t r e e  a re  th o se  

o f  th e  "Maker," d e fin ed  by W ebster as "The C re a to r ,"  meaning 

God. The th i r d  meaning i s  " p o e t."  Once more, God i s  th e  poet 

o r  a r t i s t ,  here th e  c re a to r  o f  human so u ls  as human so u ls  

c re a te  poems. The "Ladders" may su g g est t h a t  o f  P la to 's  

"Symposium," th e  la d d e r  in to  th e  realm  o f pure being . Such 

a meaning i s  f u r th e r  im plied by "You hear a Being - -  d ro p ."  

Whether o r no t P l a to 's  lad d e r i s  su g g ested , c e r ta in ly  Ja co b 's  

lea d in g  to  God and heaven i s . ^

There i s  p robably  a f u r th e r  r e l ig io u s  meaning in  the  

"Sun" who a lso  works a t  p e rfe c tin g  th e  s o u l,  fo r  "Sun" su ggests 

th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  sun-son pun as i t  o f te n  does in  th e  ED canon.

The r ip e n in g  o f  th e  s o u l ,  th e n , i s  a "Solemn" o r sacred  p ro ce ss , 

one t h a t  i s  ongoing as in  P-1543, and one th a t  lead s  to  "H arv est."  

In d e fin in g  "H arv est,"  W ebster r e l a te s  th e  term  to  th e  day o f  

Judgment, a day ED looks forward to  and puzz les over in  many
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poems ( e . g . ,  625). This poem, th e n ,  i s  a n o th e r  on th e  theme 

o f her goal as  poe t and as person . R ath er th an  th e  tem poral 

g o a ls  o f  fame and th e  p lea su res  o f  t h i s  w o rld , th e  g o a ls  o f  

" th e  Fop — th e  Carp — th e  A th e is t ,"  she has chosen th e  

e te rn a l  sacred  g o a ls  o f  personal growth and p o e try .

Not only  i s  God th e  "Maker" o f  th e  s o u l ,  he i s  a ls o  

a u th o r  o f  i t s  p rec io u s  u n iqueness. In L-457 to  H igginson ,

ED d e s c r ib e s  each "Mind" as  being " l i k e  a d i s t i n c t  Bird 

S im ila r ly ,  H igginson r e p o r ts  h e r as say in g  t h a t  " th e re  i s  

always one th in g  to  be g ra te fu l  f o r  — t h a t  one i s  o n e 's  s e l f  

and no t someone e l s e . "  In 442, she s p e c i f i c a l l y  names God as 

a u th o r  o f  th e s e  m arvelous d i f f e re n c e s :

God made a l i t t l e  G entian - -  
I t  t r i e d  — to  be a Rose —
And f a i l e d  — and a l l  th e  Summer laughed —
But j u s t  befo re  th e  Snows

There ro se  a P urple  C rea tu re  —
That rav ish ed  a l l  th e  H ill  - -  
And Summer hid her Forehead —
And Mockery - -  was s t i l l  —

The F ro s ts  were her c o n d it io n  —
The T yrian  would n o t come 
U ntil th e  North — invoke i t  —
C re a to r — Shall I - -  bloom?

She begins p la y fu l ly  w ith  h e r usual f ig u r e  o f  flo w er 

as person o r  s o u l .  H ere, however, one f lo w er  i s  c a re f u l ly  

d is t in g u is h e d  from th e  o th e r .  The poor "G entian" makes the  

m istake o f  t ry in g  to  be a "R ose," c au sin g  a l l  o f  n a tu re  to

laugh a t  h e r. The n a tu re  p a rab le  o f  th e  " l i t t l e  G entian"

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm is s io n  of th e  co p y rig h t ow ner. F u rth e r  re p ro d u c tio n  p ro h ib ited  w ithou t p e rm iss io n .



211

r e c a l l s  th e  f a i r y  t a l e  o f  th e  ug ly  d u c k lin g : as th e  d u ck ling

f in a l ly  becomes a b e a u ti fu l  sawn, th e  l i t t l e  g e n tia n  blooms a t  th e

tim e and in  th e  way s u i t a b le  f o r  h e r s e l f .  The g e n tia n  is  p u rp le , 

r e c a l l in g  th e  many poems about being  crowned o r becoming ro y al as 

m etaphor f o r  becoming p o e t.  F u r th e r ,  she needs th e  c o ld , th e  

"North" and th e  " F ro s t ,"  in  o rd e r  to  bloom, probab ly  s t i l l  

a n o th e r re fe re n c e  to  th e  s o l i tu d e ,  th e  " p o la r  p r iv acy "  (P-1695)

n e c essa ry  fo r  h e r  p o e tic  v o c a tio n . The f in a l  d i r e c t  add ress  to

God th e  C re a to r re v e a ls  th e  meaning o f  th e  n a tu re  p a ra b le :  th e

sp eak er i s  h e r s e l f  th e  g e n tia n . F u r th e r ,  i t  was God who made her 

a g en tian  r a th e r  th an  a ro s e .  God i s  th e r e fo r e  r e sp o n s ib le  f o r  her 

d i f f e r e n c e ,  an id ea  e x p ressed  in  th e  second M aster l e t t e r ,  "God

made me — Mastei I d i d 'n t  be - -  m y se lf ,"  and in  P-155, " A r t is t  —

who drew me so /  Must t e l l ! "  The g i f t  o f  h e r p o e tic  s o u l ,  th e n , 

i s  from God.

In 1090, ED ag a in  s t r e s s e s  th e  c lo s e  bond between God and 

th e  s e l f  o r  s o u l .  In  f a c t ,  God i s  both th e  source o f human l i f e  

and i t s  g o a l:

I am a f r a id  to  own a Body - -  
I am a f r a id  to  own a Soul —
Profound — p re c a r io u s  P ro p e rty  - -  
P o s s e ss io n , n o t o p tio n a l —

Double E s ta te  — e n ta i le d  a t  p le a s u re  
Upon an u n su sp ec tin g  H eir - -  
Duke in  a moment o f  D ea th le ssn ess  
And God, f o r  a F r o n tie r .

Once m ore, th e  t h e t a  emblem may be im p lied : to  be born in to  

l i f e  i s  to  be "H eir"  o r  son o f God; th e  d iam e te r o f  th e  c i r c le  

i s  th e  sp h ere  o f  th e  f i n i t e  l i f e ,  th e  royal "moment of
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D eath lessn ess"; death  i s  o n e 's  b i r th  back in to  e t e r n i t y ,  as

always going to  God. The po e t s e p a ra te s  "Body" and "Soul"

as she often does: to  be a l iv e  i s  to  i n h e r i t  a "Double

E s ta te ."  F u r th e r , such in h e r i ta n c e  i s  " p re c a r io u s ,"  an id ea

t h a t  appears o ften  in  th e  canon as well as in  th e  Im i ta t io n :
27"Never promise y o u r se lf  s e c u r i ty  in  t h i s  l i f e . "  Nor i s  i t s  

"Possession . . . o p t io n a l ,"  a n o th e r id ea  which appears 

f re q u e n tly  in  th e  canon ( e . g . ,  754). To be a l i v e ,  th e n , i s  

to  be royal and to  be an "Heir" o r  son o f  God. F u r th e r ,  th e  

goal o f  l i f e  i s  God; one goes to  God a t  d e a th , fo r  he i s  the  

" F r o n t ie r ."

In these  poems which s p e c i f ic a l l y  l in k  God w ith  the  

s o u l ,  God i s  i t s  "M aker." M oreover, th e  soul speaks fo r  

God by transform ing d iv in e  in s p i r a t io n  in to  p o e tic  language. 

F in a lly ,  God i s  th e  goal o f  th e  s o u l ,  i t s  " F ro n tie r"  a t  d e a th , 

th e  r e b ir th  o f  the  soul back in to  e te r n i t y .
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V III. ED's God

A read ing  o f  th e  God c lu s te r  re v e a ls  t h a t  ED i s  b e lie v e r  

ra th e r  than  s k e p tic .  Although in  some poems she v o ices  doubt 

and f e a r  about th e  r e a l i t y  o f  th e  a f t e r - l i f e  a t  l e a s t  fo r  

h e r s e l f ,  such poems must be read  in  c o n te x t o f  th e  many in 

which she ex p resses  f a i t h  and b e l i e f .  ED's God i s  unknowable, 

"a d i s t a n t  — s ta t e ly  Lover," whom ED sometimes audacio u sly  

b e ra te s  fo r  h is  s ile n c e .  ED a lso  i r r e v e r e n t ly  c r i t i c i z e s  the  

powerful and vengeful God o f th e  Old T estam ent. However, God 

is  to  be found in  a l l  the  "C ircum stances" o f  t h i s  w orld. He 

speaks through h is  c re a t io n s :  n a tu re ,  th e  human s o u l ,  and

p o e try . All th in g s  t e l l  o f God and p re f ig u re  th e  u ltim a te  

union w ith  him a t  d e a th , th e  s o u l 's  r e b i r th  in to  e te r n i ty .

The poems, th e n , a re  hymns to  God, c r e a to r  o f th e  u n iv e rse , 

and to  th e  "Circum stances" o f t h i s  w orld which t e l l  o f  him.
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PART THREE: NOTES AND REFERENCES

See, fo r  example, "A t ru e  Hymne," p. 168, and 
"P rov idence ,"  pp. 116-121, Lines 147-48 and 151-52, Works 
o f  GH.

2
For ED's use o f  hymn m e te rs , see  Johnson, B iography, 

C hapter IV, pp. 84-102, and P o r te r ,  ED's E a rly  P o e try ,
Chapter IV, pp. 55-74. P o r te r  d e sc r ib e s  her use o f  hymn 
m eters as a "co n stan t occasion fo r  i ro n y " ;  Robert T. Sherwood, 
Circum ference and C ircum stance, p. 7 , speaks o f  her use o f 
hymn m eters as "one o f p ro te s t  w ith in  co n v en tio n ."

3 They a re : 28 , 48, 49 , 53, 59 , 61 , 65 , 70 , 78 , 97,
103, 105, 114, 116, 128, 131, 141, 147, 150, 155, 157, 168,
178, 184, 191, 194, 196, 201, 215, 226, 231, 237, 248, 251,
261, 271, 275, 293, 296, 324, 338, 357, 367, 376, 390, 396,
409, 412, 413, 414, 420, 437, 442, 455, 458, 475, 476, 487,
516, 540, 545, 548, 564, 569, 576, 586, 588, 595, 597, 608,
615, 621, 622, 623, 626, 628, 632, 633, 636, 643, 662, 677,
690, 709, 716, 717, 721-; 724, 728, 736, 742, 744, 783, 789,
791, 792, 797, 802, 809, 817, 820, 823, 827, 835, 836, 844,
865, 867, 871, 873, 882, 885, 894, 900, 906, 917, 924, 932,
945, 982, 1001, 1002, 1012, 1021, 1044, 1046, 1052, 1062,
1072, 1076, 1088, 1090, 1115, 1126, 1131, 1145, 1152, 1163,
1173, 1178, 1201, 1204, 1216, 1225, 1231, 1247, 1258, 1260,
1262, 1282, 1286, 1288, 1317, 1321, 1326, 1333, 1334, 1342,
1371, 1380, 1401, 1403, 1433, 1436, 1439, 1459, 1461, 1462,
1465, 1480, 1496, 1501, 1528, 1545, 1551, 1569, 1575, 1584,
1591, 1598, 1599, 1601, 1620, 1624, 1664, 1672, 1681, 1689,
1701, 1718, 1719, 1730, 1733, 1748, 1751, 1769.

4 Anderson, p. 257, b e lie v e s  t h a t  th e  " te n s io n s  between 
f a i t h  and doubt remained c o n s ta n t from an e a r ly  age down to  
her d e a th " ; Weisbuch, p. 3 ,  says th a t  th e re  a re  two EDs:_ the 
"v is io n a ry  c e le b ran t"  and th e  " sk e p tic a l  s u f f e r e r ,  who l iv e  
to g e th e r  in  the  poems."

 ̂ In Matthew v i i . l ,  Je su s  s a id ,  "Judge n o t t h a t  ye be 
not ju d g ed ."  A Kempis rep e a ts  t h i s  adm onition th roughou t the  
I m i ta t io n , e . g . ,  p. 42.

6 I m ita t io n , p. 109.
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7 I m i ta t io n , p. 217.

8 "The F i r s t  A n n iv e rsa ry ,"  Poems o f  JD, p. 237,
L ine 205.

g
I m i ta t io n , p. 30.

10 Works o f  GH, pp. 153-154.

11
M artz, P o e try o f  M e d ita tio n , p. 136 and passim ;

I m i ta t io n , p. 58.

12 Poems o f  JD , pp. 251-252, L ines 85-115.

13 This d e f in i t i o n  o f God ap p ears  n o t on ly  in  Em erson's 
" C irc le s ,"  as Gelpi p o in ts  o u t in  Tenth Muse, p. 273. I t
a ls o  can be found in  th e  w r i tin g s  o f  P la to ,  Hermes T r is m e g is tu s , 
S t .  A ugustine , and many se v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  poe ts and w r i te r s .  
S ee , fo r  exam ple, S i r  Thomas Browne in  "R e lig io  M ed ic i,"  The 
Prose o f  S i r  Thomas Browne, p. 15. See a ls o  Frank L iv in g sto n e  
H untley , S i r  Thomas Browne: A B io g rap h ica l and C r i t i c a l  Study 
(Ann Arbor: U n iv e rs ity  o f  Michigan P re s s ,  1962), pp. 207-208 
and pp. 218-220, f o r  a d isc u s s io n  o f  th e  f ig u re  o f  th e  th e ta  
and i t s  use by Browne as u n ify in g  emblem fo r  "Urn B u ria l"  and 
"The Garden of C yrus." See too  M arjo rie  Hope Nicol so n , The 
Breaking o f th e  C irc le  (New York: Columbia U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  
1960), pp. 47-48 and 77-80 , f o r  a d isc u s s io n  o f God as a 
c i r c l e ,  th e  t h e t a ,  and Donne's and o th e r  s e v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  
p o e ts ' use o f  t h i s  f ig u r e .

