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Abst r act
| sol at ed but Not Oblivious:
A Re-evaluation of Emly D ckinson's Relationship to the
Civil war
By
Peggy Hender son Murphy

Em |y D ckinson’s physical isolation and her disinterest in
publ i shing have | ed scholars to conclude that D ckinson had no
interest in the outside world. Al though D ckinson s poens do
contain war imgery, scholars have argued that these inmges are
used by Dickinson to deal with her own inner struggles and are
not directly related to the Gvil War. However, Karen
Dandur and’ s di scovery of poens published by Dickinson in a G vi
War fund-rai sing nagazi ne conmpel s us to reconsi der D ckinson' s
supposed disinterest. It is evident by Dickinson's letters and
her poens that the war energizes and inspires her by providing
guestions about life, death, and the responsibility of God. The
Civil War was not sone abstract idea nor was it merely a netaphor
to be used to express her inner denons. The Civil War affected
Di ckinson in a profound way; therefore, she used her poetry to

explore the horrific effects of war.
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| nt r oducti on

VWhen | was in high school, | was taught that Emly
Di cki nson was a slightly unbal anced recluse who al ways wore
white, rarely left her room and nostly wote about death. As I
was not interested in “death” poetry, | ignored Emly Dickinson.
Later, when | taught high school English, the only 19'" century
worman included in the Literature textbook was Di cki nson and the
poem i ncl uded was “The Snake.” Therefore, | began to wonder: Wy
Em |y D ckinson? But | continued to ignore her because, in a way,
I was angry with her for being part of a canon that ignored so
many ot her deserving wonen.

In the spring of 2005 | was still asking the questi on—Wy
Di cki nson? — when | decided to take a graduate sem nar focused on
Di ckinson and Whitman. | did not take the course to answer ny
qguestion. | had a long ingrained prejudi ce agai nst Dickinson,
but the course fit into ny schedule and Dr. Katharine Rodier was
teaching it. Oher graduate students encouraged ne to take a
course with Dr. Rodier and since she is known to be a D ckinson
ent husi ast | decided there m ght be nore to the poet than | had
previously been taught.

Qur assignnent for the course was to wite a semnar |ength
paper on a topic relating to either D ckinson or Wiitman. |
chose Dickinson and the Gvil War because | have an interest in

the history of that time period. As | began gathering materials
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for ny paper | cane across an article witten by Karen Dandurand.
In that article Dandurand wites about her discovery of three
Di cki nson poens published in a Gvil War fund-rai si ng magazi ne.
This discovery presented the possibility that Dickinson had
agreed to the publishing in order to support the Union soldiers;
therefore, revising traditional definitions of her sinply as a
self-centered poet. Further, | realized that if D ckinson had
agreed to publish for political or social reasons then her poetry
m ght al so contain political and social comentary that had
previously been overl ooked. Therefore, D ckinson had not been
recogni zed for the full extent of her inportance to Anerican
history and to wonen’s literature. At that point Dickinson
becane rel evant and it becane essential that | answer the
qguestion: Wiy Emily D ckinson? In order to establish that
Di cki nson was indeed interested in the political and soci al
i ssues of her day |I considered two fornms of evidence. First,
consi dered the publishing history that Dandurand presents in her
di ssertation. Second, | exam ned the |etters Dickinson wote
during the GCvil War for war references.

In the first section of ny thesis | consider a great dea
of Dandurand’s research in order to establish that D ckinson did
i ndeed agree to publish in The Drum Beat and that she did not
agree to publish for any other reason. | owe an i Mmense anount
of gratitude to Karen Dandurand for her work. It has inspired ne
to re-evaluate Dickinson and to see her as a relevant figure in

modern literature. However, | use Dandurand’ s research for a



di fferent purpose fromhers. Her purpose is to identify why

Di cki nson did not publish. | focus on the inportance of

Di ckinson’s decision to publish and how that affects the way her
poetry shoul d be read. Dandurand s research brings together
several sources to draw a conplete picture of Dickinson’s
publishing history. Through her research it becones evident that
Di cki nson approved of the publishing of her poens in The Drum
Beat. For Dandurand, establishing D ckinson's publishing choices
hel ps her to support her thesis, which is that nost schol ars have
m sunder st ood Di ckinson’s reasons for not publishing. | build on
Dandurand’s research to support ny own thesis that her discovery
of the poens published in a Gvil VWar fund-raising nmagazi ne and
her assertion that those poens are the only poens that D ckinson
agreed to publish should radically change the way Di ckinson in
defi ned.

In ny second section, | continue to support ny assertion
that Dicki nson should be seen as a political and social poet by
anal yzing the references to the Gvil War that appear in
Di ckinson’'s letters of 1861 through 1865. Here, | rely on The
Letters of Em |y Dickinson; collected and edited by Thomas
Johnson. | also include poens in this section that | feel cannot
be separated from a di scussion of Dickinson letters; either
because D ckinson sent the poemas a |letter or because the poem
was closely related to the subject of a considered letter.

In the last section | consider five of D ckinson s war

poem Again | rely on Thomas Johnson who coll ected and edited The
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Poens of Em |y Dickinson in 1955. | also | ooked to newer

schol ars such as David Cody, Betsy Erkkila, Tyler Hoffman, Leigh-
Anne Marcellin Urbanow cz, and Shira Wl osky who in the early
1990s began witing and publishing articles exploring D ckinson’s
war imagery. However, nost of these scholars stand on the
preci pi ce of acknow edgi ng Di ckinson’s status as a political and
soci al poet and refuse to junp. They concede that D ckinson uses
war imagery, but they offer varying explanations as to why

Di cki nson used those i mages. Sone scholars go as far as to say

t hat she was indeed deeply affected by the war, but in the |ast
section | try to illustrate that Dickinson does not just express
her feelings about the Cvil War, but that she offers comentary
on war. It is atiny step forward that takes scholars into a
radically different way of defining D ckinson and nmaki ng her
relevant to a nodern audi ence.

Also, | want to offer a special thanks to Dr. Rodier who
is not only responsi ble for ny Dickinson conversion, but has al so
patiently and conpassi onately gui ded ne through this process.
have often felt overwhel ned by her expectations, but she has
pushed nme to be better and to create a piece that | am proud of:
Thank You. Lastly, thank you to ny witing group for all your

i deas, comments, and especially for your encouragenent.
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Section 1

The Exception to Her Rule

In 1891, Thomas Wentworth Hi ggi nson published an article in
the Atlantic Monthly describing Emly Dickinson and her poetry;
he used words such as “peculiar,” “curious,” “shy,” “enigmatic,”
and “strange.” Wen relating his first nmeeting with D ckinson he
descri bed her as childlike, “I heard an extrenely faint and
pattering footstep...in glided al nost noiselessly, a plain, shy
little person...She had a quaint nun-Ilike | ook... whose
prescribed garb was white pique”(Hi gginson 272). The picture that
Hi ggi nson created of the odd, frightened recluse who glided about
in white resided within the American consci ousness and devel oped
into a nythology that would stay with the public for decades.
Included in this nythology is the belief that Dickinson's self-

i nposed physical isolation was due to her disinterest in the
outside world. In 1958, Thomas Johnson stated in The Letters of
Em |y D ckinson, “the fact is she did not live in history and
held no view of it past or current” (xiv). However, this

st at ement becones problemati c when we consi der that over half of
Di cki nson’s poens were written during the years between 1861 and
1865 and that many of those poens contain war imagery. This fact

al one suggests that D ckinson was conpelled to wite by the



significant and deeply troubling events occurring throughout the
nati on.

In recent years, scholars have begun to identify war
i magery in Dickinson’s poens, but they argue that Dickinson uses
t hese images to deal with her inner struggles and are not
directly related to the Gvil War. Even Shira Wl osky, a schol ar
at the forefront of identifying D ckinson as a war poet, does not
go far enough. Wl osky clains that D ckinson’s use of war
imagery is only a neans to express her “deeply conflicted
relationship to her cultural world, in religious, historical as
wel | as personal sense of self” (“Public” 123). |Instead of
recogni zing that Dickinson uses nmartial inmagery and war
references to coment on the Civil War, Wl osky falls back on the
nyt hol ogy of Dickinson as a self-centered poet. However, Karen
Dandur and’ s di scovery of poens published by Dickinson in a G vi
War fund-rai sing nagazine “obliges us to reconsider...Dickinson’s
supposed indifference” to the WVar and toward society (“New 18).
O the over 1,800 poens witten by Dickinson only ten' are known
to have been published during her life time; by contributing
t hree poens in support of the Union soldiers, Dickinson shows

that she is indeed concerned with their plight.

! This number will fluctuate between seven and ten depending on when the reference being considered was
published. Dandurand discovered three poems in the early 1980’s that were until then unknown to have
been published during the poet’s lifetime. Dandurand published an article in 1982 discussing the first of
the poems she discovery, which appeared in American Literature. After the discovery of the next two
poems, two years later Dandurand published a second article in American Literature discussing the
importance of those two poems. Therefore, any reference published before 1982 would include only seven
poems. During that period the number given depends on how familiar the scholar was with Dandurand’s
work. The Poems of Emily Dickinson 1999 edition edited by Franklin also agrees with the number ten.



