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IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE1


WILLIAM AUSTIN DICKINSON: Only brother to the poet, Emily Dickinson. Lived next door at The Evergreens in Amherst, Massachusetts.

 



SUSAN (SUE) DICKINSON: Girlhood friend, sister-in-law and keen reader of Emily Dickinson’s poems. Shared books with the poet.

 



LAVINIA (VINNIE) DICKINSON: Emily’s devoted younger sister.

 



MABEL LOOMIS TODD: Co-editor and then editor of the first volumes of Emily Dickinson’s poems and letters. Austin Dickinson’s mistress.

 



DAVID PECK TODD: Professor of astronomy at Amherst College and philandering husband of Mabel Todd.

 



EDWARD DICKINSON: Formidable father of Austin, Emily and Vinnie.

 



MRS DICKINSON: Emily Norcross Dickinson, wife of the above.

 



COUSIN ZEBINA MONTAGUE: An invalid of sorts living in seclusion with his sister Harriet, almost opposite the Dickinsons.

 



MARY LYON: Founder of Mount Holyoke College in 1836 and still presiding in 1847 when Emily Dickinson arrived.

 



JANE HUMPHREY: Schoolmistress. Emily Dickinson’s beloved friend.

 



BENJAMIN FRANKLIN NEWTON: Young lawyer in Edward Dickinson’s office and first mentor to the poet after college.

 



MARTHA (MAT) GILBERT: Elder sister of Susan Gilbert. Confidential girlhood friend of Emily Dickinson.

 



KATE SCOTT TURNER: A young widow, one-time school-friend of Susan Dickinson.

 



SAMUEL (SAM) BOWLES: Editor of the Springfield Republican, who published some of the poet’s most daring works in the early 1860s.

 



MARY BOWLES: Unhappy, invalidish wife of the above, alternately teased and comforted by Emily Dickinson.

 



LOUISA (LOO) AND FRANCES (FANNY) NORCROSS: Cousins and intimates of Emily Dickinson.

 



JAMES JACKSON: Distinguished Boston physician, consulted in difficult cases. Emily Dickinson saw him when she was twenty years old.

 



THOMAS WENTWORTH HIGGINSON: Boston man of letters, sympathetic to aspiring women. Co-edited the first volumes of Dickinson’s poems.

 



HELEN HUNT JACKSON: Amherst schoolfellow and supporter of Emily Dickinson. Well-known writer on the wrongs of Native Americans.

 



JUDGE OTIS PHILLIPS LORD: Friend of the poet’s father, who became a suitor of Emily Dickinson.

 



EDWARD (NED) DICKINSON: elder son of Austin and Susan Dickinson, nephew to Emily Dickinson.

 



MARTHA (MATTIE) DICKINSON (MADAME BIANCHI): only daughter of Austin and Susan Dickinson. Loyal to mother and ‘Aunt Emily’.

 



MAGGIE MAHER: Servant to the Dickinson sisters.

 



MILLICENT TODD BINGHAM: Studious only child of David and Mabel Todd. Inherited her mother’s chest of Dickinson Papers.

 



ALFRED LEETE HAMPSON: Companion to the poet’s niece Mattie Dickinson Bianchi. Heir of the Dickinson Papers. Married Mary Landis.

 



WILLIAM (BILL) MCCARTHY: Agent for the Dickinson Papers.

 



GILBERT MONTAGUE: Donor of the Dickinson Papers to Harvard.

 



WILLIAM JACKSON: Curator of the Houghton Library, who acquired the bulk of the Dickinson Papers.




NOTE ON TYPOGRAPHY AND PUNCTUATION

Since Dickinson’s poems were almost all unpublished in her lifetime, and since she did not authorise the forms in which the ten printed poems appeared, there can be no secure typography and punctuation. Only a facsimile edition or scanning could include the variety of Dickinson’s dashes. Since no typographical equivalent exists, I resort to a long dash for poetry, so as to register a signal more significant than an ordinary dash between the words.

Dickinson’s subjective capitalisation is preserved in all quotations but not her lineation where it is impossible to be certain whether a line ends or runs on at the edge of her manuscript page.

Dates of Dickinson’s writings are approximate, the cumulative but uncertain fruit of scholarship since the late 1880s.




I: A POET NEXT DOOR

In 1882 Austin Dickinson, in his fifties, fell in love with a young faculty wife. Twenty-six years before, Austin had married Susan Gilbert, the friend of his sister. The Evergreens was built to accommodate the married pair next door to the family home on Main Street in the country town of Amherst in western Massachusetts. By the 1880s Austin was the leading figure in the community; townsfolk called him ‘the Squire’, a standing he inherited from his father. No one was more respected than the tall Squire when he appeared in his black hat at a straight angle over his eyes. There was a spring to his stride, led by a cane, along Main Street. His mouth turned down and the expression on his lined face was austere. A devout member of the church, he reproved laughter on Sundays; of late he had turned his considerable taste to improving the graveyard. In every particular, Austin Dickinson appeared an unlikely candidate for the folly of passion.

Watchful eyes in a New England town of only four thousand meant that assignations had to happen in strictest secret. The only safe place was the irreproachable Homestead, next door to The Evergreens, where the Dickinson sisters continued to live. Even there, nothing was said to acknowledge the romantic and then adulterous nature of Austin’s attachment to Mrs Todd. A fiction was maintained that Mrs Todd was no more than a special friend to all the Dickinsons. But one member of the family refused to collude: Austin’s distraught wife. When protest, then humouring, proved useless, rows exploded in the privacy of The Evergreens.

The rows came to a head in the winter of 1885. On the night of 25 January, Susan Dickinson’s nails gashed the wallpaper in the hallway, the rents gaping for any caller or servant to see. Her husband, being the pink of propriety, had to capitulate. Ostensibly it was an issue of refurbishment, but really about silence: a husband’s refusal to speak to a  protesting wife. Three days later, the last of the marital decor had been stripped from the walls. Dark-red wallpaper with a fashionable William Morris design was brought in from Galloway & Fitch to cover the damage.

Susan’s breakout hardened her husband. Their son, prone to seizures, sided with her but was helpless against his father and nothing could stop the course of havoc Austin Dickinson was cutting through his family. Following the wallpaper incident, Susan and her son sank into poor health in the course of that winter.

 



There was no paving on the Dickinsons’ side of Main Street. Townsfolk had to walk farther off on the other side of the road. A hemlock hedge, planted in the sixties, linked the two houses and protected their privacy. Behind the hedge, and invisible to curious eyes, was a home-trod path between The Evergreens and Austin’s sisters next door in ‘the paternal mansion’. Cross this path and enter the Homestead, an older house built of brown brick in the handsome Federal style. Climb its well-swept stairs and along the top landing turn right into a bright room with four windows. The front two look out across hedge and street at the snowy sweep of the Dickinson meadow and the Pelham hills in the distance. The side windows look at The Evergreens. Here is another, and sicker, invalid who has lain in her bed since October. Her hair flames against the pillow, for though she is fifty-four there’s no sign of grey. This is Emily Dickinson, reclusive, unknown to the reading public in 1885 but soon to burst into fame as a poet. She expects fame and more: nothing less than immortality, and sometimes she can’t sleep at night for thinking of immortality. ‘Exterior—to Time—’, she shuns intruders. Shutting her door on distractions, for thirty years she has honed her genius in the privacy of this room:
The Soul selects her own Society—
Then—shuts the Door—
To her divine Majority—
Present no more—

Unmoved—she notes the Chariots—pausing—
At her low Gate—
Unmoved—an Emperor be kneeling 
Opon2 her Mat—

 



I’ve known her—from an ample nation—
Choose One—
Then—close the Valves of her attention—
Like Stone—





Who is the One with her? Another poem, addressed to ‘Sue’ (Susan next door) and signed ‘Emily’, confides the answer in no uncertain terms. A divine ‘Guest’ keeps her company. She wants no other:The Soul that hath a Guest 
Doth seldom go abroad—
Diviner Crowd at Home—
Obliterate the need—




Against the wall stands a locked cherrywood chest, two of its drawers packed with forty handmade booklets into which she has copied many of her earlier poems, together with a huge assortment of loose manuscripts, a lifetime’s unpublished oeuvre. Here is her secret ‘Fortune’. Nearby is a small cherrywood table where she writes poems and letters. This year, though increasingly weak, she will write often to Susan Dickinson, her long-time neighbour and friend of her youth, the woman who had married her brother. Their attachment lies behind their lives, deep and not quite fathomed.