14 B ergson, pp. 156-157, n o tes  t h a t  comic c h a ra c te r s  
a re  always " ty p e s" ; th e  c h ild  i s  one o f  th e se  r e c u r r in g  ty p e s .
In Matthew x v i i i . 3 ,  Je su s  s a y s , "Except ye be c o n v e rte d , and 
become as l i t t l e  c h ild r e n ,  ye s h a ll  n o t e n te r  in to  th e  kingdom 
o f  h eav en ."

15 Cox, F east o f  F o o ls , p. 7 ; Wylie Sypher, "Appendix:
The Meanings o f Comedy," Comedy (Garden C ity : Doubleday, 1956), 
p. 221; W alter K err, Tragedy and Comedy (New York: Simon & 
S c h u s te r , 1967), pp. 27-28.

16 Bergson, pp. 121-123.

17 Works o f GH, p. 141.

18 Works o f  GH, p. 51.
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19 The Works o f  Henry Vaughan, ed . L. C. M artin , v o l. 2 
(O xford: At th e  Clarendon P re s s ,  1914), p. 488.
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f a c t ,  th e re  i s  doubt as to  w hether she ev e r d id  co n sen t to  
p u b lish  th e  poem (se e  S e w a ll, L i f e , I I ,  582-583).

24 Works o f  GH, p. 5.

25 M artz , The P o e try  o f  M e d ita tio n , pp. 150, 206, and 
passim .

26 P la to ,  The Symposium, t r a n s .  W alter Hamilton (M iddlesex, 
E ng.: P enguin, 1951), p. 94; G enesis x x v i i i .10 -22 .

27 I m i ta t io n , p. 51.
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PART FOUR

THE SOUL CLUSTER: a " 'so u l o f f i r e  in  a sh e ll  o f  p e a r l 111
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The soul i s  h a rd ly  a new su b je c t  in t h is  s tu d y . In 

f a c t ,  i t  f ig u r e s  p rom inently  th rou g h o u t. In th e  Je su s  c lu s t e r ,  

Daisy i s  J e s u s ' modern d i s c i p le ,  h is  f a i th fu l  so u l; th e  p o e t 's  

soul i s  b r id e  o f p o e try  in  t h i s  world and o f C h r is t  in  th e  n e x t; 

th e  s ic k  soul longs f o r  union w ith th e  M aster in  th e  form of 

p o e tic  i n s p i r a t i o n .  The God c lu s t e r ,  to o , in clu d es  many poems 

about th e  s o u l:  God i s  i t s  maker and au thor o f  i t s  d iv in e

un iqueness; th e  soul i s  a means o f lea rn in g  o f a d i s t a n t  God; 

a union between Deity and th e  soul o f  th e  poet i s  n ecessa ry  fo r  

p o e tic  c re a t io n .  R ather than  in tro d u c in g  a new to p ic ,  th e n , 

th is  c h a p te r  i s  a f u r th e r  c o n s id e ra tio n  o f ED's a l l -p e rv a s iv e  

concern w ith  th e  so u l. I t  i s  a c lo se  reading  o f th o se  poems 

in  which she con tem plates i t s  n a tu re  and d e s tin y .

There a re  121 poems s p e c i f ic a l l y  to  and about th e  

soul as well as many o th e rs  in  which i t  i s  re f e r re d  to  le s s  

d i r e c t ly  o r  by such term s as s p i r i t ,  m ind, or h e a r t .  "Soul" 

i s  defined  in  h er Lexicon as "The s p i r i t u a l ,  r a t i o n a l ,  and 

immortal su b stan ce  in  man . . . t h a t  p a r t  . . . which en ab les  

him to  th in k  and reaso n . . . . "  Other d e f in i t io n s  in clu d e  

"The unders tan d in g  . . . V ita l p r in c ip le  . . . S p i r i t  . . . L ife  

. . . in te rn a l  power . . . H e a r t."  One may assume, th e n ,  t h a t  

o ften  in th e  canon m ind, b ra in ,  s p i r i t ,  l i f e ,  in te rn a l  power, 

and h e a rt a ls o  r e f e r  to  th e  s o u l .1

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm iss io n  of th e  co p y rig h t ow ner. F u rth e r  re p ro d u c tio n  p ro h ib ited  w ithou t p e rm iss io n .



219

The im pressive number of soul poems i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  fo r  

se v era l rea so n s . F i r s t ,  s in ce  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  th e  immortal 

soul i s  a c e n tra l  C h r is tia n  co n cep t, ED's soul poems a re  f u r th e r  

convincing  evidence o f her r e l ig io u s  s e n s i b i l i t y .  Second, a 

read in g  o f th e  c lu s te r  rev e a ls  t h a t  h e r id e a s , form s, and images 

o f te n  r e c a l l  th o se  o f o th e r d e v o tio n a l p o e ts ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  th o se  

o f  th e  sev en teen th  cen tu ry . F in a lly ,  t h e i r  number and n a tu re  

s tro n g ly  su g g est th a t  the  su b je c t o f th e  canon, l ik e  George 

H e rb e r t 's  Temple and Thomas a Kempis' Im ita tio n  o f C h r i s t , i s  

th e  p o e t 's  so u l.

Although th e  poems a re  spoken in  ED's unique v o ice , 

some re c u r r in g  concepts and themes a re  ty p ic a l  o f  C h ris tia n  

th in k e rs  and p o e ts . For example, body and soul a re  always 

se p a ra te  and d i s t i n c t ;  sometimes th e  two even d eba te  w ith  one 

an o th e r as in  th e  devo tional t r a d i t i o n  beginning  w ith medieval 

tim es. Like o th e r devo tional p o e ts ,  to o ,  ED sometimes d i r e c t l y  

ad d resses  her s o u l. F u r th e r ,  a lthough ED p u zz les  over th e  

p re c is e  way in which the  soul can e x i s t  in  e t e r n i t y ,  she 

c o n s is te n t ly  expresses b e l ie f  in  i t s  im n o r ta l i t y , v a lu e , 

and s a n c t i ty .  S o litu d e  i s  e s s e n t ia l  f o r  ED's s o u l ,  fo r  i t  

must be s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  and s e lf - ju d g in g  as well as brave and 

adventurous in  o rd er to  grow. S o litu d e  is  im p o rta n t, to o , so 

t h a t  th e  soul i s  always prepared to  re c e iv e  an unnamed d iv in e  

"Guest." This l a s t  group o f  poems in  which th e  soul longs to  

be o r i s  "Host" to  a "Guest" r e c a l l s  both th e  C h ris t ia n  tro p e  

o f  C h r i s t 's  knocking a t  th e  h e a r t 's  door and th a t  o f  th e  pure
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soul as tem ple  o r b r id e  o f  C h r is t .  ED's use  o f  th e s e  tro p e s  

once more l in k s  h e r  to  th e  d e v o tio n a l t r a d i t i o n ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  

to  H erb e rt and a Kempis,

ED, l ik e  th e  se v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  p o e ts ,  sometimes r e f e r s  

to  P a rad ise  as being  w ith in  ( e . g . ,  PF-99). S e l f - s c r u i tn y  f o r  

h e r as f o r  them i s  th e r e fo r e  a r e l i g io u s  a c t .  I t  i s  p robab ly  

s ig n i f ic a n t  t h a t  one o f  th e  few m arkings th o u g h t to  be by ED 

in  S u e 's  copy o f  H e rb e r t 's  P o e tic a l Works n o te s  a passage in  

th e  d id a c t ic  "Church Porch" s e c t io n :

Dare to  look in  th y  c h e s t ,  f o r  t i s  th in e  own:
And tum ble up and down what thou f i n d 's t  t h e r e . 2

ED does j u s t  t h i s  in  h e r numerous poems o f s e l f - e x p lo r a t io n ;  

f u r t h e r ,  l ik e  H e rb e rt,  she ad v ise s  r e a d e r s ,  "Soto! Explore 

t h y s e l f ! "  (P -8 3 2 ). Among ED's poems o f  u n sp a rin g  s e lf -e x a m in a tio n  

a re  th o se  in  which she d e f in e s  in n e r  s ta t e s  o f  m ind. Some 

resem ble th e  m etaphysica l s ty le  in  t h e i r  d e f in i t i o n  form.

O th e rs , l ik e  many m etaphysica l poems, a re  em blem atic : ED

f i r s t  r e i f i e s  th e  a b s t r a c t  concep t by means o f  a c o n c e i t ,  

th en  m ed ita te s  on th e  f ig u r e .

ED's im ages, to o ,  a re  o f te n  s im ila r  to  th o se  o f  o th e r  

d e v o tio n a l p o e ts  and in c lu d e  m etaphors o f  l i g h t ,  f i r e ,  and 

crow ns. Her f ig u r e s  f o r  th e  soul in c lu d e  th e  b i r d ,  th e  s t a r ,  

and th e  in n e r  power o f  th e  vo lcan o . Perhaps th e  most a l l -  

p e rv a s iv e  images in  th e  c lu s t e r  a re  th o se  o f  c i r c u l a r i t y .

The soul i t s e l f  i s  s p h e r ic a l ,  sometimes an app le  o r a b a llo o n . 

A lso , each soul i s  d e sc r ib ed  as p o ssess in g  a unique c e n te r  o r
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goal as w ell as  a p a r t i c u l a r  "c ircum ference" o r sphere  of 

e a r th ly  ex p e rie n ce . F u r th e r ,  th e  growth o f  th e  soul i s  d escrib ed  

as a s e r ie s  o f  in c re a s in g ly  la r g e r  c irc u m fe re n c e s , cu lm in atin g  

a t  death  in  " th e  Stupendous V ision  o f  His D iam eters" (P -8 0 2 ), 

meaning th a t  God, to o ,  i s  s p h e r ic a l .  As d isc u sse d  on pp. 176-181 

above, th e  suggested  h iero g ly p h  fo r  th e  p ro g ress  o f  th e  soul 

through t h i s  world may be th e  t h e t a ,  a f ig u re  ty p ic a l  o f  th e  

sev en te e n th -c e n tu ry  p o e ts ,  in c lu d in g  S ir  Thomas Browne. The 

s p h e rica l s o u l 's  jo u rn ey  i s  th e  d iam e te r o f  th e  t h e t a ,  b ise c t in g  

a t  b i r th  and d ea th  th e  sphere o f  God, "a c i r c l e  whose c e n te r  i s  

everywhere and whose circum ference  i s  nowhere."

The m uch-debated key word, "c irc u m fe re n c e ," th e n , i s  o ften  

ED’s emblematic f ig u r e  fo r  th e  s o u l 's  sphere  on e a r th .  When 

she w r ite s  to  H igginson th a t  her "B usiness i s  Circum ference" 

(L -268), she means t h a t  her ta s k  as poe t i s  to  ex p lo re  her 

s o u l 's  in n e r  and o u te r  e x p e rien ces  as i t  p ro g re sse s  through 

th i s  w orld . She f u r th e r  c l a r i f i e s  her "b u s in ess"  in  L-269 

w ritte n  a t  about th e  same tim e to  Mrs. H olland: i t  i s  "to

s in g " and "to  lo v e ,"  to  w r i te  o f  her s o u l 's  adven tu res because 

o f  lo v e , again  s t r e s s in g  th e  C h r i s t - l i k e  n a tu re  o f her p o e tic  

vocation  (see  pp. 100-101 ab o v e).

A summary o f s e v e ra l o f th e  many in te r p r e t a t i o n s  o f 

circum ference i s  n e c e s s a r i ly  to  o v e rs im p lify  them but seems 

e s s e n t ia l  s in c e  my own d e f in i t i o n  i s  in d eb ted  to  t h e i r s .  C harles 

Anderson i s  t e n t a t i v e  in  h is  d is c u s s io n ,  f o r  he b e lie v e s  th e  word 

i s  not used c o n s is te n t ly .  He su g g e sts  t h a t  i t  m ight mean " a ll
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t h a t  i s  o u t s id e ,"  t h a t  her "c e n te r  i s  th e  in q u ir in g  mind 

whose b u sin ess  i s  c ircu m fe ren ce , in te n t  upon e x p lo rin g  th e  

whole i n f i n i t y  o f  th e  u n iv erse  t h a t  l i e s  b e fo re  h e r ." 3 

Robert Sherwood d e fin e s  th e  word as "an a rea  o f  comprehension" 

whether t h a t  o f  m ortal c o n sc io u sn ess , th e  immortal s o u l,  th e  

t o t a l i t y  o f  th e  poem, or God h im se lf . More s p e c i f ic a l l y ,  he 

p o s i ts  th a t  th e  p o e t 's  m ortal co n scio u sn ess  i s  a t  th e  c e n te r  

o f th e  c i r c l e ,  th e  e x te n t  o f  p e rc e p tio n  i t s  r a d iu s ,  th e  a rea  

o f  comprehension i t s  c ircu m fe ren ce .^  In Tenth Muse, A lb e rt 

Gelpi argues c o n v in c in g ly  t h a t  th e  word i s  a m etaphor f o r  "the  

a c t i v i t y  o f  conscio u sn ess  e x p lo rin g  i t s e l f  and i t s  p lace  in  the  

w orld ." His in te r p r e t a t i o n  i s  d i f f e r e n t  from p rev ious ones in 

t h a t  he s t r e s s e s  i t s  p sycho log ical meaning: ED i s  "a p ioneer
5

o f 'in n e r  sp a c e '"  and her poems th e  r e s u l t s  o f  her e x p lo ra tio n s .

My d e fin i tio n  d i f f e r s  from th e s e  th re e  c h ie f ly  in  t h a t  I 

f in d  p a r t i c u l a r  r e l ig io u s  meanings in  th e  term , th a t  I s t r e s s  

th e  emblematic n a tu re  o f  th e  geom etric  f ig u r e ,  and th a t  I 

suggest i t  sometimes might r e f e r  to  one o f  th e  two p e rp en d icu la r  

c i r c le s  o f  th e  th e t a .  "C ircum ference" i s  d e fin ed  by W ebster as

1. The l in e  th a t  goes around o r encompasses a 
f ig u r e ;  a p e rip h e ry ; ap p lie d  p a r t i c u l a r ly  to  
th e  l in e  th a t  goes round a c i r c l e ,  sp h e re , 
or o th e r  f ig u re s  approaching  th ese  in  form.