In her dissertation Wiy Dickinson Did Not Publish, Karen
Dandur and brings numerous sources together to create a history of
t he publishing of D ckinson's poens during her life tine. By
considering the circunstances that |led to the publishing of each
of the poens, Dandurand concludes that the only publication
Di ckinson agreed to was in The Drum Beat. | present Dandurand’s
research in conbination with the conclusions |I have drawmn from
considering her research in order to establish a historical basis
for re-exam ning Dickinson's |letters and her poetry for
references that may reveal attitudes toward the War, which have
until now been over| ooked. Again, Dandurand s purpose in
assenbling the historical docunents is to identify the reasons
Di cki nson chose not to publish. | utilize her research and focus
on the one instance when, according to Dandurand, Di ckinson
acqui esced and agreed to publish. M purpose for doing so is to
create a rationale for | ooking at D ckinson in a new |ight.

Al t hough we cannot know for sure if D ckinson willingly
of fered the poens to The Drum Beat? there is anple evidence to
support the assertion that she did so; beginning with the
i nprobability that the publisher, Reverend R chard Salter Storrs,
printed D ckinson's poens w thout her perm ssion. The Reverend
Storrs was the editor of the |Independent and had a “l ong-standi ng

reputation for editorial integrity” (Dandurand, Wy 24). Wen

*In 1864, the wartime fund-raising magazine The Drum Beat published three of Dickinson’s poems:
“Blazing in Gold and quenching in Purple” titled “Sunset,” “Flowers—Well—if anybody” titled “Flowers,’
and “These are the days when Birds come Back™ titled “October.” If Dickinson chose to offer these poems
for publication in The Drum Beat then they “must be seen as her contribution to the Union Cause”
(Dandurand 18).

bl



soliciting for literary contributions for the magazine he did so
by personal request. A letter witten by Aiver Wndell Hol nes
and printed in The Drum Beat on February 25th provi des evi dence
of Storrs’s customof solicitation. Holnmes' s letter apol ogizes
for being unable to send “original comunications.” Storrs
published the letter wiwth “original” italicized, indicating that
the word had appeared in the request to Holnmes. Storrs al so
publishes the letter with a note fromthe editor stating that the
letter was witten “in answer to a request for an article from
his pen” (3). |In addition, Storrs being the president of the
Long Island Hi storical Society included many docunents fromthe
Sanitation Fair in the society’s collection, including form

| etters sent by other departnents requesting contributions, but
none from himare anong the papers he collected (Dandurand, Wy
23). Gven the fact that Storrs had a keen interest in preserving
t he docunents associated with the fair, it seens |ikely that had
any existed he would have included them This supports the
assertion that Storrs obtained all of the material published in
The Drum Beat through personal requests.

Also, Storrs and his wife, Mary, devel oped an intimate
relationship with Austin and Susan Di cki nson beginning in 1862.
Ms. Storrs becane acquainted with Sanuel s Bow es while they were
taking a water cure in Northanmpton. Bow es having becone very
fond of the Storrses introduced themto Austin and Susan. After
the introduction, the Storrses stayed at the Evergreens, the hone

of Austin and Sue D ckinson, when they visited Arherst, which



they did at |east once a year when they returned for the annual
graduation (18-19). During the early 1860s, Em |y D cki nson spent
a great deal of tinme at the Evergreens; therefore, it is possible
that during these visits Dickinson becanme acquainted with the
Storrses, and began a correspondence with Mary Elwell Storrs who
of ten hel ped her husband in his pastoral and editing duties.

Al t hough none of their letters survive, Mary' s poem which
appeared in the Springfield Republican on May 22, 1891, “Emly

Di ckinson: 1830-1886" indicates that she had a personal
relationship with Dickinson.® It is possible that it was upon her
suggestion that Storrs requested the poens that were published in
The Drum Beat. Further, the acknow edgnent written by Storrs in
The Drum Beat clains that all of the “correspondents...voluntarily
supplied the editor wwth the communi cations with which his

col ums have been largely filled” (Dandurand, “New 23).

After considering Storrs’s publishing reputation, his
personal relationship with the D ckinsons and the acknow edgnents
t hat appear in The Drum Beat, it seens that Storrs did not
publ i sh D ckinson’s poens wi thout her consent. Therefore,

Di cki nson agreed to do sonething for the Union soldiers which she
did not do for any other reason—publish. The publishing history
of the remaining poens bolsters the assertion that the only
printing approved by Dickinson was that done in The Drum Beat.
The first D ckinson poem known to have been published is

“Sic transit doria mundi” which was published as “Valintine” on

? Included in the Appendix is a copy of this poem.



February 1852 in the Springfield Daily Republican. “This poemis
prefaced with an editorial note inviting the author to send poens
directly to the Republican” (Dandurand, Wiy 206). Obviously,
this poem was obtained through a second party because the
publ i sher acknow edges in the preface that the poem was not sent
to the Republican and it seens as if the publisher did not know
to whom the poem bel onged.

The second Di cki nson poem published is “Nobody knows this
little rose” published with the title “To Ms. --------- , Wth a
rose.” It was also published in the Springfield Daily
Republ i can, on August 2, 1858. In July of that year D ckinson
wote to Ms. Haven—the wife of Joseph Haven who was a professor
at Anmherst Col |l ege from 1851-1858—in that letter she enclosed a
rosebud and the poem “Nobody Knows this little rose” (206). Wen
t he poem appeared, a comment was included that indicated that the
poem had cone to the Republican “surreptitiously.” Sanmuel Bow es
was the editor of the Republican during this tinme but his
friendship with the D ckinson had just begun. Johnson comments
that the letters witten between the famlies that sumrer “were
friendly but not intimate” (Letters 335). As Dandurand points
out, Emly Dickinson's first letter to Bowes and his wife was
sent early that summer. These facts indicate that “Nobody Knows
this little rose” was probably the first D ckinson poem Bow es
saw. It also indicates that he decided quickly after reading the
poemfor the first time to print the poem indicating the

unli kel iness of himobtaining the poet’s perm ssion. Bow es was



connected to the Havens and very likely “surreptitiously”
obtained the poemfrom Ms. Haven's and printed it w thout
Di cki nson’s know edge (Dandurand, Wy 93-99).

Samuel Bow es was responsible for the publishing of two
nore Di cki nson poens: “| taste a |liquor never brewed,” titled
“The May—Wne,” was published in the Springfield Daily Republican
on May 4, 1861 and reprinted in the Springfield Wekly Republican
on May 11, 1861. “Safe in their A abaster Chanbers” titled “The
Sl eepi ng” was published in the Springfield Daily Republican on
March 1, 1862 and reprinted in the Springfield Wekly Republican
March 8, 1862. There is little doubt that D ckinson sent these
poenms to Bowl es and that he as the editor of the Republican
pronmoted their publication. It was Dickinson's customto encl ose

poenms in letters to her friends especially when they were

experiencing illness or grief such was the case with Bow es who
had often been ill. Dandurand asserts that D ckinson sent the
poens as a sort of “get well” card (118). The few letters sent

to Bow es during the tinme period preceding the printing of the
poens support this assertion. In the letters, D ckinson often
mentions her concerned for Bowl es’s health. However, in the

| etters that Dickinson sends to Bowl es she does not nention a

wi sh to have her poens published. If Dickinson sent her poens to
Bowl es as an editor and not as a friend, she would have at | east
hinted at her desire to have them published. She does however,
express her disapproval that he published her poens and she

expresses her wi sh that he not publish others.



Dandurand identifies three letters witten successively in
early 1862 that seemto express Dickinson's desire to be an
unpubl i shed poet.* In the first, Dickinson wites, “Forgive the
Glls that ask, for Air—+f it harmto breath.” The “GIIs” that
Di ckinson refers to are her poens. She nmakes it clear that she
does not wish those “gills” to breath air. Fish who breathe air
di e and D ckinson believes that her poens will be harmed by the
exposure. We know that “GlIs” refers to her poetry because she
uses a simlar reference several other tines. For exanple, in a
|ater letter to Bow es she nentions a soldier comng by and
asking for a “nosegay” then she comments, “l| suppose he thought
we kept an aquarium” The nosegay is another oblique reference
to her poetry, and in this case soneone has requested poetry from
her probably to publish, but she refuses. D ckinson includes the
aquariumremark to rem nd Bowl es of her previous statenment that
she did not wish to publish (125).

In another letter sent to Bow es, Dickinson encloses a poem
that identifies her as a poet w thout published works. The poem
i ncludes three pairs “The wife without the Sign/ Royal all but
the Crown/ Betrothed—wa thout the swoon.” |n each case, Dickinson
presents a title-Wfe, Royal, Betrothed—but each is nissing the
outward mani festation of their position. D ckinson is a poet, she
sees herself as a poet, but she does not believe that she nust

publish in order to hold that title.