To another correspondent, the poet conceals her condition. ‘I do not know the Names of Sicknesses’, she waves the question away, but the present ill was said to be different from a recurring illness since her youth.

Emily Dickinson is now recognised as one of the greatest poets who ever lived, yet her life remains a mystery. She continues to be encased in claims put out by opposed camps fighting for possession of her greatness. These camps originated in the clash between Austin Dickinson and his wife, who had been the poet’s intimate and her keenest reader. Out of this clash a lasting feud developed, and it was the opponents in this feud, their allies and warring descendants, who devised the image of the poet as her fame grew and endured. What began as a split over adultery turned into a feud over who was to own the poet: in the first instance, who was to have the right to publish her works; in the second, whose legend would imprint itself on the public mind.

A fixed image has separated Emily Dickinson from family dissension, setting her apart to make art alone like the Lady of Shalott.3 Yet given her compassion for those in distress and the closeness of her attachment to members of family caught up in the feud - her brother, her sister Lavinia (who sided with Austin), and the fraught children of Austin’s marriage (who sided with Sue) - it simply cannot be so. Austin and Emily both had an eruptive vein, which Emily channelled into poetry. Her letters show that she cultivated adulterous emotions, if only in fantasy, for a married ‘Master’. Did this affect her response to her brother’s active adultery? And how did the ensuing feud strike the poet, who died at the height of its impact on her family? She did live long enough to know that what had happened could not heal.

To approach Emily Dickinson through the feud, to search out why it happened and to follow its consequences to the present day, is one of many possible stories. A feud, at least, is verifiable. People who knew the poet, then their daughters, heirs, and followers, did fire at one another, and went on firing when positioned to do so. But what is the link, if any, with a poet who said, twenty years before the feud began, ‘My Life had stood—a Loaded Gun—’?

There are other explosions, if we turn our eyes from her tame visible life, flitting about the Homestead, or kneeling on a blanket outside while she tended her plants, or sending timely notes, flowers and goodies to friends and neighbours. What she termed ‘Existence’ was something else. Of that there are only hints and guesses. An unseen but decisive event, a ‘bolt’ or ‘Bomb’ that she had to ‘Hold’ and ‘calm’, vetoed a life she might have led outside her home, while it opened up the secret life she devised as a poet. There is the velocity of letters aimed at correspondents she marked out for her own, a gunman’s ‘yellow eye’ narrowing at the target. There is the explosive image-cluster in her poetry: the earthquakes, the rumbling volcanoes, Vesuvius, Etna and the poet’s voice like lava, coming in spurts through the ‘buckled lips’ of a crater.

 



‘Abyss has no biographer—’, Emily Dickinson said. Truth is bottomless, and she herself almost invisible. After her death, letters from correspondents were burnt according to her instructions and soon legend replaced living fact. The public learnt to revere a harmless homebody who shut off from life to suffer and contemplate a disappointment in love. Who, then, is there if we pare away the sentimental story that sees the poet through one or other man in her life, or the counter-story that cuts out men in favour of sister-love? Only the poet herself can tell.

‘Tell’ is one of her words, playing around her flaunting of secrets. The ‘I’ of her poems leaps out at us with startling disclosures: ‘I’m Nobody! Who are you?’, she asks. ‘Nobody’ she may be, but no innocuous nonentity, and the roles in her repertoire are many: the confrontational Nobody with a capital N; the tease speaking in riddles to those who would know her; the flirt who exults in the role of a ‘Wife—without the Sign!’; and above all, the not-so-veiled boasts of volcanic power controlled by poetic form. Yet for all the poems’ confessional aplomb, a secret slips into silence even as the poet points to it in one of her most telling poems. ‘I tie my Hat’ is about an explosive Existence coexisting with the speaker’s visible life as a nineteenth-century woman. Modest domesticity is her cover for the soul’s immensity, breaking through her clockwork routines: 
I tie my Hat—I crease my Shawl—
Life’s little duties do—precisely—
As the very least 
Were infinite—to me—

 



 



I put new Blossoms in the Glass—
And throw the Old—away—
I push a petal from my Gown 
That anchored there—I weigh 
The time ’twill be till six o’clock—
So much I have to do—
And yet—Existence—some way back—
Stopped—struck—my ticking—through—. . .





A double life is not surprising: it’s almost inevitable with intelligent women of Dickinson’s homebound generation. She was drawn to Jane Eyre, and Maggie Tulliver, George Eliot’s provincial girl whose ‘eyes were full of unsatisfied intelligence and unsatisfied, beseeching affection’. All these aspiring nineteenth-century women struggle for self-control and contrive to do their duty. What’s stranger in Dickinson’s character are the silences surrounding almost every word in the climactic couplet about the nameless thing that ‘struck’ a tick-tock life.

Unanswered questions resonate in the wake of lives, and no one more elusive than Emily Dickinson. To approach a biographical absence, the first responsible step was to map her social landscape. This enterprise was initiated in Emily Dickinson’s Home (1955) by Millicent Todd Bingham, and carried forward by her executor, Richard B. Sewall, who filled in a detailed background in his two-volume Life of Emily Dickinson (1974), where the poet is not born until the second volume. Then Alfred Habegger reconfigured the factual portrait with enormous detective flair in 2001. To track down verifiable facts has been an impressive achievement of the last half-century.

A complementary venture lies ahead: to risk ‘the Abyss’, the biographic sources of a creativity we can never fully explain. In that sense,  the poet is right to warn us off, yet the enigma she presents beckons: its teasing insistence suggests something to be solved. Early biographers got lost in the byways of fancy but there are two securer openings to the larger truth of her buried life: one will explore what the poet confides in letters and poems about her ‘sickness’, how it strikes her and the strange lift it offers her work. A linked approach will be through archival records of a different sort of disruption: a family feud in which she was interfused.

This material has been tapped by one interest or another, but this is the first attempt to tell the whole story. The actors happen to have been incessant recorders in letters, diaries, journals, unfinished autobiographies, reminiscences, interviews and taped memoirs. The abundance of archival record makes it possible to know the actors close up, to see the scenes they played and hear them speak. Exchanges may be set out in dialogue, as in drama or fiction, but all words, scenes and claims of participants in the feud are documented in source notes.

Though the feud began with adultery, Emily Dickinson became its focus after her death, each side battling for her unpublished papers. The issue was not so much money as the right to own the poet - the right to say who she was. Each side claimed to know, and fought to promote its legend. These legends still guard the entrance to the Abyss, for the feud persists even now. It started with a newcomer to Amherst who was drawn to the Dickinson family, and even more to its invisible poet.

 



In the late summer of 1881 Mabel Loomis Todd, aged twenty-four, arrived from Washington. It had been a two-week journey, by boat from Baltimore and across the Long Island Sound; then by train to Hartford, Connecticut; on to Springfield, Massachusetts; and from there deep into rural New England. The last part of the journey had to be by stagecoach from Northampton. Reluctantly, on the evening of 31 August, Mabel stepped down from the coach in the college town of Amherst, surer than ever that her husband should not have accepted a low-paid post in astronomy.

‘What have I done?’ she asked herself in her journal.

Her sturdy, fair-haired husband was more hopeful. David Peck Todd had been lured by a hint that a donor stood ready with $300,000 or more to build a new observatory. It was a wily hint, for President Julius Seelye of Amherst College had judged correctly that Todd was an ambitious man without means. Then, too, to be approached by what had been his own college had appeared to Todd in a flattering light. So, when the new astronomer presented himself at the start of the academic year, he was disconcerted to find himself cast not as a rising star, more a workhorse carrying three extra courses in mathematics and making do with an outdated observatory.

His young wife was free of burden. Amherst House, where the couple lived, was a boarding house, so Mabel had no domestic duties. She had long had a presentiment of a special fate: some stardom of her own, yet to emerge from her array of talents. These included a command of Washington card-dropping etiquette. Where Washington was blithe and elegant, Amherst appeared plain and critical, apart from Mrs Stearns, a welcoming widowed schoolmistress who had lived in Bombay and furnished her house with carved teak and Eastern embroideries.

The newcomer had light brown hair and warm, reddish-brown eyes. Though not tall, she had a distinctive presence, thin nosed, extending an immaculate white glove with a sidelong smile and the dressiness of an urban beauty maintaining standards in what appeared to her a negligible village full of retired clergymen and elderly academics.