2. The space included  in  a c i r c l e .

G enerally  th e  term  sim ply means an en c losed  sphere  o r c i r c u la r  

a re a . Often i t  i s  ED's emblem fo r  th e  in d iv id u a l s o u l 's  sphere
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of experiences as i t  p ro g resses  through t h i s  w orld. These 

experiences in clu d e  in n er and o u te r  ones as well as e f f e c ts  on

th e  soul o f  th e  e x te r io r  w orld , fo r  l ik e  Donne she sometimes i s

more concerned w ith th e  e f f e c ts  o f  o u te r  s tim u li upon h e rs e l f  

than with d e sc rib in g  th e  e v en t. The s o u l 's  ex p e rien ces  a lso  

include awesome "omen[s]" o f  th e  e te rn a l  (P -1370); one can see 

th e  face o f  God in  n a tu re , p o e try , th e  s o u l ,  and th e  l i f e  of 

Jesu s  (P-1733). They a re  th e  "M essenger[s]" which " B is e c t[ in g ] " 

th e  e a r th ly  sphere and t e l l  us "All we know" o f th e  e x is te n ce  

o f the  e te rn a l  (P -1411). As she says in  P-1620, o n e 's

circum ference must be th e  "Bride o f Awe" in  o rd er to  c re a te

th e  work o f  a r t  and probably  by ex ten sio n  f o r  any soul to  l iv e  

in  a complete sen se . Her " b u s in e ss ,"  th e n ,  i s  to  l iv e  f u l l y ,  

courageously , and m e d ita t iv e ly  th e  l i f e  o f her soul in  t h is  

w orld , in th e  presence o f "awe," God and h is  e a r th ly  m an ifes ta ­

t io n s ,  and, because of lo v e , to  s ing  about her s o u l 's  jo y s  and 

s u ffe r in g s . The poems, th e r e fo r e ,  a re  alm ost synonymous w ith 

her s o u l 's  e a r th ly  l i f e .  As she w rote to  Mrs. H o lland , "a 

book i s  on ly  th e  H e a r t's  P o r t r a i t  — every  Page a Pulse  

(L -794). S im ila r ly ,  she wrote to  Higginson th a t  "Two E d ito rs  

o f  Journa ls . . . asked me f o r  my Mind," meaning her poems 

(L-261). Sometimes, th e n , c ircum ference r e f e r s  to  her poems.

At o th e rs ,  i t  i s  th e  sphere  o f  God.

Although sev era l c ircum ference poems a re  e x p lic a te d  a t  

len g th  in o th e r  p laces  in  t h i s  s tu d y , a b r ie f  summary o f ED's 

use o f  the word seems n ecessary  to  i l l u s t r a t e  my in te r p re ta t io n
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of th e  term  which appears in  s ix te e n  poems, as v a r ia n t  in  one 

rough d r a f t ,  and in sev era l l e t t e r s .  Sometimes she r e f l e c t s  

on th e  uniqueness o f  every  e a r th ly  s o u l 's  sp h e re : "His mind

of man, a s e c r e t  makes" fo r  "He c a r r ie s  a c ircum ference  /  In 

which I have no p a r t"  (1663). S im ila r ly ,  she says t h a t  s u n s e t ,  

p robably a metaphor fo r  d e a th , o b l i t e r a t e s  such in d iv id u a l 

d iffe re n c e s  as " T e r r i to ry  — Color — /  C ircum ference - -  

Decay" (5 5 2 ). The b u t te r f l y  i s  m etaphor fo r  th e  soul in  354; 

i t  lends a l i f e  o f  "p u rp o se le ss  C ircum ference" u n t i l  i t  i s  

"Extinguished  — in  the  S ea ,"  o f te n  her word f o r  e te r n i ty .  

W ebster's th ir d  meaning fo r  "e x tin g u ish "  i s  "To obscure by 

su p e rio r  sp len d o r" ; th e  fo u r th  i s  "To put an end t o ,  by union 

o r c o n s o lid a tio n ."  In c o n te x t o f  th e  o th e r  poems, th ese  

d e f in i t io n s  may be th e  ones she in te n d e d . I f  so , then  th e  

b u t te r f ly -s o u l  i s  e x tin g u ish e d  in  t h a t  i t  f i n a l l y  m eets th e  

"su p e rio r  sp lendor" o f th e  e te r n a l  sp h e re . In 515, to  be 

d iscussed  f u l ly  l a t e r ,  ED more s p e c i f ic a l l y  d e sc r ib e s  th e  

s o u l 's  f in a l  m eeting w ith  God: "R esu rrec tio n "  i s  t h a t  tim e

when "Circum ference be f u l l . "  The f i n i t e  l i f e  has come f u l l  

c i r c le  and i s  concluded; th e  soul i s  now ready  to  be judged.

In some poems, she s t r e s s e s  th e  alm ost l im i t le s s  

p o s s ib i l i t i e s  o f  th e  s o u l 's  c irc u m fe re n c e . The d ea th  o f a 

fr ie n d  causes one to  ex p e rien ce  "C ircum ference w ith o u t R e lie f  

- -  Or Estim ate  — o r End —" (9 4 3 ), i n f i n i t e  r e v e rb e ra t io n s  

in th e  so u l. In 967, "Ages c o il  w ith in  /  The m inute 

C ircum ference /  Of a_ s in g le  B rain  — agai n,  th e  soul
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o r  b r a in 's  p o s s ib le  e x p e rie n c e s , h ere  o f  p a in ,  a re  v a s t .

Ed sometimes acknowledges th e  h azard s  o f  th e  brave 

s o u l 's  e x p lo ra tio n  o f  i t s  in n e r  sp h e re . The sp eak er o f  378 

"Went out upon C ircum ference — /  Beyond th e  Dip o f  B e ll" ;  

she has p e r i lo u s ly  v en tu red  to  th e  f a r t h e s t  l im i t s  o f  human 

ex p e rie n ce . "B e ll"  i s  a c i r c u la r  f ig u r e ;  t h a t  she i s  beyond 

i t s  "Dip" may sug g est t h a t  she has tran sc en d e d  h e r e a r th ly  

c ircu m feren ce  and perhaps touched th e  i n f i n i t e  sp h e re . In 

7 98 , th e  soul i s  a b ird  who d a r in g ly  " s ta k e [ s ] "  h e r f e a th e r s ,  

a t  f i r s t  g a in s  only  an "A rc," then  t r i e s  a g a in , and i s  f i n a l ly  

as "At home - -  among th e  B illow s" o f  "C ircum ference" as 

she had once been on th e  "Bough where she was b o rn ."  The bee 

o f  1343, here a ls o  a f ig u r e  f o r  th e  soul , i s  a t  f i r s t  on ly  

saved from "s in k in g  in  th e  sky" by a " s in g le  C lover P lan k "; 

however, i t  i s  a t  l a s t  d es tro y ed  by th e  hazardous "B illow s o f  

C ircum ference."  In th e s e  l a s t  two poems, th e  sky i s  image f o r  

c ircu m fe ren ce , su g g estin g  th e  so a rin g  o f  th e  soul in  i t s  in n e r  

sphere  ( c f .  P -1431). In 889 , to o ,  th e  p e r i l s  o f  th e  s o u l 's  

ad ven tu res  a re  s t r e s s e d :  i f  "a C ir c le  h e s i t a te  /  In

C ircum ference ,"  d e a th , a prem ature m eeting  w ith  " E te r n i ty ,"  

may r e s u l t .  Here "C irc le "  seems to  be th e  s o u l ,  "C ircum ference" 

i t s  sphere .

Since ED's own sphere  i s  t h a t  o f  p o e t ,  she sometimes 

w r i te s  of her p o e tic  v o ca tio n  and h er poems as c ircu m fe ren ce .

In 313, she c o n tr a s ts  th e  " C irc u it"  o f  h e r  " l i t t l e  L ife tim e" 

w ith  the  "new C ircum ference" o f  her l i f e  as p o e t. In 883,
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"Each Age" i s  a "Lens /  D issem inating" th e  "C ircum ference" o f  

th e  "Lamp[s]" o r ig in a l ly  s tim u la te d  *by th e  p o e t;  subsequent 

g e n e ra tio n s  ex tend  or p ropagate  (W eb ster 's  d e f in i t io n  fo r  

"d issem in a te")  th e  o r ig in a l  l i f e  o f  th e  poe t as expressed  in  

th e  poems.6 S im ila r ly ,  th e  b ird -p o e t  o f 1084 v a n ish e s , lea v in g  

only "C ircum ference," h is  song, where th e  b ird  h im se lf  had been. 

In 1620, to  be d iscu ssed  a t  len g th  l a t e r ,  th e  poet ad d resses  

her s o u l 's  e a r th ly  sphere  as "C ircum ference"; only by p o ssess in g  

"Awe," D eity  and h is  e a r th ly  "om en[s]," can a r t  be c re a te d .

Once more, a union between soul and d iv in i ty  i s  n ecessary  f o r  

th e  c re a t iv e  a c t .

The h ierog lyph  of th e  th e ta  seems alm ost c e r ta in ly  

suggested  in  two poems. The f in a l  l in e s  o f  633, a q u a tr a in ,  a re :  

"When Cogs - -  s to p  - -  t h a t 's  C ircum ference - -  /  The U ltim ate  — 

of W heels." S ince in  o th e r  poems, th e  e a r th ly  l i f e  i s  d e scrib ed  

as a "Clock" and "The Dial l i f e "  ( e . g . ,  2 8 7 ), th e  tim e when 

"Cogs — sto p  means th e  conclusion  o f  t h i s  l i f e ,  th e  

th a n a to s . Here "C ircum ference" r e f e r s  to  God's sp h e re ; he 

is  th e  "U ltim ate  — of W heels." When th e  e a r th ly  sphere  i s  

concluded , th e  e te rn a l  one b eg ins. S im ila r ly  in  802 (d isc u sse d  

on pp. 180-181 above), she fe a r s  t h a t  her l i f e  in  tim e , her 

"C ircum ference" i s  so en g ro ssin g  th a t  she i s  in  danger o f 

fo rg e t t in g  th e  e te rn a l  sp h e re , f o r  which she is  prepared  by 

"P rocesses o f  S iz e ,"  the  growth o f her s o u l 's  h o riz o n s ,

"For th e  Stupendous V ision /  Of His D iam eters."  In both 

poems, d ea th  i s  a m eeting w ith th e  i n f i n i t e  sphere o f God.^
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C ircum ference, th e n , i s  no t m erely a key word in 

in te rp re t in g  p a r t i c u l a r  poems; th e  term  ex p la in s  th e  meaning 

of the  canon and o f ED's m etaphoric l i f e .  Her "Business i s  

C ircum ference," to  l iv e  m e d ita t iv e ly  and b rav e ly  th e  l i f e  o f  

the  soul in  t h i s  world and to  p re s e n t  t h i s  l i f e  in  th e  d i s t i l l e d  

form of the  poems. Like The Temple, th e  ED canon i s  th e  account 

o f a unique but re p re s e n ta tiv e  l i f e ,  l iv e d  in  th e  presence  of 

d iv in i ty  or "awe," as i t  p ro g resses  through t h i s  w orld toward 

i t s  f in a l  m eeting w ith God. Like H erb ert and a Kempis, she 

addresses th e  problem o f how one may l iv e  such a l i f e .

Again, i t  i s  n ecessary  to  r e c a l l  t h a t  Sue owned an 

1857 e d it io n  of H e rb e r t 's  P o e tica l Works and th a t  e i t h e r  Sue 

or ED owned an 1857 e d it io n  of The Im ita t io n  in  which ED's 

name is  in sc r ib e d  in  S u e 's  hand. S ince Sue l a t e r  p resen ted  

ED with an 1876 e d it io n  o f  The I m i ta t io n , one assumes th a t  she 

knew th e  book was o f g re a t  s ig n if ic a n c e  f o r  h e r f r i e n d .  I t  

i s  ap p a re n t, to o , t h a t  ED admired H e rb e rt, f o r  as p rev io u s ly  

n o ted , two s tan zas  from h is  "M atten s ,"  copied  in h er own 

hand, were found among her papers a f t e r  her d e a th . They 

were thought to  be by her and were even p ub lished  in  an 

e a rly  e d it io n  o f her poems:
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One can understand  th e  e d i to r ia l  e r r o r ,  fo r  H e rb e r t 's  

poem is  not u n lik e  many o f ED 's. H e rb e rt,  l ik e  ED, ad dresses 

God d i r e c t ly  and somewhat f a m i l ia r ly .  A lso , he p o r tra y s  God, 

as ED o ften  d o es , as th e  s o u l 's  lo v e r ,  one who "e y e [s ]"  and 

"woo[s]" the  h e a rt or soul ( c f .  P -357, 1496). Such s im i l a r i t i e s  

a re  heightened by ED's having t r a n s la te d  th e  H erbert poem in to  

her own idiom , in c lu d in g  d ash es , c a p i t a l s ,  and l in e  

arrangem ent.
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I t  has been suggested  t h a t  ED l e f t  among h e r papers

l e t t e r s  from Helen Hunt Jackson and Thomas N iles  u rg ing  her to

p u b lish  w ith  an eye to  h e r f u tu r e  p o s s ib le  p o e tic  im m o rta lity ;

perhaps she wished to  e s ta b l i s h  t h a t  h e r  poems were admired

by con tem poraries and t h a t  she cou ld  have p u b lish e d  had she

w ish ed .8 I t  seems p o s s ib le ,  to o ,  t h a t  she l e f t  th e  s ta n z a s

from "M atten s ,"  in  h er own hand, t r a n s la t e d  in to  her own id iom ,

as a k ind o f  c lu e ,  perhaps to  th e  meaning o f  th e  canon, perhaps

even to  acknowledge h e r d e b t to  H e rb e rt. Her m arkings in  th e

1876 e d it io n  o f th e  Im ita t io n  a ls o  m ight have been in tended

as such a c lu e ,  f o r  th ey  w ere made long a f t e r  th e  book had 
g

served  as  i n i t i a l  i n s p i r a t i o n .