4 Letters 249, 250 and 251



Johnson comments on the third letter: “it certainly is an
attenpt to make her position clear, a position which the
proceeding | etter nmakes anbi guous” (Letters 395). Johnson does
not comrent on what he believes D ckinson’s position is, but as
we have seen her purpose was to convince Bow es that she did not
wi sh himto publish her poenms. She re-enphasizes this point in
the third letter by witing, “If you doubted ny Snow+for a
nmonent —you never will again . . . | fixed it in the Verse—for you
to read—when your thought wavers, for such a foot as m ne—
Dandur and points out that D ckinson is alluding to her status as
an unpubl i shed poet when she refers to her feet. W know this
because in a letter to Hi gginson she characterizes her condition
as “My Barefoot—Rank” (Wiy 128). Therefore, the poemthat she
encloses with this letter has the purpose of rem nding Bow es,
| est he should forget, that she prefers her status as an
unpubl i shed poet. Bow es obviously got the point because after
receiving these letters he no |onger published poens sent
directly to himfrom Di ckinson. However, it seens that he did
not believe D ckinson's request applied to poens published
el sewhere. Bow es had al ready shown a great deal of interest in
publ i shi ng Di cki nson’s poens, but had not done so after Dickinson
made it clear that she did not want her poens publi shed.

However, when three appeared in The Drum Beat Bow es may have
recogni zed them as Dickinson’s and sei zed the opportunity to

agai n publish her poens.
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Shortly after D ckinson's poens appeared in The Drum Beat,
two were republished in the Republican. “Sunset” was published in
the Springfield Daily Republican on March 30, 1864 (just one
nmonth after its first publishing) and in the Springfield Wekly
Republican three days later on April 2"  “Flowers” was
republished in the Springfield Daily Republican on March 9, 1864
(one week after appearing in The Drum Beat), and in the
Springfield Wekly Republican three days later on March 12'"
(3,4). “Flowers” was subsequently republished in the Boston Post
on March 16, 1864. The nearness of the publishing dates and
textual characteristics that appear in all of the printings but
not in the fascicles or known autograph copies strongly suggest
that the |ater publishings were directly related to the origina
publishing in The Drum Beat and were not sent for consideration
by Dickinson.® Bowl es was still editor of the Republican during
this tinme and coul d have recogni zed the poens in The Drum Beat as
Di ckinson’s and re-printed them as was the custom of the day.

It is al so possible that Bowl es had nothing to do with the re-
prints. The expandi ng Republican editorial staff re-printed
several poenms witten by other authors that appeared in The Drum
Beat .

The next two poens known to have been published are “Sone
keep the Sabbath going to Church” published in the Round Tabl e on
March 12'" 1864 and “Success is counted sweetest” published in the

Brookl yn Daily Union April 27'" 1864. The publication of these

> For an in-depth discussion of the textual evidence see Dandurand’s Why Dickinson Did Not Publish.
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two poens seens to be connected to Gordon Ford, the husband of
Emly Fow er Ford who was a chil dhood friend of Dickinson’s.

Fow er Ford undoubtedly had in her possession poens sent to her
by Dickinson during their correspondence. However, after Ford s
marriage in 1853 her frequent correspondence w th Di cki nson cane
to an end. Emly Ford' s husband, Gordon, Henry Sweetser (a cousin
of Dickinson’s), and Charles Sweetser (a fornmer Amherst

resident), were involved in the publishing of both newspapers
(25-32). “Sonme keep the Sabbath going to Church” is presuned to
have been in the possession of Gordon Ford due to a statenent
made by Em |y Ford that “the first [D ckinson] poem | ever read
was the robin chorister... which she gave ny husband | ong ago”
(Johnson, Poems 255). Also, unlike that of the publisher of The
Drum Beat, Ford and Sweetser’s publishing reputations are
suspect. The Round Table in particular was accused of printing
material without permssion. On April 6'" 1864 the Springfield
Daily Republican reported, “The Round Table in New York is nmaking
copi ous extracts . . . wthout acknow edgnent of any ki nd”

The | ast poem known to have been publi shed during
Dickinson's lifetime is “Anarrow Fellow in the Gass” titled
“The Snake.” It appeared in the Springfield Daily Republican on
February 14, 1866 and was reprinted in the Springfield Wekly
Republ i can on February 17, 1866. Dickinson's long tinme friend
Hel en Hunt Jackson was responsible for the publishing of this
poemin the Republican’s “No Nane Series.” But who was

responsi ble for the publishing in this case is uninportant
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because Dickinson in uncharacteristic fashion is quite clear in a
|l etter she sends to Thomas Wentworth Hi ggi nson on May 17, 1866,
that she is rather annoyed with the publishing of her poem “Lest
you shoul d neet ny Snake and suppose | deceive it was robbed of
me—def eated too of the third Iine by the punctuation. The third
and fourth were one—+ told you | did not print—+ feared you m ght
think ne ostensible.”

Anot her reason D ckinson's publishing in The Drum Beat is
such an extraordinary event is because D ckinson's friends and
literary mentors requested, cajoled, and begged her to publish;
yet, she refused. If Dickinson had not published because people
were not interested in her poetry then the The Drum Beat
publication would be insignificant, but this is not the case.

The fact that publishers reprinted her poens shows that they were
i ndeed interested and that they did not view themas, the

nyt hol ogy woul d have us believe, as objectionable or

i naccessible. Her letters unquestionably provide evidence that
several of the people in Dickinson’s Iife who she respected
encour aged her to publish. As discussed earlier, Sanuel Bow es
was very interested in publishing D ckinson's work and probably
woul d have continued to if she had not begged himto stop. Also,
Thomas Wentwor th Hi ggi nson nust have encouraged her to publish
for in aletter D ckinson wote in June of 1862 she answers his
suggestion to publish by saying, “I smle when you suggest that |
delay “to publish”—+hat being foreign to ny thoughts.” D ckinson

i s obviously commenting here that publishing is “foreign” to her
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t hought s because every indication in her letters to Higginson is
t hat she wishes himto comment on her poetry. She never requests
that he afford her an opportunity to publish

Al so persistently encouraging D ckinson to publish was her
friend Hel en Hunt Jackson. Dicki nson began a correspondence with
Jackson in the | ate 1860s. As Johnson points out, “Helen Jackson
by this tinme was acclained the | eadi ng woman poet in Anerica and
had becone a nost successful witer of stories. She
beli eved Dickinson to be an authentic poet” (Letters 431).
Di cki nson had an enornous anount of respect for Jackson.
Jackson’s opinions on poens were asked for and given; yet, even
Jackson’s suggestions that Dickinson publish were ignored. After
many such appeals foll owed by refusals from Di cki nson an
exasperated Jackson, in 1875 wites, “Wen you are what nen cal
dead, you will be sorry you were so stingy” (L444a). Dickinson’'s
reluctance never abated for in a letter she received in 1882
Thomas Ni |l es expresses his wish that she woul d consent to publish
(L749b). Therefore, one cannot deny that by agreeing to publish
in a Union fund-raising publication, while continuing through out
her Iife to refuse other requests, that D ckinson “acquiesced to
an appeal for aid to the sick and wounded sol di ers” (Dandurand,
“New’ 27). If Dickinson were truly disinterested in the
soldier’s plight, she would have mmi ntai ned her preference not to

publ i sh.



Section 2

The Letters: 1862- 1865

As previously noted, Emly D ckinson's physical isolation
and her disinterest in publishing have I ed scholars to believe
that she had no interest in the outside world. However,

Di ckinson's letters do not support the nythol ogy of the

di sinterested and isol ated poet. By the end of 1861, with the
deat hs brought by war of several Amherst boys, D ckinson’s

| etters express an overwhel m ng sense of personal |oss, but by
1865 her grief has expanded beyond the personal to include an
understandi ng of the general grief the nation was suffering. The
smal | portion of her letters that survive reveal that D ckinson
is not only aware of the Cvil War, but that those events are
profoundly affecting how she views war and its horrific
consequences. The Civil War references that exist in D ckinson’s
letters identify her as a poet who is interested in political and
soci al issues.

It is inmportant when we consider Dickinson's letters to
remenber that only a small portion of her correspondence
survives. It was the common practice of the day to destroy a
person’s correspondence after their death. 1I1n The Years and
Hours of Em |y Dickinson, Jay Leyda |lists dozens of people whom
Di cki nson corresponds wi th, but whose letters are lost. An

exanple fromthe 1862 to 1865 letters is that of Ms. Elizabeth
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Holl and®. Only three letters to Ms. Holland survive fromthis
time period; yet, her letters suggest that their correspondence
was frequent. A letter sent to Ms. Holland in Novenber of 1865
contains the everyday relating of events and news of common
friends that woul d acconpany the letters of one regularly
communi cated with. Probably the nost inportant correspondence
destroyed were those sent to her favorite aunt, Lavinia Norcross.
Loui se and Fanny Norcross, Dickinson's cousins with whom she
religiously corresponded, are nost |likely to have destroyed their
nother’s letters. Their letters from D ckinson were offered to
Mabel Loomis Todd for publication in 1894, but they transcribed
parts of the letters and Todd never saw the originals (Sewall
750). One can only imagi ne what Di ckinson m ght have said in the
sections that her friends and famly chose to w thhol d.