Mabel Todd, in flounces over tight lacing, her fine, floppy hair elaborately coiled and puffed out to balance her hat, was invited everywhere, and ready to choose whom to favour. She was taken with ‘regal’, ‘magnificent’ Austin Dickinson and his wife’s dark poise, set off by a scarlet India shawl, when they called on the Todds at Amherst House on 29 September, later than the town’s lesser inhabitants. Behind Austin’s back, children mocked his auburn wig and sniffy stride, tapping his cane as he went, but such was his dignity that no child would have dared to look him in the face. As a trustee and the treasurer of Amherst College, Austin Dickinson was influential, not to be overlooked in view of the fact that the appointment of David Todd was on a trial basis.

Mabel wore her thinnest white dress for her first call at The Evergreens on 3 October 1881, an event she recorded in her journal. She was entranced with the house: its Italianate design, its intellectual refinement, the abundance of books and pictures, the grace of Susan Dickinson’s small hands, her literate talk and her husband’s polished sarcasms. And whenever Mabel called at The Evergreens she saw next door, planted on a rise, the Homestead where Austin’s sister, a poet-recluse, lived with a more accessible younger sister called Lavinia. It was said that the recluse had not left the house for the last fifteen years. The town spoke of her as ‘the myth’, but The Evergreens had the privilege of intimacy.

Susan (‘Mrs Dickinson’, as Mabel addressed her) liked to read aloud:Exultation is the going 
Of an inland soul to sea, 
Past the houses—past the headlands, 
Into deep Eternity—




Extraordinary utterances of this kind had been sent across from the recluse. Mabel’s new acquaintance had a large collection of unpublished poems.

‘Her talk and her writings are like no one’s else,’ Susan Dickinson said. The poet was ‘quick as the lightning in her intuitions and analyses’.

Susan Dickinson described ‘Emily’ as a genius no one had recognised. ‘She seizes the kernel instantly, almost impatient of the fewest words by which she must make her revelation.’ Mabel caught fire. She thought of Schubert, who went unrecognised in his lifetime. Musical publishers were deaf to ‘this great soul’. And here, it appeared, was another great soul next door. How intently Mabel listened when Susan Dickinson spoke of an old bond going back to girlhood, before her marriage to the poet’s brother.

Susan Dickinson liked to mix with people of intelligence, and no sooner did she meet Mrs Todd than she took her up and drove her along back roads in the Dickinson carriage. When they’d had their fill of fall colours Mabel obliged her new friend by singing to her for three hours.

Everyone at The Evergreens was entranced, in turn, by the newcomer’s talents: she sang solos in the church choir, played the piano with brilliance, painted flowers with professional skill and published stories and travel pieces in magazines. Her readiness to foster the arts in local society delighted Susan. ‘She admires me extravagantly’, Mabel wrote in her journal, ‘and I love and admire her equally. She is a rare woman, & her home is my haven of pleasure in Amherst.’

After the many courses of Washington dinners, Mabel took to ‘teas’ at The Evergreens. They began at 8 p.m. and, later, light refreshments with oysters would be brought in and placed on little tables beside each guest, a style of entertaining reminiscent of early nineteenth-century England: Emma offering scalloped oysters to her father’s guests in Highbury.

At these teas Mabel and Austin Dickinson were often together, Mabel attentive to what was said, her lower lip (as photos show) a little open and her brown eyes melting. She was eager to share Austin’s love of nature: the misty hills in autumn, the red leaves and the sound of crickets. He hoped, he said, to have crickets chirping about his grave. He spoke clearly but with a note of shyness in his bluff manner. His diffidence was part of a refinement beyond anything she had encountered. ‘He is delicate beyond expression’, she thought. He seemed to live ‘on the heights’, reigning over a New England world of Puritan descendants who respected elevation.

The responsive Mrs Todd seems to act out a familiar plot, the seduction of a man in power, but what differed in this instance was the presence of another and grander form of power, that of a poet who selects her society then shuts the door. To an enthusiast such as Mabel, that shut door, and the elect intelligence behind it, offered another irresistible challenge. So one sunny day, 10 September 1882, a year after the Todds’ arrival in Amherst, Mabel crossed the path, fortified by Austin’s escort. Curious, filled with anticipation, she stepped through the Homestead door and was admitted to the parlour.

In this long room looking towards The Evergreens she seated herself at the poet’s square piano and let loose the trills of her trained voice. It rang out through the big, silent house, and as it did so Mabel became aware ‘that Miss Emily in her weird white dress was outside in the shadow’, while her  mother, bedridden for years, was listening upstairs. Mabel records the scene in her journal: ‘When I stopped Emily sent me in a glass of rich sherry & a poem written as I sang.’ Its first stanza acknowledges the lure of a blissful voice - ‘Elysium is as far as to / The very nearest Room’ - but in the second and concluding stanza the poet spells out a presentiment of her own: a step is heard; a door is opening to an oncoming intrusion she must ‘endure’:What fortitude the Soul contains, 
That it can so endure 
The accent of a coming Foot—
The opening of a Door—




Sure enough, the very next day Mabel offered Austin her warm, waiting hand outside The Evergreens. She had been invited for the evening, and Austin had called for her at her boarding house. The pair slowed down as they reached The Evergreens and walked past the gate. In his diary for 11 September Austin left a space at the end and then set down a fateful word: ‘Rubicon’. These few steps sufficed to carry them across the barrier of marital fidelity, before they went inside to play a game of whist with the unsuspecting Sue.

It was raining so hard, Mabel reflected afterwards, ‘I could not see even a step ahead. But I did not want to see.’ It quickened her pulse not to know ‘what was coming - either on the glistening sidewalk, or on that other mental path which was to lead me - even now can I say where? Yes. I entered it boldly and happily’, because the emotion of this austere personage offered an ‘opening so strange, so unexpected’ that she saw herself on course for an ‘exceptional’ experience. Once inside The Evergreens, playing cards and chatting with the family, she sensed ‘a whole new future’. It felt ‘tenacious and vigorous’, the sort of future that ‘came to stay - not a day only or even a year, but always’. No hesitation interrupts this train of thought.

With Mabel at The Evergreens nearly every day, Susan continued to talk of Emily Dickinson’s poetry as the rarest of treasures. Report of the  newcomer’s enthusiasm reached the poet herself, who was accustomed to circulate her poems to a number of chosen readers. She sent Mrs Todd a few poems, possibly with a view to drawing her in. Lavinia said that her sister was ‘always watching for the rewarding person to come’. This was Mabel’s impression, and when she calls it ‘friendship’ it’s not necessarily as fanciful as it would seem. For Emily Dickinson did conduct her ties through handwritten copies of poems sent to those she admitted to friendship.

‘She writes the strangest poems & very remarkable ones’, Mabel wrote in her journal on 15 September 1882, four days after her initial visit to the Homestead. ‘She is in many respects a genius. She always wears white, & has her hair arranged as was the fashion fifteen years ago when she went into retirement. She wanted me to come & sing to her, but she would not see me. She has frequently sent me flowers & poems, & we have a very pleasant friendship in that way.’

It was only a matter of time, Mabel was sure, before she saw the poet face to face.

Mabel Todd’s entry into the Homestead looks politely obliging beside her attachment to Austin, but it was to present a parallel and more lasting threat to family cohesion. In the course of the following year Mabel would prise open the seclusion of the Homestead and establish herself as an habituée of the house, in a position to claim one of its rooms for three or four hours at a time. Until then the poet had controlled all contact with others. Her reclusive existence had served to release her gift and hold it at its explosive edge. But in the course of 1883 and 1884 she came up against the unstoppable momentum of this takeover. This advance of sexual energy on more sensitive forms of life - the Darwinian tragedy - presents a real-life drama nearly twenty years ahead of Chekhov’s Three Sisters where a robust female, a brother’s choice, takes over a family of three sensitive women. To what extent did Emily Dickinson resist the intrusion? Later, Mabel Todd would take possession of Dickinson’s papers and market them on her own terms, so that the strange nature of the poet became obscured.

To see the poet through a family upheaval that was to determine her image, we need to go back and back in time. Thirty years before Mabel Todd won Austin Dickinson, he had been in love in much the same way. Clever and ardent, with a moody arch to his lower lip, and determined to see his love through, whatever the obstacles, he had married a girl whose father had died a bankrupt alcoholic. If this had been almost any other place beside New England the bridegroom’s family might have opposed such a match. But in this region of rural Massachusetts during the 1850s, what mattered was faith.