W hether o r no t th e  p o e t had such m o tiv e s , c ir c u m s ta n tia l  

and in te r n a l  evidence in d ic a te  t h a t  ED read  both The Temple and 

The Im ita t io n  and th a t  she a s s im ila te d  id eas  and images from 

b o th , tra n sfo rm in g  them in  th e  s e rv ic e  o f  h e r own unique v o ice . 

ED, l ik e  H erbert and a Kempis, w r i te s  o f  her s o u l 's  v a r ie g a te d  

ex p e rie n ce s  on e a r th  and i t s  r e l a t i o n s h ip  to  God. The ED canon, 

l ik e  The Temple, can b e s t  be read  and understood  h o l i s t i c a l l y  

as th e  m ed ita tiv e  au to b io g rap h y  o f  a s o u l ,  a soul e x p lo r in g  i t s  

sphere  o r  "circum ference" as i t  p ro g re s se s  toward i t s  " d iv in e ly  

ap p o in ted  d e s tin y  o f union w ith  God."^8
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I .  "Holy Ghosts in  Cages" (P-184)

T hroughout th e  ED canon, body and soul a re  s e p a ra te  

and d i s t i n c t .  Although th e  body i s  n o t e v il  o r d e s p is e d , th e  

l i f e  o f  th e  " s u p e rio r  sp e c tre "  (670) i s  th e  p o e t 's  c h ie f  concern. 

The body i s  m erely  th e  s o u l 's  e a r th ly  d w e llin g , i t s  s h r in e ,  

c a g e , te m p le , o r  house. The soul has moments o f  escape from 

th e  body, a freedom sometimes m e ta p h o ric a lly  d e scrib ed  as th a t  

o f  a b i rd .  The s o u l 's  u l t im a te  freedom  occurs a t  dea th  when 

body and soul s e p a r a te ,  "The F lesh  — S urrendered  - -  Cancelled — /  

The B o d ile ss  -  begun" (5 2 4 ). The body i s  m erely an "O vercoat 

o f  C lay" (976) which th e  soul c a s t s  o f f .

O ften  ED makes c le a r  both th e  dichotom y between body and 

soul and th e  b ody 's  ro le  as th e  s o u l 's  "Temple" (P -578):

T his d i r t y  — l i t t l e  - -  H eart 
I s  f r e e ly  mine.
I won i t  w ith  a Bun - -  
A F reck led  s h r in e  - -

But e l i g i b ly  f a i r  
To him who sees  
The Visage o f  th e  Soul 
And n o t th e  k n ees.

(1311)

A lthough in  th e  ED canon "H eart" i s  n o t alw ays synonymous w ith 

s o u l , h e re  th e  two words a re  used in te rc h a n g e a b ly . The h e a rt 

o r soul i s  im p e r fe c t,  " d ir ty "  and " l i t t l e . "  F u r th e r ,  th e  body
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i s  m erely a "Bun" to  encase th e  h e a rt o r s o u l.  O bviously , 

th e  body, to o , i s  sa c re d , fo r  although " F re ck le d ,"  i t  i s  a 

" s h r in e ."  However, God i s  concerned w ith  th e  "Soul" r a th e r  

than  w ith th e  body's "knees,"  a thought s im ila r  to  t h a t  o f 

a Kempis who a d v ise s , " . . .  w hile man looks on outward ap p ear­

ance, God looks in to  your h e a r t .  Man sees  your a c tio n s  but 

God your m otives,

In o th e r  in s ta n c e s , th e  body i s  th e  s o u l 's  p r is o n , 

cage, o r  "C hillon" (P-1601, 184, L -233), an o th e r  ty p ic a l 

C h r is t ia n  concept. Q u arle s , f o r  example, em b lem atica lly  p o rtra y s
v JO

th e  body as a cage: a Kempis speaks o f  i t  as a "p riso n -h o u se ."

Although ED's body i s  s im ila r ly  a p r is o n ,  i t  i s  a "magic P rison" 

(P -1601), a cage, p e rh ap s , but an enchanted one. L ife  in  t h is  

world i s  d ea r to  ED, and (as d iscu ssed  on pp. 169-170) she 

sometimes ponders w hether or not th a t  in  e t e r n i t y  w ill  be as 

sublim e.

In s t i l l  o th e r  poems, ED contem plates th e  m ystery o f  th e  

s e c r e t ,  p assio n a te  soul concealed w ith in  i t s  seem ingly im passive 

body. One r e c a l ls  t h a t  " in te rn a l  power" i s  one o f  W ebster's  

d e f in i t io n s  fo r  s o u l :

I t ’s Hour w ith i t s e l f  
The S p i r i t  never shows.
What T e rro r would e n th ra ll  th e  S t r e e t  
Could Countenance d isc lo s e

The S ubterranean  F re ig h t 
The C e lla rs  o f  th e  Soul - -  
Thank God th e  lo u d est P lace he made 
Is  l ic e n sed  to  be s t i l l .

(1225)
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The body is  a house on a " S t r e e t ,"  th e  soul th e  hidden "C e lla rs"  

where unperceived a c tio n  tak e s  p lac e . This id ea  o f th e  u n d e te c ted , 

powerful soul once more r e c a l l s  S u e 's  phrase d e sc r ib in g  th e  p o e t,  

a " 's o u l  o f  f i r e  in  a s h e ll  o f p e a r l . '"  The concep t a ls o  appears 

in o th e r  forms in  th e  canon. In th e  volcano poems, f o r  exam ple, 

"L ife"  i s  "A s t i l l  — Volcano" (6 0 1 ), ou tw ardly q u i e t ,  bu t 

p o ssessing  " in te rn a l  pow er." S im ila r ly ,  in 1663, th e  m ind 's  

unperceived a c t i v i t y ,  i t s  "c ircu m fe ren ce ,"  makes o f  an o th e r 

man a " s e c r e t ."

Although th e  soul i s  in  a sense th e  body 's p r is o n e r ,  

i t  p o ssesses g rea t freedom as w e ll:  "No Rack can to r tu r e  me - -  /

My Soul — a t  L ib e rty  — /  Behind th i s  mortal Bone" (3 8 4 ). Sometimes 

ED compares th e  s o u l 's  freedom  to  t h a t  o f  a b ird :  one might as

e a s i ly  " lodge[d ]a  Bird /  For Treason — in th e  Pound — " as 

i n h ib i t  th e  s o u l 's  freedom ; j u s t  as a b ird  "has but to  w ill  /

And easy as a S ta r  /  Look down upon C a p tiv i ty  — /  And lau g h ,"  

so i t  i s  w ith th e  soul (6 1 3 ). In 798, th e  s o u l 's  freedom is  

d escrib ed  as t h a t  o f  a b i r d ,  "At home — among th e  B illow s" 

o f "C ircum ference." In 1431, to o ,  th e  b ird  i s  f ig u re  fo r  th e  

s o u l :

With P in io n s o f  D isdain 
The soul can f a r th e r  f ly  
Than any f e a th e r  s p e c if ie d  
in  O rn itho logy  —
I t  w afts  t h i s  so rd id  Flesh  
Beyond i t ' s  d u ll  — co n tro l 
And d u rin g  i t ' s  e l e c t r i c  g a le  -■ 
The body i s  a soul — 
in s t r u c t in g  by th e  same —
How l i t t l e  work i t  be - -  
To pu t o f f  f ila m e n ts  l ik e  t h i s  
fo r  im m o rta lity  —
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This freedom o f th e  soul even e x h i la r a te s  th e  "so rd id  F lesh" 

so t h a t  i t ,  to o ,  i s  a f fe c te d  by th e  s o u l 's  freedom. The poem 

concludes w ith  th e  "D isdain" o f  th e  f i r s t  l in e :  how sim ple i t

w ill  be to  put o f f  che body fo r  im m o rta lity .

This f in a l  se p a ra tio n  o f  body and soul tak e s  p lace a t  

d ea th  when th e  " b r ie f  Tragedy o f F lesh "  i s  concluded (664).

Death i s  th e  tim e when "F lesh  and S p i r i t  sunder" (1420), "The 

F lesh  — Surrendered  — C ancelled — /  The B od iless — begun —" 

(524). Not on ly  i s  th e  body "C ancelled" a t  d e a th ; the soul 

triu m p h s, becomes an "Emperor" (9 8 0 ). One i s  reminded of 

Donne's Second A n n iv e rsa rie  in  which th e  "so u le"  i s  "ex a lted " 

and made "P rin ce"  as th e  body " r o t s ."  I f  read  in  such a c o n te x t ,  

P-465, "I heard a Fly buzz - -  when I d ie d ,"  m ight be spoken by 

th e  soul as she observes th e  dea th  o f th e  body. The "King" 

a r r iv e s  to  cla im  th e  s o u l ,  a "Fly" to  c la im  th e  body (see  pp. 

174-176).

D eath, th e n , i s  a trium ph f o r  th e  soul but a dreaded 

even t fo r  th e  body:

I read  my sen tence  - -  s te a d i ly  - -  
Reviewed i t  w ith  my e y e s ,
To see t h a t  I made no m istake 
In i t ' s  ex trem est c la u se  —
The D ate , and manner, o f  th e  shame —
And then  th e  Pious Form
That "God have mercy" on th e  Soul
The Ju ry  voted Him —
I made my soul f a m il ia r  — w ith  her ex trem ity  — 
That a t  th e  l a s t ,  i t  should n o t be a novel Agony — 
But sh e , and D eath, acq u ain ted  —
Meet t r a n q u i l l y ,  as f r ie n d s  —
S a lu te ,  and p a ss , w ith o u t a H int —
And th e r e ,  th e  M atte r ends —

(412)

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm iss io n  of th e  co p y rig h t o w n er. F u rth e r  re p ro d u c tio n  p ro h ib ited  w ithou t p e rm iss io n .



234

Here body and soul a re  d i s t i n c t ,  even engage in  a d ia lo g u e  

as in  th e  d e v o tio n a l t r a d i t i o n  o f  th e  d e b a te  between body 

and s o u l.  The d if f e re n c e  between body and soul i s  underscored  

by th e  gender o f  th e  pronoun used f o r  each : " I ,"  th e  person  o r

body, i s  "Him"; th e  soul i s  " h e r ."  S ince th e  soul i s  a rc h e ty p a l ly  

fem a le , i t  i s  n o t s u rp r is in g  t h a t  a lth o u g h  in  some poems th e  

soul i s  " i t "  o r  " i t s e l f "  (se e  pp. 124-1 2 5 ), ED's soul i s  o f te n  

" s h e ."  In t h i s  poem, "she" and Death a re  f r i e n d s .  Although 

d e a th  i s  "Agony" f o r  th e  body, i t  i s  " tr a n q u i l ly "  accep ted  by 

th e  s o u l .

U nlike most o f  th e  soul c l u s t e r ,  ED h ere  p r o je c ts  a comic 

p e rso n a , th e  f a m i l ia r  law yer who i s  somewhat lu d ic ro u s  in  h is  

use  o f  p ro fe s s io n a l  language (see  pp. 8 3 -8 5 ). The poem i s  a lso  

comic in  th e  pun o f  th e  f in a l  l i n e ,  " th e  M atte r e n d s ."  More 

o f te n  th e  sp eak e r o f  th e  soul c lu s t e r  i s  r e c e s s e d ,  even i n v is ib l e ,  

and h e r tone  solem n; r a th e r  than  a "supposed p e rs o n ,"  she seems 

a lm o st to  be th e  poet h e r s e l f ,  as in  976, a n o th e r  d ia lo g u e

between body and s o u l :

Death i s  a D ialogue between 
The S p i r i t  and th e  Dust.
"D isso lv e"  says Death — The S p i r i t  " S ir  
I have a n o th e r T ru s t[ " ]  —

Death doubts i t  - -  Argues from th e  Ground —
The S p i r i t  tu rn s  away 
J u s t  lay in g  o f f  f o r  ev idence 
An Overcoat o f  Clay.

S ince "Death" i s  d e fin e d  as "a Dialogue between /  The S p i r i t

and th e  D u st,"  then  d e sc r ib ed  as a d ia lo g u e  between "Death" and
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" S p i r i t , "  d ea th  and d u s t  seem to  be synonymous. Both m ight be 

th e  d iam eter o f  th e  t h e t a  f ig u r e ,  th e  " th a n a to s ,"  th e  sphere  o f  

human l i f e  which a t  d ea th  meets th e  sphere  o f  God. At t h i s  

ju n c tu r e ,  the im perious soul d i s d a in fu l ly  c a s ts  o f f  th e  f le s h ;  

in ED's d ia lo g u es  between body and s o u l ,  th e  soul i s  f in a l ly  

v ic to r io u s .

In a l a t e  poem, th e  soul longs f o r  t h i s  v ic to ry  and 

re le a s e  from th e  "D ust":

As from th e  e a r th  th e  l i g h t  Balloon 
Asks n o th in g  b u t r e le a s e  —
A scension th a t  f o r  which i t  was,
I t ' s  s o a rin g  R esidence.
The s p i r i t  looks upon th e  Dust 
That fa s te n e d  i t  so long 
With in d ig n a t io n ,
As a B ird
Defrauded o f  i t ' s  song.

(1630)

The ba lloon  as image f o r  th e  s p i r i t  o r  soul i s  p a r t i c u l a r ly  

a p t.  I t  i s  a p p ro p r ia te  f o r  a f e s t iv e  o ccasion  and th e re fo re  

su g g ests  th e  s o u l 's  a n t ic ip a te d  triu m p h . A lso , th e  word lends 

i t s e l f  to  double-m eaning: "A scension" su g g ests  both t h a t  o f

th e  b a lloon  and t h a t  o f  th e  soul which w ill  r i s e  as d id  C h r is t ;  

" s o a rin g ,"  to o ,  a p p lie s  both to  b a llo o n  and so u l. F in a lly ,  

th e  ba lloon  i s  one o f  th e  many c i r c u la r  images ED uses to  

d e sc r ib e  th e  soul and i t s  sp h e re . J u s t  as th e  soul i s  an 

app le  and p o ssesses  a c irc u m fe re n c e , i t  i s  a lso  a sp h e ric a l 

ba llo o n .