Thr oughout her correspondence, nost of the surviving
|etters are concerned with the commonpl ace concerns of life.
There are often words of condol ences follow ng the news that a

mutual friend or a famly nenber of a friend has died. Also

% Elizabeth Holland was the wife of Dr. Josiah Holland. Although he retained the title of Doctor, Holland
found that he was not suited for the profession and began to write. According to Richard Sewall, upon
meeting Samuel Bowles in 1849 he was hired “on the spot” to write for the Springfield Republican (596).
However, it was not through this connection that the Dickinson’s became friends with the Hollands, but
through Edward Dickinson’s involvement with Amherst College. In 1851 Amherst awarded Dr. Holland
an honorary degree and during their visit the Hollands stayed with the Dickinsons. At this time Mrs.
Holland invited Emily and Vinnie to come for a visit in Springfield. The girls actually visited with the
Hollands twice cementing a friendship and correspondence that would continue for thirty-three years.
Dickinson sent many poems to the Hollands during those years and Josiah Holland has been named as a
possible source for the poems published in the Springfield Republican. However, Sewall points out that the
Hollands seem not to be aware of Dickinson’s skill as a poet. Later as the publisher of Scribner’s, Holland
does not publish Dickinson’s poems and the Hollands granddaughter writes “their taste was too limited by
conventional forms of their time to enable them to see the full worth of her poetry.” She also writes that
“Dr. Holland is quoted as having said that Emily’s verse was too ethereal for publication” (Sewall 608).
Therefore, it seems unlikely that it was Josiah Holland who suggested that Dickinson’s poems be
published.
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often witten about are sicknesses endured and once in while even
the weat her takes precedence; especially when it affects

Di cki nson’s bel oved fl owers. Another constant theme in

Di ckinson's letters is her never-ending pleadings that her
friends and cousins conme and visit. Ironically, also included
are several letters that contain apol ogies when friends do visit
and she is unable to see them

The nost notable event in the correspondence during the
early 1860s is the letter sent to Thonas Wentworth Hi ggi nson on
April 15'" 1862 where she asks himto conment on her poetry, “Are
you too deeply occupied to say if ny Verse is alive? . . . Should
you think it breathed—and had you leisure to tell nme, | should
feel quick gratitude” (L260). Her correspondence with H ggi nson
woul d be one of the nost inportant of her |life and woul d | ast
until her death.

Al though the first letter sent to H gginson is a notable
event, it is the letters to Sanuel Bowl es and to Fanny and Loui se
Norcross that domnate the surviving letters witten between 1862
and 1865. Fromthose years, sixty-nine letters appear in the
collection (this includes poens sent as letters). Edward Dw ght,
Mary Bow es, Master, her nephew Ned D cki nson and Eudocia Flynt
each have one letter from D ckinson included in the collection
Ms. Holland has three letters included; Sue and Lavini a
Di cki nson receive several letters during the seven nonths that
Emly Dickinson is in Canbridge for eye treatnents, but the

remaining letters are those sent to Samuel Bow es and the
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Norcross cousins. It is in these letters that D ckinson
addresses her feeling toward the | oss she is experiencing and
communi cates her know edge of the Cvil War. |In The Letters of
Em |y D ckinson Thomas H. Johnson wites in his preface that “she
was undergoi ng an enotional disturbance of such magnitude that
she feared for her reason.” | argue that her “enotiona
di sturbance” was a direct result of the Cvil War.
Di ckinson alludes to the Civil War eight tinmes in her

| etters between Decenber of 1861 and 1865. The first letter
written on Decenber 31, 1861 is to her cousins Fanny and Louis
Norcross. In 1862, Dickinson wites four letters that refer to
the Var. The first in March is also sent to her cousins. Three
others are sent to Bowes. In February of 1863, she wites a
letter to H gginson upon | earning that he has gone to war.
Anot her letter to her Norcross cousins appears sonetinme in late
1864 and the last letter witten by D ckinson referring to the
Civil War is a letter sent to her sister Lavinia in May 1865.

In Decenber 1861, Dickinson's letter to Loui se Norcross
expresses her shock and grief follow ng the news that her
nei ghbor, “Ms. Adans had news of the death of her boy today,
froma wound at Annapolis” (L245). Apparently another of Ms.
Adanms’ s sons had died a few nonths earlier “fromfever in the
canps and Ms. Adans herself had not risen frombed since then.”
Di cki nson expresses her sorrow for Ms. Adans’s |loss with the
i magery of a “poor little widow s boy, riding tonight in the nad

wi nd, back to the village burying-ground where he never dreamned
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of sleeping! Ah! The dream ess sleep.” |In the sane letter, she
asks “Christ to be nerciful!” to Frazer Stearns, a friend of her
brothers who is “just |eaving Annapolis... | hope that ruddy face
won't be brought home frozen.” Her apprehension proves to be

justified for three nonths |later another letter to her Norcross
cousins tells of Frazer Stearns’s death.
In the letter to her cousins, D ckinson wites of Stearns,
“his big heart shot away by a ‘mnie ball.”.. . W wll try and
confort broken-hearted Ella. . . Austin is stunned conpletely”
(L255). Frazer was the son of President Stearns of Amherst who
was a family friend of the Dickinsons.’” Although Frazer was a
particular friend of Emly Dickinson's brother, Austin, he
certainly was well known by her. The letter witten to her
cousins clearly articul ates how deeply she was affected by
Frazer’'s death.
Just as he fell, in his soldier’s cap, with his sword
at his side, Frazer rode through Amherst. d assmates
to the right of him and classmates to the left of
him to guard his narrow face! He fell by the side of
Prof essor G ark, his superior officer—tived ten
mnutes in a soldier’s arns. Ask twi ce for water—
murmured just, “My God!” and passed! Sanderson, his
cl assmate, made a box of boards in the night, put the
brave boy in it, covered with a bl anket, rowed six

mles to reach the boat, -- so poor Frazer cane. They

"ED spelled Stearns first name: Frazer. Johnson spelled it Frazar as does Sewall. I prefer Dickinson’s
spelling and therefore use it except when using a direct quotation.
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tell me that Colonel Clark cried |ike a child when he
m ssed his pet, and could hardly resunme his post.

They | oved each ot her very nuch. Nobody here could

| ook on Frazer—-not even his father. The doctors woul d
not allowit.

The bed on which he came was enclosed in a | arge
casket shut entirely, and covered from head to foot
with sweetest flowers. He went to sleep fromthe
vill age church. Crowds cane to tell him goodnight,
choirs sang to him pastors told how brave he was—
early-soldiers heart. And the famly bowed their

heads, as the reeds the w nd shakes. (L255)

The great care that D ckinson took to recount the events that
surrounded the death and burial of Frazer Stearns show how
af fected she was by his death.

Wthin this letter, she erects a hero whom everyone | oves.
The loyalty shown by the friend who nakes his coffin and rows six
mles so that he can be taken hone, the Col onel who could “hardly
resume his post” fromthe grief he felt, and the crowds of people
who cane “to tell himgoodnight” are perfectly constructed to
forma picture of a young man who was admred by his peers, his
superiors, and his community. The inmage invoked by Dickinson’s
words is of a |arge processional noving through Anherst as if the
coffin carried “fromthe village church” contai ned one of great

i nportance. For Dickinson it obviously was, for her |arge inmages
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are enriched by the small details she takes pains to include. In
her description of Frazer she puts “his sword at his side” and
calls him®“a brave boy.” A strikingly affectionate detail is her
description of his box being “covered with a blanket.” A bl anket
provides confort and warnth, which is identified wth a nurturing
or loving act. In the |ast paragraph of the letter, she tells
her cousins “you nust conme next summer and we will m nd ourselves
of this young crusader—+too brave that he could fear to die.” The
use of the term“crusader” elevates Frazer because it indicates
that he nmade a choice to go to war for the purpose of fighting
for a cause that he believed in. The termcrusader is al so nost
often associated with a religious or noral cause. This would
pronote Frazer’'s death as significant and place hi mabove the
masses that were dying everyday. She again describes him as

“brave” and puts himin the category of young nmen who believe

their cause too just to consider death. It is this idea, which
germnates in her letters that will grow into a poem about Frazer
Stearns and ot her young nen |ike him It therefore can be said

that “the death of a close acquai ntance gave her an intimte
realization of war” and directly inspires her to wite at |east
two poens (Ford 202).

The first poem which Ford identifies as being inspired by
the death of Stearns, was witten in 1862 the sane year as his
death. In this poem Di cki nson describes the nethods she used to
deal with her friends death.

It don’t sound so terrible—gquite—as it did—
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—Dead”, Brain, “Dead.”

Put it in Latin—4eft of nmy school —

Seens it don’t shriek so — under rul e.

Turn it, alittle—full in the face

A Troubl e | ooks bitterest—

Shift it—ust—

Say “When Tonorrow cones this way—

| shall have waded down one Day.”

| suppose it will interrupt nme some

Till | get accustoned—but then the Tonb

Li ke other new Thi ngs—show | ar gest +hen—

And small er,

by Habit—

It’s shrewder then

Put the Thought in advance—a Year—

How |l i ke “a fit”"—+hen—

Mur der —aear!

First, she tries to “put

(J426)

it in Latin” explaining “it don’t shriek

so—dnder rule.” Following a study of the grammatical patterns

used by Dickinson Lois Cuddy concl udes that Dickinson often

enpl oyed the granmatica

rules of Latin in her poetry. She did so

because the fusion of Latin and English gave her the freedomto

mai ntai n her poetic structure while using words in unexpected
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ways. By applying the Latin syntax she could reverse the order
of words, use a noun as an adverb or | eave out words, as she

i ked. For exanple, in this poemshe uses “it don’t.” According
to English grammar rules the verb shoul d be doesn’t, but
according to the rules of Latin either is correct (Cuddy 75).

Di ckinson's grief over Frazer’'s death “don’t shriek so under
rule” because the limted rules of English grammar |iberate her
means of expression.