Six years before the marriage of Austin and Susan a religious revival had gripped Amherst. In August 1850 Austin’s upright father, Edward Dickinson, had been moved to fall on his knees and declare himself a miserable sinner. Despite this gesture, his minister was not entirely pleased with the dry manner of Edward Dickinson’s salvation, as though this lawyer were arguing a case. But there could be no doubt about the feeling of Susan Gilbert, a girl of twenty dressed in black for a sister who had died from childbirth the previous month. For an orphan who missed her mother and, still more, the dearest and most protective of her sisters who had replaced her mother, a promise of reunion in the afterlife was an answer to loss. Edward Dickinson, kneeling in the same group and unaccustomed to public shows of emotion - he was reserved even within his family - was struck by the girl’s seriousness and the grace of her words. So it was that when Austin cast his lofty eye on Susan Gilbert his father not only approved, he positively wished for the match. So did all the family, including self-effacing Mrs Dickinson, her vehement elder daughter Emily and her second daughter, Lavinia, to the extent of closing in on Susan with insistent persuasions.

‘Susie - we all love you - Mother - Vinnie - me. Dearly !’ Emily urged, her insistence quite as heated as Austin’s.

Emily Dickinson had a reason of her own for drawing Susan into her family: she was a discerning reader. ‘With the exception of Shakespeare, you have told me of more knowledge than any one living’, she told Susan later. ‘To say that sincerely is strange praise.’ A poet in the making, she befriended Susan as her fellow reader and other self.

‘I want to think of you each hour in the day,’ Emily pressed her. ‘You say you walk and sew alone. I walk and sew alone.’

If she could have painted her feelings, ‘the scene should be - solitude, and the figures - solitude - and the lights and shades, each a solitude. I could fill a chamber with landscapes so lone, men should pause and weep there . . .’. In her fantasy, she and this most necessary friend would walk invisible, ‘seeing yet unseen’.

In contact with Susan - a ‘Sister’ married, eventually, to her brother and settled next door - Emily Dickinson fired a poetic voice ‘at the White Heat’. Susan met this rarity with her own ‘torrid spirit’, hot enough for the poet to dub her ‘Domingo’, as stimulating as rum for a poet intoxicated with words. Excitement was mutual. Next door, at The Evergreens, Susan read Sister’s poems aloud to the public men of Boston or Springfield - the philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson, it might be, or Samuel Bowles, editor of the Springfield Republican, a newspaper admired for its independent editorials - when they chanced to stop over in the staid college town.

So it went on for twenty-five years, with two families in adjoining houses: the quiet, old-fashioned Homestead of the elder Mr Dickinson, his wife and two daughters; and the vibrant, much-visited home of Austin, Susan, and their children. From the late 1850s The Evergreens functioned as the prime outlet for Emily Dickinson, home to her poetic eruptions. Letters and poems (some with Sue as subject) took the path trodden by the two women’s feet between the houses, and Sue was the sole member of family to take the temperature of Emily’s venture. Brainy, curtailed Maggie Tulliver reads avidly, and Sue’s wants were Maggie’s wants: books with ‘more’ in them. As a reading partner, Sue was on intimate terms with George Eliot, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and the Brontës. As such, ‘Sister’ could speak to a secret self bent on immortality.

It’s known that she shut herself in her father’s house and that she eventually produced 1789 poems, most of them secreted in that locked chest of drawers. On the face of it, her life seems uneventful and largely invisible, but a forceful, even overwhelming character stirred below her still surface. She called it a ‘still—Volcano—Life’, and that volcano heaves, close to the surface, throughout her poetry and a thousand letters. Stillness, for  her, was not a retreat from life but a form of control. Far from the helplessness she played up at times, she controlled her dramas, taking on the head of her college, other strong women and men who were leaders in the publishing and legal worlds. But there came a time when this control was threatened by a young woman who admired her poems and offered to sing for her delectation.

Once The Evergreens and then the Homestead opened their doors to Mabel Todd, emotions - a lethal mix of passion, jealousy and rage - erupted during the last years of the poet’s life, perpetuated by descendants and the authorities they co-opted or persuaded. To crack through accreting claims, to find what Dickinson called the red ‘Fire rocks’ below, we must go back to acts of adultery that changed, changed utterly, the lives of her family and those who were to be the first keepers of her papers.

Within a year of Mrs Todd’s advent in Amherst she was on course to an unassailable position as Austin’s mistress. His sisters could not help knowing that Austin turned against his wife, and then against his children when they sided with their mother. Emily tried to soothe Susan with messages. ‘Will my great Sister accept the minutae of Devotion, with timidity that it is no more?’ she offered. And again, as the first reverberations of what was to come shook the ground, ‘Your little mental gallantries are sweet as Chivalry . . .’. This could not mend matters.

 



How was it possible to blow apart a family who lived in its set ways as upright citizens in a New England town?

Mabel was no fictional femme fatale. Not the veiled and sometimes dangerous lady in decorative distress who glides into the sanctum of Sherlock Holmes. Not even the subtle Madame Merle whom James brought into his Portrait of a Lady, playing the piano with such startling bravura in 1881. Madame Merle wins the friendship of the innocent American girl; without this move, Madame Merle would not have been close enough to set her plot ticking. But Mabel enchanted a living family, and real life can be in its way more extraordinary than fiction. For the temperament to devise high drama did not reside with Mabel alone.  There’s so much of performance in what followed, such roles to be played before a wondering public - the eccentric poet, the dressy adventuress, the top man in town, his vulnerable son, his outraged wife - we must not start by taking sides. These actors and the companies they gathered around them will tug us to do so, for they are - all - adepts at stories. Although Mabel’s adventuress aspect does stand out, the success of her narrative depends upon the nature of the family on whom she intrudes.

As Mabel inserts herself between husband and wife, and then between poet and ‘Sister’, and as a fissure in the family cracks and then breaks open early in 1885, it’s puzzling how this could have happened from the Dickinson side. Instinct is only the commonest part of it, an autumnal flush in a middle-aged man, and yet Austin, like all the Dickinsons, prided himself on rising above the common. They were close-knit, introspective people who exercised immense control in all they did; Austin himself, a cautious lawyer like his father before him, was the opposite of rash. He was a sticker, one of those who, by nature, mate for life: such creatures are closed to alternatives, so loyal are they to their attachments. Austin would have considered before he acted on a passing impulse, so what scenarios took over his mind? The deeper cause of the fissure in the family lies in their past.




II: ‘A STILL—VOLCANO—LIFE’




1

THE FIRST FAMILY

In the mid-nineteenth century Amherst held out against the metropolitan tolerance of Boston. As Amherst’s first family, the Dickinsons were true to the Puritan rigour of provincial New England. Her father’s heart was ‘pure and terrible’, his daughter Emily said. ‘I do not expect or wish for a life of pleasure’, Edward Dickinson told his wife-to-be before their marriage. He was never seen to smile. When she was old, Lavinia mimicked for Mabel how her father sat for a photograph: head held in an invisible brace, eye unflinching. ‘Could you - smile a little?’ the photographer asked. ‘I yam  smiling,’ Mr Dickinson replied through set jaw. Later, when a man of letters came all the way from Boston to visit the poet, Mr Dickinson gave him a grim, almost wordless welcome. He ruled the household - after he died, when Emily was forty-four, she still spoke of living in ‘my father’s house’ - but did he dominate her? Or did she take on something of his power?

Her spaced eyes and large, full mouth were too keen for the passivity admired in women of her time. The well-known daguerreotype taken when she was sixteen bares the face of a person who, as her brother put it, ‘saw things directly and just as they were’. Her sister called it a ‘startling’ face. There was a widening divide between people she wished to know and those she didn’t. She abhorred sham: social talk instead of truth; piety instead of ‘the Soul’s Superior instants’. Her directness would have been disconcerting if she did not ‘simulate’ conventionality. This she could do:  as a girl longing for valentines, or tinkling out ‘a sweet little song’ (‘Maiden Weep No More’), or playing to the solemnity of pious girls, she appeared indistinguishable from her contemporaries, yet she grew less inclined to make the effort. Though she disparaged herself as the ‘only Kangaroo’ amid Beauty, she had the creature’s long, sloping neck holding up a sensitive face with the full eyes of a watcher. Another self-image is consciously charming, with eyes like sherry at the bottom of a glass, she said, and hair the colour of a chestnut burr. She sees herself in colour, but adjusts this to contemporary taste, for her hair was red like her brother’s. She had the pale skin and summer freckles that go with red hair.

A schoolmate recalled her voice as high and clear. It had ‘a strangely indefinable quality of surprise - almost an accent of consternation’. Austin’s voice had a similar interrogative lift. What the schoolmate thought strange was a teasing irony.