This poem, a rough d r a f t ,  i s  b e lie v e d  to  have been w r itte n  

in  about 1884, two y e a rs  b e fo re  th e  p o e t 's  d ea th . I t  i s  even
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probable  t h a t  she knew dea th  was n e a r ,  fo r  her p hysic ian  in

h is  c e r t i f i c a t e  o f  d ea th  no tes  t h a t  she had been i l l  f o r  2%
13y e a rs .  However, t h i s  l a t e  poem i s  l ik e  her e a r l i e s t :  body

and soul a re  d i s t i n c t ;  th e  immortal soul i s  f re e d  a t  dea th . 

These co n cep ts , c o n s is te n t ly  conveyed th roughout th e  canon, 

a re  c e r ta in ly  th o se  o f a r e l ig io u s  p o e t.
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I I .  "The S p i r i t  l a s t s  - -  but in what mode —"

Although ED's f a i t h  in  th e  s o u l 's  v ic to ry  over death  i s  

sometimes shadowed by a "C od icil o f  Doubt" (P -1012), she con- 

s is t e n ty  v o ices  b e l i e f  in  i t s  im m o rta lity . I t  i s  a "R ep ea lless  

th in g  - -  /  A Being — im potent to  end - -  /  When once i t  has 

begun" (565). However, th e  poet puzz les over the  form th e  a f t e r ­

l i f e  w ill ta k e . Will th e  soul e x is t  as "Costumeless Consciousness" 

(P -1454), o r w ill i t  be r e u n ite d  w ith th e  body?

ED ponders th e  "R iddle" o f  th e  a f t e r - l i f e  in  501:

This world i s  no t Conclusion.
A Species s ta n d s  beyond - -  
I n v is ib le ,  as Music —
But p o s i t iv e ,  as Sound - -  
I t  beckons, and i t  b a f f le s  —
P hilosophy - -  dont know - -
And through a R id d le , a t  th e  l a s t  - -
S a g a c ity , m ust go —
To guess i t ,  pu zz le s  sc h o la rs  —
To gain i t ,  Men have borne
Contempt o f G enerations
And C ru c if ix io n , shown - -
F a ith  s l i p s  - -  and lau g h s , and r a l l i e s  -■
B lushes, i f  any see - -
Plucks a t  a tw ig o f  Evidence —
And asks a Vane, th e  way —
Much G e s tu re , from th e  P u lp it  - -  
S trong H a lle lu ja h s  r o l l  - -  
N arco tics  canno t s t i l l  th e  Tooth 
That n ib b le s  a t  th e  soul —

The soul e x is t s  a f t e r  d e a th , but how? "G estu res , from th e  

P u lp it"  and hymns sung by th o se  in  church a re  m erely "N arco tic s"
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and do not s ile n c e  nagging q u e s tio n s  about th e  e te rn a l  l i f e .

As u s u a l,  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  church provides 

no so la c e  f o r  ED.

In 1576, to o , she ponders th e  m ystery  o f  th e  way in  which 

th e  soul w ill  e x i s t  in  e te r n i ty :

The S p i r i t  l a s t s  - -  bu t in  what mode — 
Below, th e  Body sp eak s .
But as th e  S p i r i t  fu rn is h e s  —
A p art, i t  never t a lk s  - -
The Music in  th e  V io lin
Does n o t emerge a lone
But Arm in Arm w ith  Touch, y e t  Touch
Alone — i s  n o t a Tune - -
The S p i r i t  lu rk s  w ith in  th e  F lesh
Like T ides w ith in  th e  Sea
That make th e  W ater l i v e ,  e s tra n g ed
What would th e  E ith e r  be?
Does t h a t  know - -  now — o r does i t  cease — 
That which to  t h i s  i s  done,
Resuming a t  a mutual d a te  
With every  fu tu re  one?
I n s t i n c t  pursues th e  Adamant,
Exacting t h i s  Reply —
A dversity  i f  i t  may b e , o r 
Wild P ro s p e r i ty ,
The Rumor's Gate was sh u t so t i g h t  
Before my Mind was sown,
Net even a P ro g n o s tic 's  Push 
Could make a Dent th ere o n  —

As in th e  p rev ious poem, ED begins w ith  a s ta tem en t o f f irm  

b e l ie f  in  th e  s o u l 's  im m o rta lity . However, she wonders how th e  

" S p i r i t"  can e x is t  w ithou t i t s  "F le sh ."  Is  th e  h e a rt o f the  

"Adamant" s e c r e t  "A dversity" o r  "Wild P ro s p e r i ty " ?  She concludes 

t h a t  th e  m ystery o f th e  way in  which th e  soul e x is t s  in 

e te r n i ty  i s  im p en etrab le .

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm iss io n  of th e  co p y rig h t o w n er. F u rth e r  re p ro d u c tio n  p ro h ib ited  w ithou t p e rm iss io n .



239

O ther poems in  which ED ponders t h i s  m ystery  in c lu d e  

1492 which she se n t to  her c o u s in , th e  Reverend Perez Dickinson 

Cowan, a t  th e  dea th  o f  h is  d a u g h te r :

"And with what body do th ey  come?" —
Then they  cto come - -  R e jo ice !
What Door — What Hour — Run — run — My S o u l!
I llu m in a te  th e  House!

"Body!" Then re a l  — a Face and Eyes —
To know t h a t  i t  i s  them! —
Paul knew th e  Man t h a t  knew th e  News - -
He passed th rough Bethlehem - -

The q u o ta tio n  is  from 1 C o rin th ia n s  x v .3 5 . In t h i s  and th e  

fo llo w in g  v e rs e s ,  S t .  Paul g iv es  a ssu ra n c e  o f  th e  r e s u r r e c t io n  

o f  th e  body, an assu ran ce  ED p asses  a long  to  h e r  bereaved co u s in . 

On th e  o th e r  hand, in  1454, she c o n s id e rs  th e  a f t e r - l i f e  as a 

s t a t e  o f  "Costum e!ess C o nsc iousness":

Those n o t l iv e  y e t  
Who doubt to  l iv e  ag a in  - -  
"Again" i s  o f  a tw ice  
But t h i s  — is  one - -  
The Ship beneath  th e  Draw 
Aground - -  i s  he?
Death — so - -  th e  Hyphen o f  th e  Sea —
Deep i s  th e  Schedule
Of the  Disk to  be - -
Costume!ess C onsciousness - -
That i s  he - -

Once m ore, ED begins by a s s e r t in g  b e l i e f  in  th e  s o u l 's  

im m o rta lity . In f a c t ,  such f a i t h  i s  e s s e n t ia l  f o r  a f u l l  

l i f e  on t h i s  e a r th .  In t h i s  poem, p ro b ab ly  s e n t  to  Sue a t  

E a s te r  (14 5 4 n ), ED once more acknowledges th e  im p o s s ib i l i ty  o f 

p re c is e  knowledge con cern in g  th e  a f t e r - l i f e ,  f o r  th e  "Schedule"
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i s  "Deep" o r  h idden . However, she concludes by p o s it in g  th a t  

i t  m ight be a s ta t e  in  which "Consciousness" e x is t s  w ithou t th e  

body. Although soul and consciousness a re  no t always synonymous 

fo r  ED, here  th ey  seem to  be ( c f .  P-822, 894).

The a f t e r - l i f e  i s  one in  which body and soul a re  

re u n ite d  in  515:

No Crowd th a t  has occurred  
E x h ib it  — I suppose 
That General Attendance 
That R esu rrec tio n  — does —

Circum ference be f u l l  —
The long r e s t r i c te d  Grave 
A sse rt her V ita l P r iv i le g e  —
The Dust - -  connect — and l iv e  —

On Atoms - -  fe a tu re s  p lace  —
All M ultitu d es  th a t  were 
E fface  in  th e  Comparison - -  
As Suns — d isso lv e  a s ta r  —

Solem nity - -  p rev a il  - -
I t ' s  in d iv id u a l Doom
P ossess each se p a ra te  C onsciousness —
August - -  Absorbed — Numb - -

What D up lica te  - -  e x is t  - -  
What P a ra l le l  can be - -  
Of th e  S ig n if ic a n c e  of This —
To U niverse — and Me?

A fter  wryly observ in g  th a t  no doubt th e  "R esu rrec tio n "  w ill  be 

w e ll-a tte n d e d , ED c a l l s  i t  th e  tim e when "C ircum ference be f u l l , "  

meaning t h a t  th e  "Dial L ife"  in  which th e  soul has grown and 

c re a ted  i t s e l f  has come f u l l  c i r c le  and i s  concluded . The 

phrase may a lso  r e f e r  to  Proverbs x x v i i .7 .  a v e rse  quoted by 

W ebster in  h is  d e f in i t io n  o f so u l: "In S c r ip tu re ,  a p p e ti te :

as th e  f u l l  s o u l;  th e  hungry s o u l,"  One's f u l l  c ircum ference
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a t  d e a th , th en , m ight a lso  mean th a t  th e  s o u l 's  e a r th ly  hunger 

fo r  experience i s  s a te d . In f a c t ,  ED's many poems about hunger 

may be about h er s o u l 's  hunger.

Here, body and soul a re  re u n ite d  in  e te r n i t y ,  "The Dust — 

connect — and l iv e ."  F u r th e r ,  th e  in d iv id u a l co nsciousness has 

su rv iv ed : each i s  "August - -  Absorbed - -  Numb — " in  a n tic ip a t io n  

o f  " I t 's  Ind iv idua l Doom." The speaker concludes t h a t  th e  day o f 

r e s u r re c t io n  i s  o f  u l tim a te  " S ig n ific a n c e  . . .  To U niverse - -  and 

Me." Here as in  P-483, th e  day o f  Judgment is  th e  "S ing le"  goal 

"to  some l iv e s " ;  i t  i s  th e  tim e when th e  s o u l 's  c ircum ference 

meets th e  sphere o f God.

Although ED p ro je c ts  opposing though ts about th e  form th e  

a f t e r - l i f e  w ill ta k e ,  she does n o t co n sid e r o b liv io n  as a p o ss ib le  

d e s tin y  fo r  the  so u l. C o n s is te n tly ,  ED p o rtra y s  th e  soul as 

immortal and death  as a t r a n s i t  to  God.
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I I I .  "No coward sou l"

At ED's f u n e r a l ,  which i s  d escrib ed  as having been " lo v in g ly "  

and " ta s te f u l ly "  arran g ed  by Sue, T. W. Higginson read  Emily 

B ro n te ’s "Last L in es'1: ^

No coward soul i s  m ine,
No trem b ler in  th e  w o rld 's  s to rm -tro u b led  sphere ;

I see H eaven's g lo r ie s  sh in e ,
And f a i t h  sh in e s  e q u a l,  arming me from fe a r .

0 God w ith in  my b r e a s t ,
Alm ighty, e v e r -p re s e n t  Deity!

L ife  — th a t  in  me has r e s t ,
As I — undying L ife  - -  have power in  Thee!

Vain a re  th e  thousand creeds 
That, move m en's h e a r ts  - -  u n u tte rab ly  v a in ;

W orthless as w ith ered  weeds,
Or i d le s t  f ro th  amid th e  boundless m ain,

To waken doubt in  one 
Holding so f a s t  by Thine i n f i n i t y ;

So su re ly  anchored on 
The s te a d fa s t  rock  o f im m o rta lity .

With wide-em bracing love 
Thy s p i r i t  an im ates e te rn a l  y e a rs ,

Pervades and broods above,
Changes, s u s ta in s ,  d i s s o lv e s ,  c r e a te s ,  and r e a r s .

Though e a r th  and man were gone,
And suns and u n iv e rse s  ceased to  b e ,

And Thou were l e f t  a lo n e ,
Every e x is te n c e  would e x is t  in  Thee.

There i s  n o t room fo r  Death,
Nor atom th a t  h is  m ight could ren d e r vo id ;

Thou - -  Thou a r t  Being and B rea th ,
And what t h a t  Thou a r t  may never be d estro y ed .
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Although d i f f e r e n t  in  form , image, and lan g u ag e , ED's soul 

poems co n cep tu a lly  resem ble "L ast L ines" in  se v e ra l ways.

F i r s t ,  ED, l ik e  B ro n te , p r a is e s  th e  d a r in g ,  adventurous so u l. 

F u r th e r , as B ronte su g g ests  t h a t  th e  soul i s  "God w ith in  my 

b r e a s t ,"  so ED sometimes speaks o f  "Heaven" as being "o f th e  

Mind" (P-370). ED's soul poems a re  l ik e  th e  Bronte poem, to o ,  

in  t h a t  she c r i t i c i z e s  "c reed s"  and e x p re sse s  b e l i e f  in  th e  

s o u l 's  im m o rta lity . C e r ta in ly ,  "L ast L ines" i s  an a p p ro p r ia te  

commemoration o f th e  l i f e  o f  a poet whose canon i s  an account 

o f  th e  p ilg rim age o f a brave and d a rin g  s o u l.