Di cki nson could al so nean that she thought of the words
associ ated with Frazer’s death in Latin. The use of Latin would
make expression nore formal and therefore | ess enotional. Latin
is particularly formal because it is an ancient “dead” |anguage
associated with antiquity. D ckinson was famliar with Latin
from her days at Anmherst Acadeny where she used Andrews and
Stoddard’s A Grammar of Latin Language; for the Use in School s
and Colleges. This certainly wuld not have provided her with a
lively Latin experience. It is nore |likely that Dickinson’s
experi ence with the | anguage woul d have consisted of rote
menori zati on and grammar drills. Again, this rote association
with Latin would nake the | anguage | ess enoti onal and nore
academ c

Di ckinson al so | ooks at Stearns’s death as if it were a
tangi ble object. She “turns it” and “shifts it” attenpting to
gain a different perspective on the situation. She is groping for
under standi ng and cannot find it. There is also a sense that she

is unable to deal with the reality. Wen she “turns it” and
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|l ooks at it “full in the face” she “shifts it” making it easier
to deal with until she has beconme accustoned to it.

In another attenpt to conme to ternms with her grief
Di cki nson speaks of wading through the day, but assures herself
that this difficult time will get “smaller, by Habit—* She is
hopi ng that as she becones accustoned to the reality of Frazer’s
death that it will be easier to deal with what she calls a
“murder.” The use of the term“nurder” at the end of this poem
conmes as a surprise to the reader. The termcreates a sense of
anger that is not present until that nonment. The repetition of
“dead” and the half thoughts in lines six and seven create a
troubl ed and introspective nood, but at the | ast nonment the poet
attacks using “nmurder” instead of the less brutal —killed. The
excl amati on D ckinson makes at the end of this poemgives a
gl ance at her true feelings about the war. She does not see the
ci rcunst ances of Frazer’'s death as honorable, heroic, or valiant.
She sees it as wanton slaughter or preneditated malice. Here
Di cki nson nmakes an exceptionally strong and personalized anti-war
statement for a poet who is considered by many to be
disinterested in the War.

The second poem identified by Ford, also witten in 1862,
is not so obviously about Stearns, but considering the coment
Di ckinson nmade in her letter to her cousins that he was “too
brave to fear that he could die” the poemseens to be at |east
i nspired by Frazer’s sacrifice.

He gave away his Life—
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To Us—G gantic Sum—
Atrifle—4+n his own esteem—

But magni fied—by fame—

Until it burst the Hearts
That fancied they could hol d—
When swift it slipped its limt—

And on t he Heavens—dnrol | ed—

Tis Qurs—+o w nce—and weep—
And wonder —and decay
By Bl ossoms gradual process—

He chose—Maturity—

And qui ckeni ng—as we sowed—
Just obvi ated Bud—
And when We turned to note the G owt h—

Br oke—perfect—#$romthe Pod—(J567)

The first line suggests that this poemis not about death in
general, but about the death that occurred during the Cvil War.
The poet comments, “He gave away his life--/ To Us.” The “To Us”
i ndi cates that this poemis about soneone who gave his life for a
cause that Dickinson considered herself to be affected by. The
poemidentifies the subject as having given his life, which was a

“Ggantic Sunf but to himwas only a “trifle.” This line also
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suggests Frazer as the subject because we know fromher letters
t hat Di cki nson val ued Frazer Stearns.

In those letters Dickinson constructs a young man who is
general ly well thought of and whose death is considered a great
| oss. However, as a young man he did not grasp his nortality, as
nost young peopl e do not, and he went off to war w thout
understanding his worth; therefore, he died as if his life were
only a “trifle.” The first two lines of this poem evoke the idea
of a nonetary transaction. “He gave away” what to himwas worth
so little, but to D ckinson was worth a “G gantic Sum” Dicki nson
often uses this transaction notif in her war poetry to express
what life is worth and how it is often underval ued.

Furt her evidence that this poemwas inspired by Frazer’s
death is Dickinson's description of the “Just obviated Bud” that
is “broke—perfect—+romthe Pod.” She uses the plant inagery to
synbol ize the human lifecycle. Simlar to flowers, young nen,

i ke Frazer, gradually bloom There is only a noment when they
are at their peak; fromthere they begin to “decay.” Frazer died
at that nmoment of “Maturity,” which is true of thousands of the
young nmen who died during the CGvil War and in that way this poem
can be applied generally. Dickinson nay have been inspired to
wite this poemby Frazer’s death, but she could not have been
ignorant of its universal application to young nen who have given
their lives “To Us” meaning to society. She therefore expands
the relevance of this poemfromher private pain and gives it

meani ng in the public sphere.
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Di cki nson continues to have difficulty dealing with
Frazer’'s death and wites another letter to her friend Sanuel
Bow es expressing her grief (L256). Also witten in March of
1862, Dickinson's letter utilizes a device enployed by her many
other times in her witing. She uses the feelings of others to
express her own. Although at tinmes Bow es was one of the few
peopl e that D ckinson privileged with her feelings, on this
occasi on she uses Austin’s grief as the means of describing her
own inability to reconcile Frazer’s death. Although the letter
is witten as if Austin is the one overcone with grief and shock,
it is evident that Dickinson is actually speaking of herself for
she says, “and sonetinmes—wakes at night, with a worry for you”
(L256). This is a very intimate and personal conment that woul d
not have been known by Dicki nson regarding her brother

Anot her indication that she is using Austin as a neans to
express her grief is that D ckinson includes a letter, which she
asks Bowl es to address and forward. Dickinson says that the
request cones from Austin; however, it seens unlikely that Austin
woul d have given Dickinson a letter to send to Bow es who woul d
then forward it to its intended reader. This request also fits
with Dickinsons custom of having others address letters for her.
Di cki nson had an “aversion to putting her handwiting on the
outside of letters.” She often asked her sister to address
letters for her and when Lavinia was not avail abl e she woul d
sonetinmes resort to clipping letters fromthe newspaper (Taggard

14). The request obviously conmes from D ckinson, but she is
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attenpting to continue the ruse that it is Austin and not herself
who is grief-stricken.

This is not to say the Austin was not grieved by Frazer’s
death. But Austin’s character does not seemto fit wth the
dramatic nature of the expression “his brain keeps saying over
‘Frazer is killed —Frazer is killed.” Particularly by this tinme
in Austin’s life, he had adopted the stoic character of his
father. \Wen he did experience grief it seens fromthe coments
of Mabel Loom s Todd that he tended nore to the nel ancholy than
the dramatic (Sewall 124-126). Conversely, it is very nmuch in
Emi |y D ckinson’s character to express her feelings through
verbal contrivances and veil ed remarks.

Separating Dickinson’s correspondence from her poetry is
often difficult. Di cki nson frequently encl osed poens in her
letters and often sent poens as correspondence. Such was the case
when Di cki nson sent Sanmuel Bow es the poem begi nning “Victory
comes late” (L257).% 1In The Letters of Emily Dickinson, Johnson
pl aces the letter-poemimediately after the letter sent to
Bow es regardi ng Frazer Stearns’s death. However, the
correspondence was not dated. The handwiting indicates that
poemwas witten during the same time period as the letter to
Bow es, but it is the poenis thene that determnes its
chronol ogi cal placenent. Johnson notes, “It is possible that the
poemis associated with the death of Frazar Stearns’” (Letters

400). Johnson’s use of “associated” is key. A though this poem

¥ The poem sent to Samuel Bowles is an earlier version of the poem numbered 690 in The Complete Poems.
There are several differences, but here I consider the poem as written in ED’s correspondence.
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was witten during the sane time period as the letters and ot her
poens dealing with Stearns’s death, this poem has a narked
difference. The poemis witten in nore general terns. In “It
don't sound so terrible—quite—as it did— it is apparent that

Di cki nson is describing a personal loss and in “He gave away his
life” the use of the singular masculine pronoun coupled with the
use of synbols that represent youth being cut off or taken away
prematurely certainly nake us think of Frazer, but could
represent other young soldiers who died to early. “Victory cones
|ate” was witten during the tine D ckinson was in turnoil due to

Frazer's death, but it is not about Frazer Stearns.

Dear M. Bow es.
Victory cones |ate,
And is held low to freezing lips
Too rapt with frost
To mind it!
How sweet it would have tast ed!
Just a drop!
Was God so econom cal ?
His table' s spread to high
Except we dine on tiptoe!
Crunbs fit such little nmouths—
Cherries—suit Robi ns—

The Eagl e’ s gol den breakfast—dazzl es t hem
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God keep his vow to “Sparrows,”
Who of little | ove—know how to starve

Emly.

Upon hearing of Frazer Stearns’s death, Dickinson would
al so have heard about the battle where he died and a few days
| ater she woul d have read the details of the battle published in
Harper’s Weekly. On April 5'" 1862 Harper’s Weekly published a
detail ed description of the maneuvers taken by Frazer’s regi nent
the Twenty-first Massachusetts. Along with two brigades, six
regi ments and one battalion, Frazer’s reginment spent the day
advancing, retreating and fl anking the enemy. Dickinson may have
i mgi ned Frazer’'s |last nonents as she read that the twenty-first
Massachusetts was ordered to charge toward the enem es
“intrenchnment and, driving the rebels before them had attenpted
to reverse the guns, when repulsed by a strong reinforcenent of
the eneny . . . drove themout.” In the end, the Union arny won
the battle, but in the process seventy Union soldiers were killed
and two hundred and fifty were wounded. Dickinson’s reaction is
clear “Victory conmes [to] late.” For those soldiers who died
during the battle victory is worthl ess because they die before
t hey can experience even the smallest satisfaction of having won
t he day.