One of her poems pictures herself as a wren: small, neat, with eyes and head on the alert. The daguerreotype shows the delicate frame of a girl who, from time to time, was removed from school for reasons of health. As she moved through her twenties, when she was fanning her poetic fire, she would have made no concession to the ringlets and doll-like crinolines of the 1850s. Her full, slightly jutting lower lip would have firmed as she grew older. The assurance and humour of her mature writing suggests an air of composure, unlike the vulnerable girl.

The vulnerable image encouraged the pathos woven into her popularity. How the public loves wounded genius! How it loves her all the more if she be unmated, seething with love denied, an all-time poet unrecognised in her lifetime. But the Emily Dickinson who speaks through her letters makes no concession to helplessness. This is not a person so frail, so wrapped up in writing that, in time, she would sidestep the rupture in her family. Nor is she unmindful of her family’s standing: a status too secure for ostentation or the ephemeral absurdities of fashion: the one surviving dress confirms her continued simplicity. Her curly hair, cut short in her early twenties, was long again in her late twenties, parted in the centre and drawn back over her ears in smooth bands. The uprightness of her posture suggests New England correctness. This young woman  has gentility - more distinguished in its way than aristocratic gentility because there is nothing above it, nothing between it and the superiority of superior instants. Who amongst us can face her steady, watchful eye? For there’s something at the back of that eye that warns us to be very, very careful. How does the propriety fit what’s wild in her poetry? The two could only be conjoined in a force-field where control (the tight net of the quatrain) and the uncontained (‘Wild nights—Wild nights!’) are both in play, not in conflict, for control deploys as well as holds down secrets surging to the surface. One flares for a second, a fuse packed in riddling turns of phrase, when she calls Aunt Elizabeth (her father’s bossy youngest sister, registered at birth as male) ‘the only male relative on the female side’.

As a young man Mr Dickinson had chosen a wife after a different mould. Mrs Dickinson followed the cult of true womanhood as laid down by the Revd John Bennett in his Letters to a Young Lady (1789), reprinted in 1824, four years before Emily Norcross came as a bride to Amherst. This small white advice book, which she brought with her (together with her grandmother’s Bible and Watt’s Psalms carefully suited to Christian Worship), helped to shape the generation of self-effacing Mrs Dickinson and, through her, the model of womanhood that her daughter Emily inherited - and countered. The Revd Mr Bennett warns women not to write anything loftier than letters. Turning prohibition to advantage, Dickinson would define poetry as her ‘letter to the World’ and transmit her poems through letters. A minister like Bennett could not fault her, yet it’s not exactly the modesty he’d had in mind. In so far as a letter speaks from the present instant to eyes at a distance, it carries life or death, the poet warned, ‘for what is each instant but a gun, harmless because “unloaded,” but that touched “goes off ”?’

Her mother had conformed more closely to the mild virtues of the advice book: she had been commended at school for punctuality, application and discreet behaviour (though amongst her obedient notes on sermons there is a scribbled appeal to a young teacher: ‘Oh! Caroline, remember me for forever’). At the age of twenty-two she met Mr Dickinson, aged twenty-three, who was seated next to her at a chemistry  lecture during a visit he made to her home town of Monson, Massachusetts. That year, 1826, he was setting up as a lawyer in Amherst, and ready to take a wife. She too was ready to marry a trustworthy man who may not have shown his feelings but knew his mind.

His overture was ‘unexpected’, she told him; there had been no ‘intimations’ of interest. ‘When I reflect that I am writing to one with whom my acquaintance has been so short, I can hardly exercise the freedom I would desire. Still I will say to you that I realised much happiness in your society while at Monson.’ She asked if she might defer a more definite response until she was permitted to see him again, ‘yet I am sensible that you have conferred your friendship upon one who is undeserving’.

Becomingly modest as she is, her voice is not entirely passive when she intimates a need for ‘freedom’ of expression between herself and the near stranger who might become her husband. Though both were of marriageable age, it was not a quick courtship. This was not necessarily because they were too restrained for undue urgency, but most likely for the practical reason that a man had to prove his ability to support a family. Emily’s father Joel Norcross was prosperous, while young Mr Dickinson, though able, had to deal with what used to be called embarrassments: debts. It was a matter of honour to clear his father’s debts. So, for two years, Edward Dickinson rode the twenty miles from Amherst to visit Emily Norcross every four or six weeks. She had a private reason for delay. At long intervals, and with undemanding quietness, she voiced an unsatisfied need: ‘I am sensible that I have never exercised that freedom which I presume you have desired me to.’

Presume? It’s a troubled question, with a light finger on the pulse of a relationship. It’s doubtful if Mr Dickinson entertained this desire for when, eventually, he made his formal proposal of marriage she hesitated for two months. She even withheld an answer during one of his visits, before she picked up her pen.

‘I think you must be convinced ere this that your intercourse with me is mutual although I have not explained to you my views as I have wished . . .’. She did not think it immodest to tell her future husband that she looked forward to his parting kiss, but though he may have felt the  same or more he could not bring out so intimate a word: he looks forward to a ‘-s’.

Mr Dickinson, insulated by reserve, was not one to enquire into feelings, though he had them. His manner was stern; with hard, keen sense and practical energy he rapped out his intentions. The Revd Mr Bennett counselled ‘discipline of the imagination’. Unless a woman reined in her imagination she would be exposed to disappointments that, he warned, ‘create disgust’ - a disgust that can erode a wife’s taste for ‘the solid duties of your condition’. Nothing in Mr Dickinson’s replies suggests that his bride’s barely stated wish for freedom of expression had been heard, much less answered, when they married on 6 May 1828.

For his part, Mr Dickinson would have expected domestic competence as well as wifely compliance; his wife, as attentive to home and table as he could wish, deferred to him as ‘my dear’. Her first child was their only son, William Austin Dickinson, always called Austin after one of Mrs Dickinson’s dead brothers. He was born in 1829, a year after the marriage, closely followed on 10 December 1830 by a girl, Emily Elizabeth. Her second name was after Aunt Elizabeth. This connection did not endear her wilful aunt to a niece only seven years her junior and with a will of her own. A third Dickinson child, another daughter, was named after Mrs Dickinson’s lively younger sister Lavinia. This was to be a close tie. Lavinia Norcross opened her home to her nieces, and Emily’s affection for this loving aunt would extend to her children who would become part of the poet’s inner circle of correspondents, the chosen audience for her poems.

After Lavinia’s birth in 1833, Mrs Dickinson languished. Two years later there were still questions about her condition, as if she had undergone an illness serious enough to have been a blight on the household. Since there is no sign of physical harm, it sounds like postpartum depression. Her suppressed wish for expressiveness suggests that Mrs Dickinson was not the cipher she has seemed. Her daughter the poet would define a wife as one who rose to her husband’s ‘Requirement’, dropping ‘The Playthings of Her Life’, and if she missed anything in her day-to-day life it fell outside the accepted vocabulary. Only a poet determined to re-invent language, riding metaphors that carry her to the frontier of a buried life, could  articulate an ‘unmentioned’ thing: a submerged self, ‘Fathoms beneath the sea’.

This generation of mothers and daughters would be the first to respond to a new kind of man capable of saying to a repressed young woman: ‘I think you will learn to be natural with me, as I find it impossible to be conventional with you.’ Jane Eyre flashed on Emily Dickinson like a mirror in which she saw, bared, a soul to be preserved.

‘If you were God’ on the receiving end of prayers that the author might be saved ‘would you answer’, she asked the junior lawyer in her father’s office who had lent her his copy of the novel in 1849. Five years after the author’s death in 1855, a still-fervent Dickinson imagines the benefit for heaven when Charlotte Brontë arrived:Oh what an afternoon for Heaven,
 When ‘Bronte’ entered there!




When Jane Eyre calls Rochester ‘my master’ the word conveys no sense of tyranny; rather, a master of character. For Mr Rochester, riding out of darkness, can detect the invisible woman behind the schooled façade of Victorian conformity. Charlotte Brontë and her sisters - born halfway between the dates of Mrs Dickinson and her daughters - were spokeswomen for submerged words, a voice Emily Dickinson would take up with a ‘Master’ of her own.