Among ED's poems p ra is in g  th e  courageous soul i s  1151:

S o u l, ta k e  th y  r i s k ,
With Death to  be 
Were b e t t e r  th an  be no t 
With thee

Here, ED, l ik e  Bronte and th e  s e v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  p o e ts ,  

addresses h er soul as she sometimes d oes. The poem m ight alm ost 

be a compressed resp o n se  to  Bronte as she ad v ise s  h e r soul to  

tak e  chances, f o r  d ea th  i s  p re f e ra b le  to  l i f e  w ith o u t a v e n tu re ­

some l i f e  f o r  th e  so u l. S im ila r ly ,  ED speaks o f  "Dread" as being 

a "Spur — upon th e  S o u l."  Compared to  "Danger - -  O ther impetus /  

Is  numb — and V i ta l l e s s  — " (7 7 0 ). In 378, to o ,  she d e s c r ib e s  

her soul as p re c a r io u s ly  "a lone  — /A  Speck upon a Ball . . .  ou t 

upon Circum ference /  Beyond th e  Dip o f B e l l . "  The Speaker 

seems to  be th e  soul who has d a rin g ly  v en tu red  to  th e  o u te r  

l im i t s  o f i t s  sp h e re , perhaps even m eeting th e  i n f i n i t e  sphere
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Such hazardous e x p lo ra tio n  ta k e s  p lace  when th e  soul i s  

a lo n e . In f a c t ,  ED f in d s  s o l i tu d e  to  be a n e c essa ry  c o n d itio n  

fo r  th e  soul who i s  i n te n t  on e x p e rie n c in g  l i f e  f u l l y :

G arrisoned  no Soul can be 
In th e  F ro n t o f  T rouble  - -  
Love i s  one , n o t ag g reg a te  — 
Nor i s  Dying d o u b le ' —

(1243)

Number 306 begins w ith  a s tr a ig h tfo rw a rd  s ta te m e n t o f  th e  s o u l 's  

need f o r  s o l i tu d e :

The S o u l 's  S u p e r io r  i n s ta n ts  
Occur to  Her — a lo n e  —
When f r ie n d  — and E a r th 's  occasio n  
Have i n f i n i t e  withdrawn —

Or She - -  H e r s e lf  - -  ascended 
To too  rem ote a Hight 
For low er R ecogn ition  
Than Her Om nipotent —

T his M ortal A b o litio n  
Is  seldom — b u t as f a i r  
As A p p aritio n  — s u b je c t  
To A u to c ra t ic  A ir —

E te r n i ty 's  d i s c lo s u re  
To f a v o r i te s  — a few —
Of th e  C o lossal substance  
Of Im m o rta lity  - -

"M ortal A b o litio n "  su g g ests  t h a t  th e  soul when e x p e rie n c in g  

i t s  "S u p e rio r  in s ta n ts "  i s  s e t  f r e e  from th e  s la v e ry  o f  th e  

f l e s h .  At such t im e s , she i s  " A u to c ra t ic ."  F u r th e r ,  such 

"S u p erio r  in s ta n ts "  p rov ide  a g lim pse o f E te rn i ty  and a re  

g ran ted  o n ly  to  a few " f a v o r i te s ."  A gain, ED f in d s  in  e v en ts
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o f t h is  world awesome p re f ig u ra t io n s  o f  th e  i n f i n i t e .  Once 

more, to o ,  she p e rce iv es  h e r s e l f  as one o f  th e  E le c t ,  presumably 

th o se  few chosen to  be po e ts  ( e . g . ,  P -3 5 6 ) , to  l iv e  th e  l i f e  of 

th e  soul and to  sin g  about i t .

As ED's own "Business" i s  "C ircum ference,"  ex p lo rin g  her 

s o u l 's  essence  and sphere and s in g in g  about i t ,  so each l i f e  

has a g o a l :

Each L ife  Converges to  some C entre - -  
Expressed - -  o r s t i l l  —
E x is ts  in  every  Human Nature 
A Goal —

Embodied sc a rc e ly  to  i t s e l f  - -  i t  may be - -  
Too f a i r
For C r e d ib i l i t y 's  presum ption 
To mar —

Adored w ith cau tion  — as a B r i t t l e  Heaven - -  
To reach
Were h o p e le s s , as the  Rainbow's Raiment 
To touch —

Yet persevered  toward - -  s u re r  - -  f o r  th e  D istance -• 
How high —
Unto th e  S a in ts ' slow d ilig e n c e  —
The Sky —

Ungained — i t  may be - -  by a L i f e 's  low Venture — 
But then - -
E te rn ity  enab le  th e  endeavoring 
Again.

( 6 8 0 )

"L ife ,"  i t  w ill be remembered, i s  one synonym f o r  "sou l"  in 

he r Lexicon. S ince th e  word i s  d e fin ed  as " th a t  s ta t e  o f being 

in  which th e  soul and body a re  u n ite d "  (W eb ster), l i f e  here 

r e f e r s  to  th e  s o u l 's  e a r th ly  e x is te n c e ,  i t s  c ircu m fe ren ce , 

i t s  c i r c u la r  form suggested by i t s  having a "C en tre ."
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God in  o th e r  poems i s  th e  c re a to r  o f  th e  u n iq u e, in d iv id u a l

soul ( e . g . ,  442). T h e refo re , one may suppose t h a t  he i s  a lso

r e la te d  to  i t s  "C en tre" ; perhaps even he ijs i t s  c e n tr e .  The 

e a r th ly  s o u l 's  c e n tre  o r goal i s  both w ith in  and w ith o u t,  both

i t s  in n e r  fo ca l p o in t  and "high" as th e  "Rainbow" and th e  "Sky."

Like God, o n e 's  goal i s  both th e  s o u l 's  c e n tre  and i t s  u l tim a te  

d e s tin y . ED's "P a rad ise"  i s  both w ith in  and to  be ach ieved  

a f t e r  d e a th .

In o th e r  poems, ED d e sc rib es  th e  n a tu re  and l i f e  o f  th e

brave and s o l i t a r y  so u l. The soul i s  a sev ere  c r i t i c  o f  i t s e l f .

F u r th e r ,  no o th e r  c r i t ic i s m  i s  o f va lu e :

My Soul — accused me — And I q u a ile d  —
As Tongues o f Diamond had re v i le d
All e ls e  accused me — and I sm iled —
My Soul — th a t  Morning — was My f r ie n d  —

(753, f i r s t  s ta n z a )

The soul i s  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t :

On a Columnar S e lf  —
How ample to  re ly
In Tumult — or E xtrem ity  — . . .

(789)

The soul i s  once more c i r c u la r ,  here "Columnar," and i t  

"S u ffice  Us — f o r  a Crowd F in a lly ,  th e  s ig n i f ic a n t

ev en ts  in  l i f e  a re  th o se  which occur w ith in :

The B a t tle  fought between th e  Soul 
And No Man — is  the  One 
Of a l l  th e  B a ttle s  p re v a le n t —
By f a r  th e  G rea ter One —

(594, f i r s t  s ta n z a )
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One i s  reminded o f  a Kempis: "Who has a f i e r c e r  s tru g g le  than

he who s t r i v e s  to  conquer h im se lf? "15

ED's id ea l s o u l,  th e n , tak e s  r i s k s .  Sometimes i t  "has 

Bandaged moments" (P -5 1 2 ), bu t such d a rin g  in c re a se s  the  s o u l 's  

h o r iz o n s , enab ling  i t  to  grow. Such r is k s  must be taken by th e  

s o l i t a r y ,  s e l f - r e l i a n t ,  and s e lf - ju d g in g  s o u l,  fo r  "The soul must 

go by Death a lo n e , so , i t  must by l i f e ,  i f  i t  i s  a so u l"  (L-321). 

F in a lly ,  each soul has a unique g o a l,  a God-given purpose in l i f e  

which i t  must s t r iv e  to  ach iev e . ED's s ig n i f ic a n t  experiences 

in  l i f e  a re  th o se  o f th e  b rav e , adventurous s o u l,  th e  drama 

"enacted /  In th e  Human H eart — /  Only T heatre  recorded  /  Owner 

cannot shut - - "  (741).
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IV, "The U ndiscovered C on tin en t"  (P-832)

Among ED's poems o f  s e lf -e x p lo ra t io n  i s  a group in  which 

she d e f in e s  and m ed ita te s  upon in n er s ta t e s  o f  mind. These poems 

a re  about such a b s t r a c t  co n cep ts  as "Remorse" (7 4 4 ), "R enuncia tion" 

(7 4 5 ), " F a ith "  (9 1 5 ), "Hope" (2 5 4 ), "Thought" (7 0 1 ), and "Pain" 

(6 5 0 ). Many a re  d e f in i t i o n  poems, a f a v o r i te  se v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  

form. O ften ED d e a ls  w ith  th e s e  s u b je c ts  in  a co n c re te  manner: 

sometimes th e  mind i s  a p lace  in  which an even t o c c u rs ; o th e r  

poems a re  em blem atic , th e  a b s t r a c t  concep t r e i f i e d  by means o f  a 

c o n c e i t .  As i s  so o f te n  th e  c a s e ,  one cannot d isc o v e r  th e  perso n a l 

e x p e rien ce  which in s p ir e d  a p a r t i c u l a r  poem. She does n o t 

d is c lo s e  why she f e e l s  rem o rse , what she renounced, o r why she 

f e e l s  p a in . R a th e r, th e  poems possess u n iv e rsa l m eanings.

Among ED's d e f in i t i o n  poems on s ta t e s  o f  mind i s  744:

Remorse — is  Memory - -  awake - -  
Her P a r t i e s  a l l  a s t i r  —
A P resence  o f  Departed Acts —
At window — and a t  Door —

I t ' s  P a s t — s e t  down b efo re  th e  Soul 
And l ig h te d  w ith  a Match —
P erusa l — to  f a c i l i t a t e  —
And h e lp  B e l ie f  to  s t r e tc h  —

Remorse i s  c u re le s s  — th e  D isease 
Not even God — can heal —
For ' t i s  His i n s t i t u t io n  — and 
The Adequate o f  Hell - -

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm iss io n  of th e  co p y rig h t o w n er. F u rth e r  re p ro d u c tio n  p ro h ib ited  w ithou t p e rm iss io n .



249

A fte r  an i n i t i a l  somewhat a b s t r a c t  d e f in i t io n  o f  "Rem orse,"

ED proceeds c o n c re te ly .  In th e  f i r s t  s ta n z a ,  rem orse tak e s  

p lac e  in  th e  house o f  th e  mind o r soul which i s  awakened and 

" a s t i r " ;  "Departed A cts" p re s e n t  them selves f o r  re c o g n itio n  

"At window — and a t  Door," In th e  second s ta n z a ,  th e  soul i s  

a "T h ea tre"  ( c f .  P -7 4 1 ); th e  soul s i t s  b e fo re  i t s  own i llu m in a te d

s ta g e  to  observe  " I t ' s  P a s t ."  In th e  t h i r d  s ta n z a ,  t h i s  exam ina­

t io n  o f  th e  n a tu re  o f  rem orse once more becomes a b s t r a c t ;  i t  i s  

" c u re le s s "  and th e  e q u iv a le n t  o f  " H e ll."  This lik e n in g  o f 

rem orse to  h e ll  i s  re m in isc e n t o f  P-1735 (d isc u sse d  on pp.

85-86) in  which P o n tiu s  P i l a t e 's  memory o f  th e  c ru c i f ix io n  i s  

h is  h e l l .  In both  poems, h e l l ,  l ik e  P a rad ise  in  P-370 and 

PF 99 , i s  w ith in .

Number 915 i s  em blem atic , th e  suggested  h iero g ly p h  a b r id g e :

F a ith  — i s  th e  P ie r ! e s s  Bridge 
S u pporting  what We see 
Unto th e  Scene t h a t  We do no t - -  
Too s le n d e r  f o r  th e  eye

I t  b ea rs  th e  Soul as bold
As i t  were rocked in  S tee l
With Arms o f  S te e l a t  e i t h e r  s id e  —
I t  j o in s  — behind th e  Vail

To w hat, co u ld  We presume 
The Bridge would cease  to  be 
To Our f a r ,  v a s c iH a t in g  Feet 
A f i r s t  N e sc e ss ity .

I t  beg in s  w ith  a c o n c e i t  ty p ic a l  o f  th e  m etaphysical s ty l e .

In th e  f a i t ’n -b rid g e  an a lo g y , as in  H e rb e r t 's  comparison o f 

God's a t t r a c t io n  f o r  human b e ings w ith  a p u l le y ,  an a b s t r a c t  

concep t i s  l ik en ed  to  a c o n c re te  o b j e c t .* 6 ED then  develops

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm is s io n  of th e  co p y rig h t ow ner. F u rth e r  re p ro d u c tio n  p ro h ib ited  w ithou t p e rm iss io n .



250

th e  poem as do th e  m etaphysical po e ts  by ex p la in in g  e x a c tly  

how i t  i s  t h a t  f a i t h  i s  l ik e  a b rid g e .

In s t i l l  o th e r poems, th e  soul i s  d escrib ed  as a p lace  

in  which a co n c re te  even t i s  m etaphor f o r  an a b s t r a c t  one 

occu rrin g  in  th e  mind o r so u l. In 550, th e  mind i s  a landscape:

I c ro ss  t i l l  I am weary 
A Mountain — in my mind —
More Mountains — th en  a Sea - -  
More Seas — And then  
A D esert - -  f in d  —

( F i r s t  s ta n z a )

S im ila r ly , in  747, th e  mind i s  a room w ith  a s tone  f lo o r  on 

which an unworthy though t i s  s h a tte re d .  In 280, th e  "Brain" i s  

a p lace  in  which a tra u m atic  e v e n t,  a "F u n e ra l,"  i s  tak in g  

p la c e ;  th e  speaker hears and f e e l s  "M ourners" " tr e a d in g ,"  th e  

"S erv ice" " b e a tin g ,"  "Boots o f  Lead," and "a Box . . . c reak [in g ] 

a c ro ss  [her] S o u l."