Di cki nson’ s poem qui ckly takes a turn toward the
nmet aphysi cal when she asks, “Was God so econom cal ?” Some

Christians believe that one dies when God decides it is your
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time. Dickinsonis asking if it is God who has denied these nen
“a drop” or a “sweet...taste” of victory. She sees Cod as
tantalizing humans with a well spread table that they cannot
reach until after death. The prom se of future “rewards and the
schenme that assumes future bliss to assuage present msery cane
to seeminadequate” to Dickinson (Wl osky, A Voice 61). She sees
God as willfully w thholding his blessings fromthose who are
suffering and questions why death is required to receive
salvation from God. The “Col den Breakfast” prom sed as
consol ation for the death and suffering brought on by the G vi
War is seen by Dickinson as useless; just as victory is useless
to those who die in the battle. Al though many of D ckinson’s
contenporaries believed that the war was justified and necessary
in order to redeemthe erring nation, Dickinson continues to
guestion whether God' s plan is just. For D ckinson, on going
death and suffering is not worth future sal vation.

Di cki nson’ s concern, however, is not so easily bestowed
upon the living. In an August 1862 letter to Sanuel Bow es,
Di cki nson nentions, “a soldier called—a norning ago, and asked
for a nosegay, to take to Battle” (L272). Nosegays were a way of
creating a nessage with fl owers. Each flower had a specific
sentinment attached to it so the conbination of flowers forned a
uni que nessage. In this case the “nosegay” that Dickinson is
tal king about is a poem Dandurand suggests that “a soldier”
refers to an individual who requested a poem from Di cki nson to be

publ i shed on behalf of the soldiers. During the War there were
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count| ess pamphl ets and newspapers that were produced as

fundrai sing endeavors. These papers characteristically include
poetry and fictional stories. But D ckinson refuses the request
and she rem nds Bow es of her past adnoni shnent that her poens
are not nmeant “for Air” by sarcastically declaring, “lI suppose he
t hought we kept an Aquarium” Her reaction to the “soldier’s”
request reveal s an anbi val ence she feels at this tine towards

sol diers who are unknown to her. She speaks passionately in her
letters and in her poetry about soldiers she knows and in genera
about the death of soldiers, but when faced with an opportunity
to support them she chooses not to conply. Her reticence may be
due to the fact that she has just experienced the publishing of
several of her poens by Bow es. She inmmedi ately comunicated to
Bowl es that she did not wish to publish any nore poens.

Acqui escing to a request for a poemin support of the soldiers at
this tinme may appear to Bow es as indecisive and coul d
realistically offend him Bow es’ s opinion neant a great deal to
Di cki nson. She woul d not have wanted to offend hi mnor woul d she
have wanted himto m sunderstand her and continue to publish her
poens.

The Dickinson fam |y had an i mense respect for Bow es and
felt that as the publisher of the Springfield Republican he was
closer to the news than nost. Apparently on Bow es’s frequent
visits to Austin and Sue’'s hone, the Evergreens, he would share
with the famly news of the War. Richard Sewall notes, “Not that

they were uninfornmed... but Bowl es nore than any other visitor
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brought the sense of this ‘yeasty time’ into their |iving roons”
(466). The Dicki nsons, except Ms. Dickinson, were very well
read. They had subscriptions to several inportant periodicals
whi ch woul d have kept them abreast of [ocal and national issues
of the day. They regularly read The Springfield Journal, The
Hanpshire and Franklin Express, The Amherst Record, Harper’'s New
Mont hly, Scribner’s Monthly and The Atlantic Mnthly (Capps
128).° Edward Dickinson's service in Congress and in the
Massachusetts legislature reflects his particular interested in
politics. Austin, although never involving hinself in national
politics, was very involved in the politics of Arherst as was the
famly tradition. |In her letters D ckinson makes two references
to regular conversations with her famly about the Gvil War. In
a Novenber 1862 letter to Bow es, Dickinson |anents, “failure in
a Battle—was easier— when you were with us. This letter was
witten to Bowes while he was on a trip to Europe and was away
fromthe famly for long period of tinme. Dickinson was obviously
accustoned to discussing war news with Bow es and m ssed his
val uabl e viewpoint. The D ckinsons were a political famly with
strong political views. Emly Dickinson s comment indicates that
she not only participated in discussions about the Gvil War, but
that she also valued those discussions. '

In a letter witten in 1865, Dickinson again indicates that

it is her famly's customto discuss current events. This letter

? Although I reference Capps here Richard Sewall and Jay Leyda also mention this to be the case.
10 For further evidence of ED’s reading habits see Letters 109, 231, 234, 488, 502, 619, 621, 721, 714,
1018.
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was witten to her sister Lavinia while D ckinson was staying
with Louise Norcross in Canbridge. She wites, “Loo w shes she
knew Father’s view of Jeff Davis' capture—thinks no one but He,
can do it justice” (L308). She continues by nentioning “a
Phot ograph of the Arrest” that Louise wishes to send to Austin.
These two comments maeke it apparent that the famly is accustoned
to di scussing such events with each other. Further, the coment
about the picture is obviously made in a w ckedly hunorous vain
showi ng how confortabl e and common political exchanges were
between the famlies.

A Further Gvil War reference occurs in 1863 when Dicki nson
wites a letter to Thomas Wentworth H ggi nson upon di scovering
t hat he has gone to war (L280). This letter shows a shift that is
begi nning to occur within D ckinson. She is noving fromthe
overwhel m ng grief she experienced early in 1862 due to Frazer’s
and ot her neighbor’s deaths to confronting death. D ckinson
descri bes her new neans of attachnent to friends: “I have held
t hem si nce—fexperiencing death] in a brittle |ove—ef nore alarm
t han peace.” Her tone in this letter at tinmes takes on al nost a
flippant attitude: “I trust you may pass the limt of War.” This
is a Dickinson who has been deeply affected by her |losses and is
attenpting to protect herself against further devastation.
However, it is in vain for she is obviously concerned for
Hi ggi nson’s safety, “ | should have |liked to see you before you
became i nprobable . . . Should there be other sunmmers, would you

perhaps cone. It is interesting that she does not wite as if
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she assunes there will be other opportunities for her to neet
with Higginson. Dickinson accepts the possibility of death

wi t hout reservation. She ends the letter by asking himto “avoid
deat h” because she “woul d bereave” but the tone of the letter
certainly includes the recognition that Hi gginson could very well
di e.

By 1864, Dickinson had become “vividly aware that all nust
face death and nust be influenced by its effects” (Ford 210). She
wites to her cousins Louise and Frances Norcross that “sorrow
seens nore general than it did, and not the estate of a few
person’s, since the war began”(L298). This letter denonstrates
t hat Di ckinson not only feels the |oss of her acquaintances, but
al so recogni zes the human suffering and tragedy that is being
experienced by the entire nation. The overwhelm ng grief she felt
early in 1862 and we see her beginning to deal with in her letter
to Hi gginson in 1863 has by 1864 beconme a controlled grief.

In an 1864 letter to her Norcross cousins, D ckinson wites
that after reading Dramati s Personae she is astonished that
Robert Browning has the ability to continue to wite after the
death of his wife until she “renmenbered that I, nyself, in a
smal |l er way, sang off charnel steps.” She conpares her
productivity to Browning’s realizing that after such trauma she
too continued to wite. |In D ckinson's case, she wote nore in
that year than in any other. In the sane 1864, |etter Dickinson
wites, “every day life feels mghtier, and what we have the

power to be, nore stupendous.” There is hope in that comrent,
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but not just personal hope for she says, “what we have the power
to be.” It is an indication that she has cone to terms with the
turmoil that stinmulated her flurry of witing. This is further
evi denced by the fact that as the War came to an end her witing
of poetry drops off dramatically. 1n 1862, Dickinson wote
approxi mately 330 poens. It took her two nore years to equal that
amount. By 1865, that nunber had fallen to approxi mtely 85.

This *“clearly inplies that death was a great stinmulus to her
witing [it therefore] |ends strong support to the belief that
the Gvil War acted to rouse her creative energy” (Ford 201). It
is evident that what Dickinson finds “the power to be” during the
war years is a poet who expl ores how t he onsl aught of death

caused by the G vil War can be under st ood.



Section 3

War Poens of 1862

Karen Dandurand’s di scovery of Dickinson poens published in a
Civil War fund-raising magazi ne and her concl usion that D ckinson
had agreed to the publishing Ied me to | ook for corroborating
evi dence of D ckinson’s political/social interest in her letters.
Fi nding evidence in Dickinson's letters that she was in fact
interested in the issues of her day |led ne to exam ne her poetry
for the expression of simlar attitudes and concerns. The Gvil
War was the bl oodiest tine in Arerican history. Mre Anericans
died during the Gvil VWar than in all of the conflicts of the
twentieth century conbined. Every individual in the North and in
t he South was personally affected by the death and destruction
brought on by the war. It is beyond reason to suppose that a
sensitive poet who was the daughter of a politician, a friend to
sol diers who had lost their lives, and a friend to soldiers stil
fighting could escape the onslaught of grief and devastation
pernmeating the air. People nmust have felt as Dicki nson did:
“They drop |ike Fl akes—+They Drop |ike Stars—Like Petals froma
rose— (J409).