At a guess (it has to be a guess since there is little record of Mrs Dickinson) she was not naturally effaced, and in the aftermath of childbirth, when emotions swim to the surface, needs she had learnt to control overtook her. Her husband thought the answer was retreat from life: women were safest, he thought, if they stayed at home, and to stress this he gave his wife another advice book, The Mother At Home: Principles of Maternal Duty. The aim is to firm up mothers with wilful children, and to achieve this a mother must bring her own feelings ‘under a system of rigid discipline’. If she keeps her mind ‘unimpassioned’ she will bring up better children.

[image: 005]

The seriousness of Mrs Dickinson’s condition is suggested by the fact that, unusually for a time when their kin on both sides had eight to ten children, the Dickinsons stopped at three. Mr Dickinson would have been considerate of his wife’s health. He was minutely concerned with the health of his family and realistically so, given high mortality in chilly, tubercular New England, with risks increased for women weakened by constant child-bearing. But what looks like a responsible decision to have no more births may have constricted their relationship. They were then no more than twenty-nine and thirty years old. Some years later, their daughter Emily was amused at the sight of them on Sundays sitting in state in the parlour, ‘perusing such papers only, as they are well assured have nothing carnal in them’. As the years passed, Mr Dickinson’s pure and abstinent life stilled his face: white and hollow of cheek, silent at times. It was a controlled household (apart from Mrs Dickinson’s tendency to tears) and this, conceivably, was to have consequences for their children, who gave vent, later, to extravagant passions: Austin and Lavinia overtly, Emily in a more private manner of her own. One of her poems pictures a child craving emotional nourishment:It would have starved a Gnat—
To live so small as I—
And yet I was a living Child—
With—Food’s necessity . . .




The craving is upon the child ‘like a Claw’ it cannot remove. If there is any interior truth in this surreal impasse, the mother, the usual provider of emotional nourishment, is strangely absent. In the spaces of the poem there is something unexplained. Did this child take up her mother’s craving? Another imaginary childhood wrong is to be ‘shut up’ in ‘Prose’ - in this context the prosaic, a smallness of mind the poet often associated with Mrs Dickinson (‘My Mother does not care for thought’, she alleged at the age of thirty-one when she approached a man of letters with her poems). The poem pictures a girl with a free spirit, like a bird’s, who finds herself ‘caged’ in a domestic destiny. In the privacy of her soul the girl’s brain (with a capital B) remains active; she defies her stilled positioning: . . . Still! Could themself have peeped -- 
And seen my Brain -- go round -- 
They might as wise have lodged a Bird 
For Treason—in the Pound—. . .




These poems are dramatised, not to be read literally. Emotional repression in their parents did not inhibit the children from saying what they thought. All three were clever and ready to air their wits. Austin and Lavinia inclined to the cutting; Emily to the merry and irreverent. At two and a half she had been fearless at the sight of lightning which she called delightedly ‘fire’. As a child she was attracted by the ‘cordiality’ of the Sacrament, and when a clergyman invited ‘all who loved the Lord Jesus Christ to remain’ she recalled, ‘I could scarcely refrain from rising and thanking him for the to me unexpected courtesy, though I now think had it been to all who loved Santa Claus, my transports would have been even more untimely.’

Only Mrs Dickinson, it appears, being a wife and not of the blood royal, had no part in the Dickinson aplomb. While unmarried, Emily Norcross had enough curiosity to attend a chemistry lecture; as Mrs Dickinson, she gave herself to home and children. There’s nothing to explain what happened to that curiosity, beyond the historical fact of Tocqueville’s astonishment when he visited America in 1831 and observed how free-spoken American girls curtailed themselves on marriage. Why, Tocqueville wondered, should this girl, freer than her European counterpart, constrict herself in so willed a way? Her daughter’s poems take a dim view of what it was to become a wife: ‘Born—Bridalled—Shrouded—in a day’. The pun on ‘bridalled’ seals her fate.

Abruptly, overnight, the bride - the one-time Emily Norcross - was moved twenty miles away, to find herself dependent on a husband with troubles of his own. He was too busy to drive her to see her family, even when her mother, Betsey Norcross, was dying. Despite her sister’s urgings that Betsey was asking for her, she was able to come only the day before her mother’s death. The younger sister, still at home, saw a ‘burning tear’ of guilt mixed with grief slide down her married sister’s cheek.

Soon after Emily Norcross married Mr Dickinson, prospects began to open up for women with higher education, an opportunity her elder daughter would approach with dreaming eagerness. The 1820s was the last decade in which no college for women existed. The first of its kind, Mount Holyoke, was founded not far from Amherst, in 1836. This is not to suggest that Mrs Dickinson might have welcomed the higher education of women - there is no way to know. Yet the very existence of Mount Holyoke (following a new array of academies providing a high-school education for girls, and opening up posts for women teachers) must have shifted ideas for women’s future. Emily, her daughter, spoke of herself as ‘old-fashioned’, and this image has charmed many of her admirers. In a Broadway play, The Belle of Amherst, an archly feminine poet hardly knows what she says, so keeps busy with baking. No slight to baking. Emily, like Emily Brontë before her, preferred it to housework, for baking and, even more, gardening, complement the life of the mind with more practical kinds of creativity.4 Yet what remains odd is the poet’s care to fit the effaced model of womanhood that shaped her mother’s generation of the 1820s, in so far as 1830 (the year of Emily Dickinson’s birth) is said to mark the end of an era of domestic retirement for New England women.

 



To go through the Revd Mr Bennett’s rulebook is to see how ironically the poet fitted herself, point for point, with all the extravagance and precision of her character. The minister directs girls’ attention to volcanoes to awaken a sense of awe. With apparent obedience the poet internalises the volcano. But the latent explosiveness of ‘A still—Volcano—Life’ is not what he had in mind. The same with plants. ‘Pore on plants,’ advises the minister, ‘and I will engage you to become, in your turn, one of the most beautiful flowers in the creation.’ As a child, Emily works away at her herbarium and delights in her flourishing plants; later she will take on the character of ‘Daisy’: an eroticised Daisy, turning her petals towards ‘the man of noon’. Not the minister’s idea, for sure.

The most fertile loophole in the minister’s advice leaves his dear young lady free to engage in one kind of writing: ‘To write letters is a very desirable excellence in a woman . . . A man attends to the niceties of grammar . . . a woman gives us the effusions of her soul.’ Emily Dickinson arrogates this liberty, but deploys the ungrammatical deliberately to invent a language of her own. So, Dickinson both obeyed the rules and pushed them to the edge with a kind of flagrant glee. One rule, though, she disobeyed outright.

‘Poetry I do not wish you to cultivate’, Bennett advised. ‘A passion for poetry is dangerous to a woman.’ It heightens her natural sensibility to an extravagant and sickly degree, he explained, and then repeated in his most forbidding manner, ‘I do not wish you to become a poet.’ Yet he could not shut off the beat of the Isaac Watts hymns that had been adopted by the First Church of Amherst. Each Sunday that combination of scripture and hymn metre fell on the ears of a child who would one day deploy that metre as the poet she was to be.

At home, the prime arbiter was, of course, Mr Dickinson. Emily was not cowed by her father’s adversarial style. It was his way to intimidate opposition with a battering of sarcastic questions, speaking with the brevity of a curt, not expansive mind - not the inspired brevity of his daughter. Point one, he’d say, point two, when he addressed legal clients or when he rose to speak in the Massachusetts legislature or in Congress, where he served a term from 1853 to 1855. Logically, and with impeccable rectitude, he built a case against the extension of slavery to Western states entering the Union. His tone was habitually severe: one day, avarice is the worst of sins; another day, laziness. Whichever the sin, we turn to Jesus, and we do so not with love but in fear of damnation. Emily was unafraid of his fierceness: ‘Father steps like Cromwell when he gets the kindlings’, she joked, and she read his reticence with understanding. When Austin left for boarding school she detected a father’s feeling in the grave way he walked towards the barn, and returned ‘looking very stately - then strode away down [the] street as if the foe was coming’. Emily’s own brand of fearlessness stirred unlooked-for pleasure in her father.

Mr Dickinson came from a line of venturesome men who led their communities. Their sense of status, more indwelling than show, overlaid a  legend of primacy. Dickinson ancestry, they fancied, might be traced to the first voyage from Europe to the Americas, and to the first Normans in England. The European progenitor the Dickinsons chose was none other than Rollo the Dane who in 901 sailed to the shores of New England, and went on to conquer Normandy, entrenching himself as its first duke. Dickinson fantasy then fixed on his descendant in the next century, Walter de Caen, who accompanied William the Conqueror to England where the family - by the name of Dykenson (literally, de Caen’s son) - became hereditary owners of a Saxon manor called Kenson, in Yorkshire. This grand family history does not explain how a nobody called Nathaniel Dickinson emerges from the soggy fenlands of Lincolnshire and sails for New England in 1637.