In th ese  and o th e r  poems in  which she c o n c re te ly  ex p lo res  

a b s tr a c t  in n e r  s t a t e s ,  ED ach ieves baroque e f f e c ts  as well as 

u n iv e r s a l i ty  o f  meaning. Although th e  poems resem ble the  

se v en teen th -cen tu ry  po e ts  in  t h e i r  se lf -e x a m in a tio n  and in  

some p oetic  s t r a t e g i e s ,  they  a r e ,  as u s u a l ,  expressed  in  ED's 

unique vo ice . F in a lly ,  they  r e p re s e n t  th e  p o e t 's  concern w ith 

th e  s o u l 's  drama; she ex p lo res  her s o u l 's  c ircum ference and 

s in g s  about what she f in d s .
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V. The Soul and i t s  Guest

Among th e  most s ig n i f ic a n t  and re v e a lin g  poems in  th e

c lu s t e r  a re  th o se  in  which th e  soul i s  a h o st who longs fo r  o r

re c e iv e s  a g u e s t.  In t h i s  g roup, s o l i tu d e  i s  p ra is e d ,  f o r  th e

soul must always be ready to  r e c e iv e  her g u e s t.  The poems a re  

sometimes em blem atic, th e  suggested  h ierog lyph  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  

f ig u re  o f  C h r is t  knocking a t  th e  h e a r t .  S ince one o f th e  

meanings f o r  The Temple i s  th e  pure h e a rt  as C h r i s t 's  d w e llin g , 

th e  poems once more l in k  th e  ED canon w ith H erb e rt. A lso , th e  

so u l-g u e s t poems a re  o ften  s t r i k in g ly  s im ila r  in  image and idea 

to  th e  Im ita t io n . The fo llow ing  a re  only  a few o f  a Kempis' 

many re fe re n c e s  to  Jesu s  as  th e  pure h e a r t 's  g u e s t:

"C h ris t  w ill come to  you , and im part h is  
c o n so la tio n s  to  you , i f  you p rep are  a worthy 
dw ellin g  fo r  Him in your h e a r t ."
"Come th e n , f a i th fu l  s o u l:  p repare  your h e a rt  
f o r  your Divine Spouse, t h a t  He may deign to  
come to  you and dwell w ith  you ."
" I f  you could empty your h e a r t  o f  a l l  c r e a tu re s ,
Je su s  would d e lig h t  to  dwell w ith y o u ."17

The so u l-g u e s t poems a lso  r e c a l l  ED's own n u p tia l poems 

as well as th e  M aster l e t t e r s  and poems, f o r  th e  language is  

sometimes t h a t  o f  sacred  parody and o fte n  su g g ests  p o e tic  as 

well as r e l ig io u s  m eanings. The g u e s t ,  l ik e  th e  bridegroom  and 

th e  M aster, i s  d escrib ed  in ro y a l ,  r e l i g io u s ,  and n u p tia l term s.
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Sometimes in  th e  so u l-g u e s t group th e  language i s  t h a t  o f 

th e  medieval k n ig h tly  code: h o s t and g u est su g g est t h i s  code

as does the  "Courtesy" c h a r a c te r i s t i c  o f  t h e i r  t re a tm e n t o f  one 

an o th e r. One i s  reminded o f  P-1305 in  which Jesu s  i s  addressed  

as "Paragon o f C h iv a lry ."

Although not ty p ic a l  o f  th e  s o u l-g u e s t  g roup, 317 is  

o f  in te r e s t  because th e  h ierog lyph  o f  Jesu s  as knocking a t  th e  

h e a r t 's  door i s  obv iously  su g g ested :

J u s t  so — Jesu s  - -  rap s  - -  
He — d o e s 'n t  weary —
Last - -  a t  th e  Knocker - -  
And f i r s t  — a t  th e  B e ll.
Then - -  on d iv in e s t  t ip to e  — s tan d in g  —
Might He but spy th e  la d y 's  soul —
When He — r e t i r e s  —
C h illed  - -  o r weary —
I t  w ill be ample tim e f o r  - -  me - -
P a tie n t  — upon th e  s te p s  - -  u n t i l  then  - -
H eart! I am knocking — low a t  th e e .

The sp e ak e r 's  tone i s  somewhat p lay fu l as she d e sc r ib e s  Jesu s  

as p e r s i s te n t ly  rap p in g , even s tan d in g  "on d iv in e s t  t ip to e "  to  

t r y  to  gain a glim pse o f th e  " la d y 's  s o u l."  The speaker goes 

on to  compare h e rs e l f  to  J e su s . When he f i n a l ly  g iv es  up , she 

w ill  fo llow  him and con tinue  h is work. In th e  f in a l  l i n e ,  she

s ta r t l i n g ly  ad d resses  th e  rea d e r d i r e c t l y :  as in  th e  e u c h a r i s t i c

poems, she as poet i s  perform ing J e s u s ' work, here a ttem p tin g  to  

arouse th e  r e a d e r 's  hard h e a rt  ( se e  pp. 100 - 101 ).

In t h is  poem as e lsew h ere , a d id a c t ic  purpose i s  suggested  

fo r  the  canon. I t  seems s ig n i f ic a n t  t h a t  one o f th e  passages 

believed  to  have been marked by ED in  th e  "Church-porch" se c tio n

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm is s io n  of th e  co p y rig h t ow ner. F u rth e r  re p ro d u c tio n  p ro h ib ited  w ithou t p e rm iss io n .



253

o f The Temple i s ,  "A v e rse  may f in d  him, who a sermon f l i e s .  . . . "*8 

The s o u l-g u e s t  group may th en  be understood  n o t o n ly  as d e s c r ip t iv e  

o f  th e  union o f th e  p o e t 's  soul w ith  D eity  in  o rd e r  to  c r e a te  th e  

work o f a r t ;  they  a re  a ls o  i n s t r u c t i v e :  e v e ry  soul m ust be wed to

th e  d iv in e  in  o rd er to  ach iev e  i t s  p a r t i c u l a r  g o a l.

In 674, th e  g u es t i s  s p e c i f ic a l l y  d e fin e d  as d iv in e  and "The 

Emperor o f  Men"; o b v io u sly , Je su s  i s  su g g e ste d :

The Soul t h a t  hath  a G uest 
Doth seldom  go abroad —
D iv in er Crowd a t  Home - -  
O b l i te r a te  th e  need - -

And C ourtesy  fo rb id  
A H o s t 's  d e p a rtu re  when 
Upon H im self be v i s i t i n g  
The Emperor o f  Men —

Here ED uses language o f  th e  medieval h o s t-g u e s t  code. The 

"Soul" o r  "Host" i s  bound by th e  r u le s  o f  "C ourtesy" n o t to  lea v e  

when th e  d iv in e  "Guest" i s  v i s i t i n g .  In 1055, t o o ,  th e  c o u rte sy  

o f  both h o s t and g u e s t i s  s t r e s s e d :  "The Soul should  always

s ta n d  a ja r "  so t h a t  th e  g u e s t ,  " th e  Heaven," w il l  n o t be 

o b lig e d  to  "w ait" o r  leav e  because he i s  c o u r te o u s ly  "shy o f  

t ro u b l in g  H er."

The speaker i s  concerned  th a t  she m ight n o t be worthy 

o f  h e r d iv in e  guest in  751:

My W orthiness i s  a l l  my Doubt —
His m e r i t  — a l l  my f e a r  —
C o n tra s tin g  w hich, my q u a l i t y  
Do lo w lie r  — appear - -
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L est I should i n s u f f ic i e n t  prove 
For His beloved Need —
The C h ie fe s t Apprehension 
Upon my th ro n g in g  Mind —

'T is  t ru e  — th a t  D eity  to  stoop  
In h e re n tly  in c l in e  —
For no th in g  h ig h er th an  I t s e l f  
I t s e l f  can r e s t  upon - -

So I - -  th e  und iv in e  abode
Of His E le c t C ontent - -
Conform my Soul — as tw ere a Church,
Unto Her Sacram ent —

The g u es t of t h i s  poem i s  "D e ity ."  Once more D eity  " s to o p [ s ] ,"  

r e c a l l in g  both P-833 and th e  Im ita t io n  (se e  pp. 100-101). In th e  

f in a l  s ta n z a , th e  s p e a k e r 's  s o u l,  l ik e  a church , i s  th e  d w elling  

f o r  "D eity ."  As th e  c e n tra l  s p i r i tu a l  and a r c h i te c tu ra l  focus 

o f  a church i s  th e  "Sacram ent," th e  c e n tr a l  focus o f  th e  s p e a k e r 's  

soul i s  her g u e s t.  The s o u l ,  l ik e  th e  ch u rch , i s  a tem ple fo r  

D e ity , once more r e c a l l in g  H erb e rt. T h is f in a l  s ta n z a  a ls o  i s  

s im ila r  to  th e  Im ita t io n :

"Whoever d e s ir e s  to  u nderstand  and tak e  d e lig h t  in  
th e  words o f  C h r is t  must s t r i v e  to  conform h is  
whole l i f e  to  him ." [em phasis mine]

"B less and hallow  my soul w ith  Your heavenly 
b le s s in g ,  t h a t  i t  may become Your holy dw elling  
and th e  s e a t  o f  Your e te rn a l  g l o r y . "19

The language i s  a lso  s t r i k in g ly  l ik e  t h a t  o f  o th e r  ED poems 

and l e t t e r s .  As u s u a l,  poems s p e c i f ic a l l y  lin k in g  ED to  th e  

d ev o tio n a l t r a d i t i o n  i llu m in a te  o th e rs  which a re  then  understood 

to  be le s s  d i r e c t l y  so . In 405, f o r  exam ple, th e  speaker f e a r s  

t h a t  " th e  l i t t l e  Room - -  [ i s ]  /  Too sc a n t  by C ubits — to  c o n ta in  /
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th e  Sacrament - -  of Him." Probably t h i s  poem i s  about th e  soul 

and i t s  g u es t although th e  words a re  never used . In th e  th i r d  

M aster l e t t e r ,  to o , Daisy says t h a t  she "bends her sm a lle r  l i f e  

to  h i s , "  a phrase very l ik e  "Conform." She a ls o  says t h a t  she 

"would have sh e lte re d  him in  her c h ild is h  bosom (H eart) — only  

i t  w a s 'n t  b ig  eno' f o r  a Guest so l a r g e ."  Such s im i l a r i t y  o f  

language in d ic a te s  th a t  th e  s o u l-g u e s t poems, l ik e  th e  M aster 

l e t t e r s ,  a re  about Jesus and p o e try , th e  s o u l 's  g u es t and 

spouse; by ex tension  they  a re  a lso  about every  s o u l 's  need 

f o r  union w ith  d iv in i ty .

The h in t  of th e  e ro t ic  in  th e  s o u l-g u e s t  poems a ls o  l in k s  

them to  th e  Master poems and l e t t e r s  as well as to  th e  n u p tia l 

poems. The soul i s  alm ost always fem in in e , th e  g u es t m asculine 

j u s t  as Daisy and b ride  a re  fem inine and M aster and bridegroom 

m ascu line. F u rth e r, they  a re  s im ila r  in  t h a t  sexual union o r 

m arriag e  i s  longed fo r  o r  tak e s  p lace . One i s  reminded 

e s p e c ia l ly  o f  the Loaded Gun poem in which union between Gun- 

poe t and Master-Owner i s  necessary  in o rd er t h a t  sacred  p oe try  

may be w r i tte n .

In 1721, the guest i s  n o t id e n t i f i e d  as d iv in e ,  but 

t h e i r  union i s  s tre s se d :

He was my host — he was my g u e s t ,
I never to  t h i s  day
I f  I in v ite d  him could t e l l ,
Or he in v ite d  me.

So i n f i n i t e  our in te rc o u rs e  
So in tim a te , indeed ,
A nalysis as capsu le  seemed 
To keeper o f  th e  seed .
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In th e  f i r s t  s ta n z a , host and g u es t a re  so in te rch a n g e a b le  t h a t  

th e  speaker cannot be sure whether she i s  h o st or g u est and 

who in v ite d  whom. In th e  second, a sexual meaning is  su g g ested , 

fo r  a lthough " in te rc o u rse "  i s  d e fin ed  m erely as "communication" 

in  h er L exicon, th e  Oxford English  D ic tio n a ry  c i t e s  i t s  use in 

th e  sexual sense  as e a rly  as 1798. The words " in tim a te"  and 

"seed" seem to  extend the sexual meaning o f  " in te rc o u r s e ."  Host 

and g u e s t,  th e n ,  a re  a wedded p a i r ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  a s e x u a lly  

in tim a te  p a i r .  They are one f le s h  so t h a t  an a ttem p t a t  

"A n a ly s is ,"  th e  c o n s id e ra tio n  o f  them as s e p a ra te  p a r t s ,  

d is c lo s e s  on ly  a "cap su le ,"  a s in g le  seed -v esse l (both  d e f i n i ­

t io n s  W e b s te r 's ) .  The speaker h e r s e l f  i s  "keeper o f  th e  se ed ,"  

th e  fem ale soul o f  th e  poet in whom th e  d iv in e  " i t a l i c  Seed" 

grows in to  a poem, th e  "Flower o f  th e  Soul" (P -945).

The s o u l-g u e s t  poems, l ik e  th e  n u p tia l group and th e  

M aster poems and l e t t e r s ,  a re  about th e  m arriage o f  th e  soul to  

D e ity , a union necessary  fo r  th e  c re a t io n  o f  p o e try , and more 

g e n e ra l ly  f o r  l iv in g  the l i f e  o f  in te g r i t y .  All th re e  sub­

c lu s t e r s  a re  r e f le c te d  in 1620:

C ircum ference thou Bride o f  Awe 
Possessing  thou s h a l t  be 
Possessed by every  hallowed Knight 
That dares to  cove t th ee

"Awe," l ik e  "C ircum ference," i s  a m uch-debated word 

appearing  in  i t s  various forms only  23 tim es in  th e  canon, y e t  

one o f g re a t  s ig n if ic a n c e  in th e  ED v o cabu lary . I t  i s  d e fin ed
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by W ebster as " r e v e re n tia l  fe a r "  and r e f e r s  to  God and e a r th ly  

"omen[s]" (1370) o f  th e  d iv in e  which a re  found in  t h i s  w orld.

In 287, a look o f  "awe" came on th e  face  o f  one who has j u s t  

d ied ; he has l e f t  th e  "Dial L ife" behind and g o tte n  h is  f i r s t  

g lim pse o f  th e  e te r n a l .  The "Hemlock" o f  525 " s a t i s f i e s  an 

awe /  That men must s lak e  in  W ilderness"; a g a in ,  n a tu ra l  o b jec ts  

a re  "God's in tro d u c tio n s "  (797) and p re f ig u re  th e  i n f i n i t e .  In 

683, "The Soul should  s tan d  in  Awe" o f  i t s e l f ,  f o r  th e  s o u l,  to o , 

i s  an e a r th ly  m a n ife s ta tio n  o f D eity . The meaning o r i^e  word 

i s  most c le a r ly  expressed  in  1733: i t  i s  God's "physiognomy" 

as seen by Moses. "Awe," th e n , i s  th e  face  o f  God, p re f ig u ra ­

t io n s  o f  him in h is  c r e a t io n ,  and th e  r e v e r e n tia l  f e a r  in sp ire d  

by them.