As Urbanowi cz Marcel lin points out, here D ckinson uses
natural occurrences to represent the masses of soldiers who fel

on the battlefield. Snowflakes drop to the ground and nelt,
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stars fall fromthe sky and burn out, and rose petal s bl ow away
in the wind. Al are beautiful creations that disappear w thout
a trace. Their fragile nature allows the powerful w nd that
sweeps across the | andscape, just as the war sweeps across the
country, to renmove all traces of their existence.

When suddenly across the June

A wnd wth fingers—goes—

They perish in the Seam ess G ass—
No eye could find the pl ace—
But CGod can summon every face

On his Repeal | es—ti st

Di cki nson then personifies the wind by giving it “fingers”
creating the image of the powerful and destructive human nass
t hat sweeps across the battlefield. Those who “perish” do so in
the “Seaml ess Grass.” The battlefield contains no fissures or
spaces that woul d hide the bodies of the soldiers yet, “No eye
could find the place—= were they died. The sheer nunber of
sol diers dying creates a carpet of bodies that renoves the
i ndividuality of each soldier making theminvisible to the human
eye. “But CGod can sunmon every face,” he does not | oose people or
forget them Unlike man who | ooks over the battlefield and no
| onger distingui shes individuals, God renmenbers “every face” and

has recorded them “On his Repeal |l ess—tist.” Society nmay have
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abandoned the fragile creations as expendabl e, but God renenbers
themall.
In the previous poem Di cki nson describes the soldiers

deat hs through the eyes of an observer, but in “Qur journey had
advanced—2 (J615), as Urbanowi cz Marcellin notes, D ckinson
constructs a description of death told fromthe soldier’s point
of view Dickinson's careful choice of words that generate in the
reader war connections makes it apparent that the poemis
specifically describing a soldier’s final journey.

Qur Journey had advanced—

Qur feet were al nost come

To that odd Fork in Being' s Road—

Eternity—by Term—

Qur pace took sudden awe—
Qur feet—+eluctant+ed—
Before—were Citi es—but Between—

The Forest of the Dead—

Ret r eat —was out of Hope—
Behi nd—a Seal ed Route—
Eternity’'s Wiite Fl ag—Before—

And God—at every Gate—

The first stanza brings the soldiers to the last “fork” on

their road thorough life. They identify that “fork” as
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“eternity” and in the second stanza they are “reluctant” to
approach it. Their pace slows with reluctance, but they realize
that retreat is inpossible due to the “Seal ed Route.” Eternity
has surrendered to themallowi ng their journey to continue
forward, but God who guards “every Gate” has sealed all routes
behi nd t hem

Wrds such as “feet” and “pace” bring to mnd a soldier’s
mar chi ng, while other war allusions such as “Retreat,” “Seal ed
Route” and “Wiite Flag” brings to mnd defeat in war. However,
“The lines that reveal that this martial inmagery is nore than a
met aphor and that clearly distinguish the work as a war poem are:
‘Before—were Cities—but Between—+ The Forest of the Dead—"
(Marcellin, “Emly” 109). “The Forest of the Dead” can only be
t he dead bodies that |ie upon the road as the soldiers march from
city tocity. By using the imagery of a forest Dickinson
comuni cates an overwhel m ng picture. Just as there are too many
trees in a forest to count, there are too many bodi es on the
battlefield for an individual to visually perceive. Dickinson's
i mage of the vast enunerable is historically accurate. |In the
spring of 1862 the Union and Confederate Armes faced off in a
battle that woul d cone to be knon as Shiloh. Twenty-three
t housand nmen lost their lives in that battle. To date Shil oh was
t he bl oodi est day of the War but it would not hold that
distinction for long. |In Septenber of 1862 the bl oodiest battle
in Arerican mlitary history was fought at Antietamwhere in

twel ve hours twenty-seven thousand nmen | ost their lives. In was
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within this bl oody environment that D ckinson was witing in
1862.

Davi d Cody identifies the Poem “The name—ef it—s ‘Autum’”
(J656) as being specifically inspired by the battle of Antietam
Di cki nson pl aces autumm in quotes, which indicates that she is
using the termas nore than a nere indication of the tinme of
year. John Geenleaf Wiittier described Antietamas the “Battle
Autumm.” Cody suggests that D ckinson is enploying the sane
phonetic paronym

The nane of it is “Autum”—
The hue—ef it—+s Bl ood—
An Artery—dpon the Hill—

A Vein—along the road—

Great G obules—+n the Al eys—
And oh, the Shower of Stain—
When W nds—upset the Basin—

And spill the Scarlet Rain—

It sprinkles Bonnets—far bel ow—
It gathers ruddy Pool s—
Then—eddi es |i ke a Rose—away—

Upon Verm | i on \Weel s—

Especially for a New Engl ander, autumm is associated with

the bright color of red that paints the trees in the fall.
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Di cki nson uses this traditional imge and naturally connects the
red of autumm wi th the bl ood-soaked battlefield. The autumal
imgery is of streanms that carry brightly colored | eaves to
basi ns where the | eaves gather and eventually spill over into
“ruddy” or intensely red “pools.” But D ckinson's use of human
anatony el evates the poem above the common glorification of the
New Engl and autum. The arteries and veins are, of course,
responsi ble for carrying blood to and fromthe heart; therefore,
Di ckinson’s autumal streans are carrying blood to the “basin,”
but the “basin” is “upset” by the powerful and sonetines
destructive wnd. In “They drop |ike Flakes” D ckinson uses the
wind to represent the powerful force that sweeps across the
battlefield causing death and destruction. Here again it is the
“Wnd” that causes the spilling of blood. Dickinson inagines that
overflow as “Scarl et Rain” enphasizing the amount of bl ood
spilled. The imge evoked is of a ground soaking rain that
creates pools of blood. However, the blood “sprinkles Bonnets”

i mge evokes a religious connection with the sacrificial blood
that was sprinkled upon the altar by the Israelites as a sin

of fering.

Many of D ckinson's contenporaries believed “that the
ongoing war was to be interpreted as a great purgative sacrifice
or blood -offering demanded of an erring nation by an angry God”
(Cody 26); therefore, the sprinkled blood could nore specifically
be understood as the blood that was sprinkled on doorposts by the

Israelites during the plagues of Egypt so that they would be



42

spared the | ast pl ague, which brought about the death of the
househol d’s first-born. The bl ood “sprinkl ed” on “Bonnets,”

i ndi cates that the sin-atoning blood paid to God woul d purchase

t he salvation of not only the soldiers but would al so include the
wonen and children. After the price for the nations sins is paid
t he pool of blood “Then—eddies |ike a Rose—away.” Dickinson
continues the whirl pool notion of an eddy, which can nove in
converse circles just as the petals of a rose swirl in the w nd.
After the wi nd sweeps through the rose petals disappear. In this
case the bl ood disappears “Upon Verm|ion Wheels—" 1In the md
1800s through the Gvil War one of the nost popul ar styles of

| oconotive was the Verm lion Weeled. If this poemis a
description of the battle that took place at Antietam as David
Cody suggests, then D ckinson could have been i nagi ni ng dead and
wounded sol diers being renoved fromthe battlefield by trains.
This image is particularly strong because the wheels on the

| oconotives were vermlion or deep red. The wheels appeared as
if they had becone bl ood stained as they noved across the country
and through the bl ood soaked fi el ds.

Many of D ckinson's contenporaries believed that this
shower of bl ood was necessary, but Dickinson was not convinced.
In her poem*“Ilt feels a shane to be Alive” (L444) she questions
whet her the living are worthy of the price that is paid for the
nation’s rebirth.

It feels a shame to be Alive—

When Men so brave—are dead—
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One envi es the Distingui shed Dust —

Perm tted—such a Head—

The Stone—that tells defendi ng Whom
This Spartan put away
What little of H mwe—Possessed

In Pawn for Liberty—

The Price is great—Sublinely pai d—
Do we deserve—a Thing
That Lives—ike Dollars—nust be piled

Before we nmay obtain?

Are we that wait—sufficient wort h—
That such Enor nous Pearl
As Life—dissol ves before Us—

In Battle’'s — horrid Bow ?

It my be—a Renown to |ive—
I think the Man who di e—
Those unsust ai ned—Savi or s—

Present Divinity—

Di cki nson’ s poem honors those who have died “in pawn for |iberty”
but she feels “shane” that she is still alive because the price

for her “liberty” was so great. She el evates the nen who have
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di ed by envying the “Distingui shed dust” that holds their resting
heads and by describing themas Spartans. The term Spartan
certainly refers to the ancient warriors of Sparta who were known
to be disciplined and have great courage in battle, but it also
contai ns the neaning of one who is willing to forgo confort and

[ uxury and one who is inpervious to pain and danger. D ckinson
offers tribute to the soldiers, but she did not approve of the
trade because “we—possessed” so “little of Hm” This line could
sinple be referring to time; that those who died had not been

gi ven enough tinme. But it also could be a cooment on how little a
part of their lives the war was. Society “possessed” themas if
it owned them yet, undoubtedly these nmen had famlies, friends,
girlfriends, children, jobs, and hones, which were taken from
themto pay for “Liberty.”