He and his wife and children joined a party of fifty-eight families who pressed deep into the territory of the Norwottucks in what is now western Massachusetts. They called their settlement Hadley; Nathaniel became its first recorder, its town magistrate and a trustee of the school. He lived to mourn two sons - the elder born in England, the younger in America - killed in the Norwottuck raids of 1675.

In 1742 his great-grandson, Nathan, moved north-east to what became Amherst. He was accompanied by his wife Thankful and son, Nathan Jr. The latter lived to ninety and fathered many children, three of whom married into the same family, the well-connected5 Montagues whose ancestors had been fellow settlers in seventeenth-century Hadley6 and who reappear in Emily Dickinson’s story and the feud that follows. Nathan Dickinson’s daughter, Irene Dickinson Montague, known to Emily as ‘Aunt Montague’, had three children - one, an invalid in Amherst. His name was Zebina, and when he was thirty-two he makes a dramatic appearance in Emily’s first surviving letter, written at the age of eleven in 1842.

‘Cousin Zebina had a fit the other day’, she reports, ‘and bit his tongue into.’ Clearly she’d overheard an exaggeration: ‘bit his tongue in two’. Mr Dickinson feared fits as he feared croup - as though fits were contagious - and warned his wife to keep Vinnie out of their way.

The achiever amongst Nathan’s brood was Irene’s brother, Samuel Fowler Dickinson, who became Emily’s grandfather. In 1802 he reinforced the blood ties with the classy Montagues when he married Lucretia Gunn, whose mother was a Montague and whose home town was Montague, Massachusetts. Grandmother Gunn was tart and ill-tempered, and later generations of Dickinsons tended to excuse their outbursts by saying it was Grandmother Gunn ‘coming out’. It would not have been beyond the poet to joke about this explosive inheritance in her line, ‘My Life had stood—a Loaded Gun’.

Her grandfather was tall and spare, plainly dressed, plain to look at, but a man of ideas and principles and a ferocious worker. He graduated summa cum laude from Dartmouth College, which he pictured as a seat of the sciences amongst ‘the savages’ of the New Hampshire wilderness. ‘It is still ours to inquire into the nature of man and springs of human action’, he declared in an oration to his class of 1795. Such was his respect for education that he bankrupted himself to found Amherst College. In 1816 he and Noah Webster (the compiler of dictionaries) backed the idea, and it was Samuel Dickinson who had the vision and will to promote it, but in order to do so he was not only reckless with money but also involved members of his family in his debts. In 1833, when Emily was two years old, her grandfather was forced to sell half of his mansion on Main Street and go out west. He ended his days as steward to the Western Reserve College in Ohio. A daughter guessed that ‘his depression of spirits’ had brought on his early death.

Before he became entangled in business, Samuel had excelled as a lawyer. His eldest son, Edward, followed his father in this profession. By the age of thirty-two he was trusted for his probity and responsibility, and these qualities, enhanced by the afterglow of his father’s sacrifice for Amherst College, led to Edward’s appointment as college treasurer, not a task for which he was especially suited. Though more cautious than his father, he was also too scrupulous - some might say too honourable - to  handle finance. He did, however, manage well enough with his legal practice and owned some of the finest horses in the area. He would drive through Amherst, spare, erect, the reins taut behind the high heads. In time, he paid off his father’s debts and settled his family in the right half of the Dickinson Homestead (sometimes called the Mansion) built by his father in 1813. It was the first brick house in town and stood apart on a rise in Main Street, three blocks east of the village centre and looking out in front over a large field, called the ‘Dickinson meadow’. The Mack family, who had bought the left half of the house, then went on to buy the Dickinsons’ side in 1840. Edward Dickinson moved his family to more spacious quarters, a white clapboard house in West Street (now North Pleasant Street) where his daughter Emily spent the formative years between nine and twenty-five.

 



 



Her room overlooked the graveyard. Funerals took place nearly every day. After each funeral she saw a ‘Swelling of the Ground’ to house the dead for all Eternity. When, she wondered, would Death take her? There was the untimely death of the gardener’s baby, and with a keener shock Emily entered the sickroom of a dying cousin, Sophia Holland. Visitors were forbidden when Sophia could no longer communicate intelligibly:
Then it seemed to me that I should die too if I could not be permitted to watch over her or even to look at her face. At length the doctor said she must die & allowed me to look at her a moment through the open door. I took off my shoes and stole softly into the sick room.

There she lay mild & beautiful as in health & her pale features lit up with an unearthly - smile. I looked as long as friends would permit & when they told me I must look no longer I let them lead me away. I shed no tear, for my heart was too full to weep . . .





When Sophia lay in her coffin it hit Emily that she could not call back a schoolmate whose thoughts and feelings were her own, or so she fancied. Unable to speak her feelings, she ‘gave way to a fixed melancholy’. Her  condition was bad enough for her to be removed from her school, Amherst Academy, and sent away to recuperate with Aunt Lavinia, who was now married and living in Boston. There Emily remained ‘down-spirited’ and unable, she said, ‘to busy myself about anything’. At such times she seems to have felt cut off from expressive warmth. Though warmth was her aunt’s strength, the melancholy Emily had brought with her was, by now, hard to budge. She turned to a new arrival at Amherst Academy, Abiah Root from Springfield, asking that letters be ‘long’ and thanking Abiah repeatedly for her affection.

Mrs Fiske, the mother of another schoolmate, Helen, was consumptive. As her strength failed she kept Helen with her, out of school. She hoped to cheer her younger child Ann with a birthday party on Christmas day, but by then was too weak. By way of compensation she wrote to ask the Dickinsons if Ann could visit Emily and Vinnie. This didn’t come off, and Mrs Fiske died a few weeks later. Emily’s letters to Abiah remark the loneliness of yet another schoolfellow who had lost her mother, and the girl’s longing for one more glimpse of her.

Mortality was rife in Amherst, its proximity inescapable, and this in part contributed to the pervasive speculation about immortality. Thinking back to ‘the early spiritual influences about a child’, Emily later said: ‘The angel begins in the morning in every human life.’ Her visionary gleam glanced off small things and heaven was close: ‘How small the furniture of bliss! How scant the heavenly fabric!’ An autobiographical poem recreates the extraordinary firmness of the child’s hold on her private life, curbing her smile at talk of worldly riches since she knows the value of interior Gold:
It was given to me by the Gods—
When I was a little Girl—
They give us Presents most—you know—
When we are new—and small. 
I kept it in my Hand—
I never put it down—
I did not dare to eat—or sleep—
For fear it would be gone—

I heard such words as ‘Rich’—
When hurrying to school—
From lips at Corners of the Streets—
And wrestled with a smile. 
Rich! ’Twas Myself—was rich—
To take the name of Gold—
And Gold to own—in solid Bars—
The Difference—made me bold—





We sense her breathing presence, especially in the spaced line ‘I did not dare to eat—or sleep—’, as though, with each dash, something nameless is breaking through the crust of words; as though language were a crater, unsafe and stirring. Emily Dickinson is telling us that she lived on the lip of this crater from childhood on, long before she began to preserve her poems.

The boldness of her early character solidifying around ‘it’ - childhood’s visionary gift - had little in common with the preacher, aloft in his pulpit, blighting children’s spirits with an avenging God and possible death that very night. Emily recalled that ‘no verse in the Bible has frightened me so much from a Child as “from him that hath not, shall be taken even that he hath.” Was it because its dark menace deepened our own Door?’ Her awareness of her home’s barricades against that encroaching and ever-visible ‘menace’ brought mortality home yet again, reinforced by the death of Aunt Lavinia’s eldest child, aged four, from the dread scarlet fever.

There were evening prayer meetings and in midwinter, when the snow was two to three feet deep, four weeks of protracted prayers imploring sinners to undergo a change of heart they called conversion. Sinners clumped through the snow at a time when there was no street lighting. For the farmers who stayed for afternoon service on Sundays there were circular seats about a red-hot stove and talk ‘in low sad tones. A meagre lunch would be drawn from large, yellow muffs, while small soap-stones, drawn also from muffs, were re-heated for the sleigh-drive home in the winter dusk.’

Emily was often excused from church on account of the cold. Once, when her father did command her attendance, she begged off until both  were weary. Suddenly she disappeared and the family had to go without her. On their return they searched for her with increasing alarm. At last she was found rocking in a chair in the cellar.