A decompression o f  t h i s  d i f f i c u l t  poem h e lp s  to  c l a r i f y  

i t s  meaning:

Circum ference ( th e  s o u l 's  sphere  on e a r th )  thou  (must be)
Bride o f  Awe ( th e  d iv in e  sp h ere)

(F or i t  i s  only by) P ossessing  (Awe th a t )  thou  ( th e  work o f a r t )  
s h a l t  be

Possessed  by every  hallowed Knight 
That dares  to  covet th ee

"Thou" in  th e  f i r s t  l in e  r e f e r s  to  th e  s o u l 's  c irc u m fe re n c e , 

i t s  e a r th ly  sp h e re ; in  th e  second, to  th e  work o f  a r t ,  th e  union 

between human and d iv in e  o f  th e  f i r s t  l in e .  The s o u l 's  sphere 

must be "Bride" o f  th e  d iv in e  in  o rd er t h a t  th e  work o f  a r t  may 

be c re a te d . I t  i s  on ly  then  th a t  th e  "Knight" o r  a r t i s t  can 

p ossess  the  a r t i s t i c  c re a t io n .
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"K night" su g g e sts  th e  k n ig h tly  code o f  th e  s o u l-g u e s t  

poems. The word i s  d e fin e d  by W ebster both as a " p u p il"  and 

as one dubbed by th e  k in g . The a r t i s t  i s  th e r e fo r e  th e  

"hallow ed" pup il o f  th e  d iv in e  M aster and one who has been 

chosen by him. The k n ig h t can p o ssess  th e  work o f  a r t  on ly  

th rough  th e  union o f  h is  s o u l 's  sphere  w ith  th e  d iv in e  and 

on ly  i f  he o r  she " d e s i r e [ s ] "  i t  " e a rn e s tly "  (W e b s te r 's

d e f in i t i o n  f o r  " c o v e t" ) .  A lthough i t  has been p o in te d  o u t
20t h a t  c o v e t i s  a s in  a cco rd in g  to  th e  ten  commandments, 

t h i s  d e f in i t i o n  and b ib l i c a l  re fe re n c e  i s  W e b ste r 's  second 

m eaning; h is  f i r s t  d e f in e s  th e  word "in  a good s e n se " and 

c i t e s  I C o r in th ia n s  x i i . 3 1 :  "Covet e a rn e s t ly  th e  b e s t  g i f t s . "

An a l t e r n a t e  f o r  th e  f in a l  l in e  in  th e  w orksheet d r a f t  

has been w r i t t e n  and c ro sse d  o u t: "That bends a Knee to  t h e e ."

A lthough t h i s  v e rs io n  r e in f o rc e s  th e  c o n se c ra tio n  and code o f  

th e  "hallow ed K n ig h t,"  th e  "dare"  o f  th e  f in a l  v e rs io n  su g g e sts  

th e  hazards o f  th e  Orphic m ission  (see  pp. 124-126) and "covet"  

th e  s tr e n g th  o f  d e d ic a tio n  n e c essa ry  f o r  th e  a r t i s t .  The poem 

n o t only  i l lu m in a te s  and fu se s  th e  n u p t ia l ,  M aste r, c irc u m fe re n c e , 

and s o u l-g u e s t  poems, i t  i s  a ls o  ED's a rs  p o e tic a  as  w ell as her 

d e f in i t i o n  o f  th e  l i f e  o f  i n t e g r i t y :  o n e 's  e a r th ly  sphere  must

be b r id e  o f  th e  d iv in e  in  o rd e r  to  ach iev e  i t s  p a r t i c u l a r  "Goal" 

(6 8 0 ).
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VI. ED as  Sacred Poet

ED as poet and person i s  one whose work and l i f e  a re  

"aglow w ith  God and im m o rta li ty ."  The w hite  she wore, l ik e  the 

w hite in  th e  poems, i s  m etaphor f o r  h e r d e d ic a tio n  to  im m o rta lity , 

to  God and to  p o e try . ED's r e l i g io u s  s e n s i b i l i t y  i s  ap p a re n t in 

th e  more than  f iv e  hundred poems in  which she s p e c i f ic a l l y  speaks 

to  and about J e su s , God, and th e  so u l.  The e n t i r e  canon, read  

in  co n tex t o f th e se  poems and in  l i g h t  o f  th e  dev o tio n a l p o e tic  

t r a d i t i o n ,  i s  th e  p o e t 's  r e v e r e n tia l  and m e d ita tiv e  account o f 

h e r s o u l 's  v a rie g a te d  ad v e n tu re s .

ED's God i s  a " d is ta n t  - -  s t a t e ly  Lover." Sometimes h is

a lo o fn ess  e x a sp e ra te s  h e r ,  and she b e ra te s  him f o r  h is  s ile n c e

and fo r  th e  pain  o f d e a th . Her outspoken c r i t ic i s m  o f te n  tak es  

comic fo rm s, even t h a t  o f  c a r i c a tu r e .  However, such 

irre v e re n c e  i s  com patib le  w ith  C h r is t ia n  t r a d i t i o n  and 

in d ic a te s  t h a t  ED is  on in tim a te  term s w ith  God.

Although ED sometimes v o ice s  d o u b t, p a r t i c u l a r ly  t h a t  

she w ill gain  th e  a f t e r - l i f e ,  such m isg iv in g s  a re  n o t r a r e  fo r  

r e l ig io u s  f ig u re s  and p o e ts : Donne lam ents th a t  th e  new

philosophy c a l l s  a l l  in  d o ub t; a Kempis warns t h a t  doubt

sometimes c reep s in to  th e  mind o f  th e  b e l ie v e r ;  H erbert

rep roaches God fo r  fo rsa k in g  him. The dark  n ig h t o f  the  

soul i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  a re c u r r in g  t ro p e  in  r e l ig io u s  th o u g h t.
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More o f te n ,  however, ED ex presses love f o r  God and f a i t h  in 

him. He d id  n o t i g n i te  t h i s  abode only  to  p u t i t  o u t. More­

o v e r, a t  dea th  one goes to  God; i t  i s  th e  tim e when th e  

c ircum ference  o f th e  s o u l 's  f i n i t e  l i f e  m eets th e  i n f i n i t e  

sphere  o f God, when "Love th a t  was — and Love too  b e s t  to  

be — /  Meet — and th e  Ju n c tio n  be E te rn i ty "  (622).

Although ED's God i s  s i l e n t  and unknown, "All 

C ircum stances a re  th e  Frame /  In which His Face i s  S e t —" (820).

As a Kempis s a y s , " a ll  th in g s  t e l l  o f  him." The p o e t 's  e x p lo ra tio n s

of n a tu re  and th e  soul a re  th e re fo re  r e v e r e n t i a l ;  in  both she f in d s

"God's in tro d u c tio n s "  and awesome omens o f  th e  i n f i n i t e .  P o e try , 

to o , i s  a way o f  le a rn in g  o f God, fo r  i t  i s  th e  "Word made 

F le sh ,"  th e  r e s u l t  o f  a union between th e  human and th e  d iv in e .

Like H erb e rt and o th e r  devo tiona l p o e ts ,  ED acknowledges p^etr*' 

to  be from God and th e re fo re  w r i tte n  f o r  him.

ED's p o r t r a i t  o f  Je su s  i s  d i s t i n c t  from t h a t  o f  God. He

i s  a means o f  knowing something o f  th e  F a th e r ;  he i s  God's

"Envoy," th e  Logos, th e  human, a c c e s s ib le  member o f  th e  T r in i ty .

His p e r f e c t  l i f e  i s  d eserv in g  o f im i ta t io n ;  th e  poet th e re fo re  

reworks and r e t e l l s  Gospel accounts o f  h is  l i f e ,  d e a th , and 

r e s u r r e c t io n ,  a c tin g  as Orpheus o r " l i t t l e  'J o h n , '"  th e  w arbling  

ty p ic  t e l l e r  o f  th e  C h ris tia n  m essage. Sometimes Jesu s  i s  

p o rtray ed  as f r i e n d ,  a t  o th e rs  as th e  "Tender P ioneer"  who 

"hath t ra v e rs e d  f i r s t "  so t h a t  "No New M ile rem aine th  — /

Far as  P a rad ise  — " (698). In s t i l l  o th e rs  he i s  th e  e x a lted  

second person  o f th e  T r in i ty  who a ssu re s  th e  sp eak er o f
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f in a l  s a lv a t io n .

Since she r e j e c t s  t r a d i t io n a l  p ray e rs  and sacram en ts , ED 

fash io n s  her own f re s h  and o r ig in a l  ones. In th e  prayer-poem s 

to  him, Je su s  i s  th e  lov ing  second person o f th e  T r in i ty  who 

i s  re c e p tiv e  to  human p ray e rs  because he once had a human face  

" lik e  o u r 's . "  In th e  n u p tia l and s o u l-g u e s t  groups as in  th e  

M aster poems and l e t t e r s ,  Jesus i s  lo v e r ,  b ridegroom , o r 

husband. He i s  sacred  Muse and source o f p o e try , th e  m arriage 

to  him o f th e  p o e t 's  soul on e a rth  a p re f ig u ra t ic n  o f  her 

union w ith  him in e te r n i ty .

This m arriag e  o f th e  soul to  Je su s  and p o e try  i s  but one 

in s tan ce  o f  th e  p o e t 's  a ll -p e rv a s iv e  concern w ith  th e  s o u l 's  

ex p erien ces  on t h i s  e a r th ,  i t s  c ircum ference . The ED canon is  

not th e  co n fe ss io n a l account o f her q u o tid ian  l i f e ,  but r a th e r  

a m ed ita tiv e  au tob iography  o f a "soul o f  f i r e "  whose uneventfu l 

h i s to r ic a l  l i f e  i s  but an im passive " sh e ll o f p e a r l ."  S ince she 

t e l l s  o f  h e r e x p lo ra tio n  o f th e  soul and th e  e f f e c ts  o f  e x p e r i ­

ences on i t ,  a search  f o r  even ts in  th e  " l i t t l e  C ir c u i t"  o f  

her everyday l i f e  which may have served  as in s p i r a t io n  i s  

alm ost always f r u i t l e s s .  Even when ED w rite s  o f  p o e try , her 

m arriage to  p o e try ,  and th e  p o e tic  dark n ig h t o f  th e  soul she 

sometimes s u f f e r s ,  she tran scen d s personal au tob iography . For 

"Each L ife  Converges to  some Centre" (6 8 0 ); what m a tte rs  i s  th a t  

one o b ta in  o n e 's  own e x te n t  in  w hatsoever realm  one chooses 

(1543). By e x te n s io n , th e n , her poems about her own sacred  

vocation  can app ly  to  every  human sphere  o f  a c tio n .  Like The
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Temple, th e  ED canon tra n sc en d s  perso n a l meanings to  ach ieve 

u n iv ersa l ones. I t  i s  h e r  l e t t e r  to  th e  world about th e  

p ilgrim age o f a r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  b u t unique so u l.  The poems 

a re  th e  "E sse n tia l O ils  . . . wrung" (P-675) from a m etaphorica l 

l i f e  liv e d  in  th e  p resen ce  o f d i v in i ty ;  th ey  a re  hymns to  th e  

d iv in e  c re a to r  and to  th e  c r e a t io n  which t e l l s  o f  him. ED 

must be understood n o t on ly  as an American p o e t,  bu t a ls o  as 

one who w rote in  th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  th e  p o e try  o f  d ev o tio n .
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PART FOUR: NOTES AND REFERENCES

A ccording to  th e  Rosenbaum C oncordance, th e re  a re  35 
poems in  which " s p i r i t , "  " s p i r i t ' s , "  and " s p i r i t s "  a p p ear; 62, 
"mind" (a s  a noun); 116, " h e a r t ,"  " h e a r t 's , "  and " h e a r ts " ;  23, 
"co n scio u sn ess"  and " c o n s c io u s n e ss 's " ;  6 , " s e l f " ;  2 1 , " b ra in " ;  
149, " l i f e "  and " l i f e ' s . "  In some, b u t n o t a l l ,  c a s e s ,  th e s e  
term s seem synonymous w ith  s o u l.  There a re  o th e r  poems in  
which th e  soul i s  su g g ested  bu t n o t named. In th e  fo llo w in g  
poems, th e  soul i s  e i t h e r  s p e c i f ic a l l y  named o r im p lied : 1 0 ,
4 2 , 4 3 , 4 5 , 76 , 78 , 106, 126, 128, 129 , 136, 139, 148, 159, 184, 
206, 242 , 244, 263, 269 , 270, 277 , 280 , 281 , 292, 303, 306, 314,
315, 317, 322, 332 , 346 , 351, 354, 357 , 365, 369, 378, 383, 384,
393, 396, 405, 410 , 412, 442 , 472 , 473 , 474 , 483, 493, 501, 512,
515, 524, 533, 552, 565, 577, 578, 587 , 593, 594, 601, 603, 607,
613, 616 , 618, 619, 622, 627, 642, 645 , 646, 664, 670, 674, 677,
680, 683 , 701, 709, 733 , 744, 751, 753 , 756 , 768, 769, 770, 777,
788, 789, 798, 802 , 822, 855 , 876 , 8 83 , 889 , 894 , 915, 943, 945,
947, 948 , 957, 967, 974, 976, 980, 997 , 1005, 1033, 1039, 1055, 
1084, 1090, 1100, 1103, 1120, 1142, 1151, 1165, 1225, 1243, 1262,
1263, 1288, 1297, 1310, 1311, 1332, 1343, 1347, 1351, 1357, 1399,
1402, 1414, 1420, 1425, 1430, 1431, 1451, 1454, 1482, 1486, 1492,
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says t h i s  o f  The Im ita t io n .

11 I m i ta t io n , p. 75.

Francis Q u arle s , Emblems, Divine and Moral (London: 
Bradbury and Evans, 1845), p. 285; Im i ta t io n , p. 203.
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