The “price” paid was not only the death of the nen who
fought, but also the pain that was suffered by their famlies and
friends. The imagery of the “piled” “dollars” represents the
enornous price that had to be paid. The nmen who died were
commodi fyed, traded for the liberty of others. Further, the
“piled” “dollars” bringing to mind the literal piles of bodies
that were heaped on the battlefields. Although the poem describes
the soldiers as “brave” and as “Spartans” it is not the
i ndi vidual soldier but Iife itself that concerns D ckinson. An
“Enornous Pearl,” would have a great deal of value and yet it is
allowed to dissolve without protest. 1In the Bible, Jesus

recounts the illustration of the pearl of high val ue. The
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merchant in the illustrationis willing to give up all he has for
the pearl, which represents |ife. However, Dickinson presents a
situation where not all life is valued. Life is given or
“dissolved” in battle in order to preserve the |lives of others.

Di cki nson questions the trade. “To Dickinson, the ultimte sorrow
chal | engi ng theodi cy was death” (Wl osky, A Voice 67). Therefore,
as the poem suggests, the popular belief during her tine that the
spilling of blood was necessary to gain God’'s approval greatly

di sturbed her, but in the end she chooses to praise the dead by
declaring that although those who Iive may gain “Renown,” or
fane, those who di ed “Those unsust ai ned—Savi or s—Pr esent
Divinity—" This idea is contrary to typical D ckinson because
for her life is divine and death is a concept she constantly
grapples with; however, “in an attenpt to nmake sense of the war
[Dickinson] at tinmes adopts the rhetoric and reasoning of her
period” (71).

The question of whether the nmen who fight believe their
deaths are worth victory for the living is addressed in “My
Portion is Defeat—today— (J 639). In this poema single soldier
descri bes the defeat he suffered.

My Portion is Defeat—+today—

A paler luck than Victory—

Less Paeans—fewer Bells—

The Druns don't follow Me—with tunes—
Def eat —-a sonmewhat sl ower —reans—

More Arduous than Ball s—
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Ti s popul ous with Bones and stai h—
And Men too straight to stoop agai n—
And Piles of solid Man—

And Chi ps of Bl ank—+n Boyi sh Eyes—
And scrapes of Prayer—

And Death’s surpri se,

St anped vi si bl e—+n St one—

There’ s sonmewhat prouder over there—
The trunpets tell it to the Alr—

How di fferent Victory

To Himwho has it—and the One

Who to have had it, woul d have been

Cont ender —+o0 di e—

The first stanza gives us the inpression that the soldier feels
that victory and defeat are closely related. He says that defeat
is “paler luck” which inplies that victory is pale as well. The
horror that defined the Gvil War could not be escaped. Famlies
st ood on opposite sides, honmes and towns were destroyed, and
mllions died. Here, those who declare victory endure
debilitating loss. The second stanza describes the horror that
sol di ers experienced after large battles. The field is piled

wi th dead bodi es and running with bl ood. Those who are not dead
are nmoaning fromthe pain of their wounds and the terror of

dying. The speaker nentions that many of the dead have “Boyi sh
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Eyes” bel ongi ng to young nen who have not even had the

opportunity to live. The third stanza returns to the soldiers

nonol ogue “where he wonders if victory is worth dying for”

(Marcellin, “Singing” 70). The soldier’s words reveal the true

futility of war. The victors are only “sonmewhat prouder” than the

defeated and the sol dier does not believe that a different

out come woul d have changed anyt hi ng. The dead and the dying

| angui shing on the battlefield would have | ooked just the sane.
Lei gh- Anne Urbanowi cz Marcellin states, “in this poem

Di cki nson provides neither a clear pro-war nor an anti-war

statement only anbiguity” (110). A though anbiguity is al nost

al ways present in D ckinson' s poens, this poem nakes a cl ear

anti-war statenment. Dickinson clearly comunicates her belief

t hat war does not bring satisfaction to anyone involved. As

observed in the previous poem Dickinson honored the nen who died

and she did recognize that many of the issues that brought this

nation to war were inportant, but she could not accept the notion

t hat death was necessary for redenption
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Concl usi on

The nythol ogy of Em Iy Dickinson has come to define how
many readers interpret her poetry. It has al so encouraged them
to believe that she was so conpletely isolated fromthe world
t hat she had no interest in the events that surrounded her. But
as the nythol ogy has broken down so has the presunption of her
disinterest in the world outside. Dickinson s poetry is by
nature enigmatic. She said, “The R ddle we can guess / W
speedi |y despise” (J1222). Therefore, to believe that if
Di ckinson felt strongly about a matter she woul d nmake that
concern evident is to m sunderstand the poet. D ckinson reveled
in her anbiguity; however, her witings do provide evidence of
the turnoil the Gvil War created within her. The war seens to
have energi zed and inspired D ckinson. |t provided questions
about life, death, and the responsibility of God that fired her
i magi nation and her spirit. Perhaps these were questions she
considered before the war, but her poetry does not bear this out
“The poetry before 1861, in conparison with that which she wote
after 1861, is somewhat conventional and sentinmental . . . there
is not that intensity, sense of urgency, and strong overtones of
angui sh characteristic of the poens of the Gvil War” (Ford 199).

Di ckinson felt conpelled to wite about the events that
engul fed a nation; she felt conpelled to wite about events that
af fected her neighbors; and she felt conpelled to wite about

events that affected her personally. The Civil War was not sone
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abstract idea that seened far away and unable to touch her. W
can see from Di ckinson’s poetry that she spoke passionately about
the soldiers and the battles as if she had experienced themfirst
hand. Wth her sensitive nature and her vivid imagination she
probably felt as if she had. Shira Wl osky comment ed t hat

Di cki nson “di sapproved of reality” (“Public” 107). For

Di ckinson, it nust have been hard to accept the war years as
reality. O course she disapproved of the stark reality that
defi ned her nost productive years, but she certainly was not

oblivious to it.



Em |y D ckinson

1830- 1886

By Mary Elwell Storrs

April 1891

That face pathetic haunts ny days of |ate;
All pale, yet crowned with flowers, she sighs and

Si ngs;

Defi ant music clashes as it fl ows,
Cl ear notes and tangles fascinate the ear;
So sings the thrush against the rising storm

The caged canary thril
Ah, warbl es sweet, her

s and qui vers so;
voi ce outsings ye all

Thrilling and throbbing froma human heart.

Now cal m and strong, audaci ous and severe,

Now gl ad and childli ke,

ringing wild and cl ear,

The |l oud winds blow, the swift grass rustles | ow
Carousing bees, and butterflies, and song

O birds, and waving fl
A vivid panoranma of de
Ret urning oft upon the
Thus ri med and decked,

ags and flowers, prolong

i ght

i nward si ght!

W se wi sdom sets its truths,

Vying in choices with the Concord seer,
In epigrams, in hives sententiousness.

The chines may falter

rhyt hm c waves pul se on

And Life’s suprenmest hours take form and nove: - -

Not heart—throes only,
Unfold and pass, as in

but the very scenes
a magi ¢ gl ass,

Nor Hawt horne’ s probi ngs open deeper dept hs;
The sad strains, swan—ti ke, die in ecstasy
O | ove, of pain, of triunmph over grief.

O soul, made white before the great white throne,
Past pain! Dost thou rel eased shrink quivering still,
Lai d open, bare, by earth’s publicity!

Yet confort thee! Thy
Li ke shadowi ng pine, Ii
Cheers the drear sands,

great heart’s synpat hy,
ke norning’ s tearful dew,
soot hes scorching pain to rest!

50
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SUNSET
Bl azing in gold, and quenching in purple,
Leaping li ke | eopards in the sky
Then at the feet of the old horizon
Layi ng her spotted face to die;
St ooping as low as the oriel w ndow,
Touchi ng the roof, and tinting the barn,
Ki ssing her bonnet to the nmeadow—
And the Juggler of the Day is gone!

As published in The Drum Beat February 29, 1864.

FLONERS

Fl oners—el |, if anybody
Can the ecstacy define,
Half a transport, half a trouble,
Wth which flowers hunbl e nen—
Anybody find the fountain,
From whi ch fl oods so constra fl ows,
I will give himall the Daisies,
VWi ch upon the hill-side bl ow

Too nmuch pathos in their faces,

For a sinple breast |ike m ne!
Butterflies from San Dom ngo,

Crui sing round the purple |ine,
Have a system of esthetics

Far superior to m ne!

As Published in The Drum Beat March 2, 1864.




OCTOBER

These are the days when birds cone back,
A very few, a bird or two,
To take a backward | ook

These are the days when skies resune
The ol d, old sophistries of June, —
A bl ue and gol d m st ake.

Oh, fraud that cannot cheat the bee!
Al nost thy plausibility
I nduces ny belief,

Till banks of seeds their w tness bear,
And softly, through the altered air,
Hurries a timd | eaf.

Oh, sacranent of summer days,
Oh | ast comrunion in the haze,
Permt a child to join!

Thy sacred enblens to part ake,
Thy consecrated bread to take,
And thine imortal w ne!

As published in The Drum Beat March 11, 1864.
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