 



 



When Emily was twelve Jane Humphrey, a younger sister of one of the teachers at Amherst Academy, arrived for a spell at the school. Jane stayed with the Dickinsons, and after she left Emily wrote to her: ‘what good times we used to have jumping into bed when you slept with me. I do wish you would come to Amherst and make me a great long visit’. And again: ‘I miss you more and more every day, in my study in play at home indeed every where I miss my beloved Jane - I wish you would write to me - I should think more of it than a mine of gold.’ It took courage to persist without winning a reply.

Emily found it even harder to give up on a group of five fourteen-yearolds, including Sabra Palmer, Harriet Merrill, Sarah Tracy, and Abby Wood, who had adored their teacher, ‘our dear Miss Adams’, for two happy terms in 1844. Miss Adams, aged thirty-three, was an experienced teacher who could meld girls into a group. As it happened, the ‘five’ dispersed (three left Amherst) and ties faded but, once more, Emily reached out through letters, reminding the others of bonds that continued to vibrate in her imagination.

At this point she initiated a practice that was to dominate her adult life as a writer: sending her work out to friends with a view to binding them to her as a circle of readers. An encouraging teacher like Miss Adams would have given the signal for a consensus of praise. But left to themselves girls of fourteen are unlikely to have welcomed essays from a fellow pupil arriving, unsolicited, through the mail. As yet Emily did not take in the strangeness of unconcealed originality: ordinary girls of that age tend to be indifferent if not cruel to oddity, and especially so at a time when female ambition was odd in itself.

So when Emily pressed her ‘papers’ on schoolmates there were few or no replies. Sabra did visit, ‘but as usual she went off in a hurry’. Abiah, who had returned home to Springfield, was invited to stay, with a promise to ‘entertain you to the best of my abilities, which you know are neither few nor small’, but Abiah saw only Sabra, to whom she was related. These are  the first indications that, however uncommon Emily might be - ‘you know how I hate to be common’, she remarked to Abiah - the world out there would not be inclined to respond. ‘This is my letter to the World / That never wrote to Me—’, she would later write.

In June 1846, when Emily was fifteen and a half, she began to dream night and day of higher education. In some haste she began to revise arithmetic and move on with algebra, geometry and ecclesiastical history.

‘I am fitting to go to South Hadley Seminary [as Mount Holyoke was known], and expect if my health is good to enter that institution a year from next fall’, she confided to Abiah.

Her health in fact was ‘very poor’ all summer, accompanied by the usual ‘bad feelings’, and she was removed from school for the summer and autumn terms, altogether about six months. She expressed her dismay to Abiah: ‘It cost me many a severe struggle to leave my studies & be considered an invalid, but my health demanded a release from all care & I made the sacrifice.’

Though ‘sacrifice’ may seem over the top, girls of this generation did not take education for granted. They spoke of loving school and their teachers who were friendly, intelligent young women, most of them not much older than their pupils. These were not career-teachers; after a while they would depart to make their ‘wedding gear’, and this relatively short space of pink-cheeked independence in their lives offered a captivating model. One such ‘preceptress’ was Miss Rebecca Woodbridge, the twenty-year-old daughter of a clergyman. Emily described her as tall and slender with ‘rose bud’ cheeks and dimples ‘which come & go like the ripples in yonder merry brook - & then she is so affectionate . . .’. Emily dwelt on ‘affection’ with the intensity of a girl for whom attachments are tenacious.

‘I am always in love with my teachers’, she was not shy to declare. When Miss Adams left to be married it seemed to Emily ‘lonely and strange’. Not even the dimples of Miss Woodbridge could quite make up for this loss. One compensation was to write long letters to ’Biah, more because Abiah was loyal than because the two girls were alike. She had initially appealed to Emily by arriving at school bedecked with dandelions arranged as curls when she was due to perform at one of their Wednesday sessions of  Speaking and Composition. Abiah had further endeared herself to the future poet with a secret: she was writing a romance. Then, all too soon, she succumbed to the pressures of conformity. Once Abiah found herself saved the two had less to say to each other.

Emily felt obliged to talk of ‘the shining company above’ who tune their ‘golden harps’ to a redeemed sinner. A physical fondness for pretty, fresh-faced Abiah remained: ‘I could not wait to press you to my arms.’ All the same, Emily was so put off by her effort to lend herself to Abiah’s terms, mouthing clichés of regret for remaining unsaved, together with hopes that her better self will conquer the temptations of worldliness, that there came a day when, throwing phoney phrases aside, Emily tossed a mad letter to Abiah. It was mad in that she unleashed a visionary superiority meant to disconcert the tamed girl Abiah had become.

‘God is sitting here’, Emily strikes up, ‘and I dont dare to look directly at him for fear I shall die.’ Abiah, she thinks, may be tempted to laugh. ‘I cant say I advise you to laugh, but if you are punished, and I warned you, that can be no business of mine.’ There are vexations that can ‘choke up the love for friends’. An unknown Emily is rising: ‘Wouldn’t you love to see God’s bird, when it first tries its wings?’ Then a witch-voice (from Macbeth) casts doubt on the bird’s integrity: ‘I put my treasures away “till we two  meet again”.’

An undisguised intensity cuts through the courtesies of communication. The letter is shot through with clichés in inverted commas - ‘You will excuse . . . all want of friendly affection in the sight of the verse “the deepest stream stillest runs”’, throwing dead words back in Abiah’s face. It’s surly, she acknowledged. ‘I love to be surly - and muggy - and cross’, Emily could say defiantly. It’s also a gift, sharing her sparks, ‘treasures’ the poet would bestow in future on more favoured correspondents.
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A SCIENTIFIC EDUCATION

To what extent did greatness depend on the special advantages this girl enjoyed? Emily attended a private school and had the same classical and scientific education as her brother. On the classics side, the sexes were not separated at Amherst Academy. Emily took classics for three to four years, while Vinnie remained on the English side.

‘We have a very fine school,’ she told a friend. ‘There are 63 scholars. I have four studies. They are Mental Philosophy, Geology, Latin, and Botany.’ Many images in Dickinson’s poems would be drawn from geology - volcanoes, earthquakes, coral reefs, anthracite, quartz - and she had a lifelong passion for plants. She studied Edward Hitchcock’s Catalogue of Plants Growing without Cultivation in the Vicinity of Amherst College (1829) and collected specimens for her herbarium: Indian Pipes, wild strawberry and the yellow ox-eye daisy mounted with crossed stems.

When Emily was a schoolgirl geology was the hot subject, and here again Edward Hitchcock was the author of her textbook, Elementary Geology  (1840). Hitchcock himself, with his beak nose and jutting chin above his dark stock, was a well-known figure in the Amherst of Emily’s schooldays. He was professor of chemistry and natural history at the college, which he made a leader in the natural sciences, on a par with Harvard and Yale. The prominence he gave to science influenced the curriculum at Amherst Academy. At the same time Hitchcock encouraged women’s  education and invited local schoolgirls to sit in on college lectures (along the sides, to avoid the impropriety of sitting amongst the men).

He spoke of a timescale reaching ‘far back into past eternity’. His evolutionary chart looked at plants and animals side by side. At the base of both is ‘Quartz Rock’. Reptiles and ‘tracks of birds’ - creatures the poet would observe minutely - appear halfway up the chart, and corals in the historical period at the top. Professor Hitchcock taught a precision narrative, starting with ‘distinct Propositions’, then ‘Definitions and Proofs’, followed by successive ‘Inferences’. Logic along these lines taught pupils ‘to condense the matter’, and this mental training is evident in the bold propositions, swift logic and startling inference in Dickinson’s poems.

In the late 1830s geologists such as Charles Lyell had come upon incontrovertible evidence of the timescale of pre-history and, nearly twenty years before The Origin of Species (1859), Hitchcock spoke a pre-Darwinian language. ‘Species’, he said, were gradually ‘fitted to adapt’ to peculiar conditions. Hitchcock foresaw the conflict with the creation story in the Bible, and warned religious teachers to keep up with the enquiring young. To him, as an ordained minister, the ‘eternity of matter’ did not preclude a deity. Even if continents arose from natural causes, the creation of life ‘must be regarded as the highest act of omnipotence’. As a ‘transcendent naturalist’, the professor urged pupils to seek ‘the Divine character’ through examining formations of rocks.

Our earth is a mass of lava, Emily learnt. We are protected from its incandescent heat only by a layer of cooled crust, with the lava exploding in ‘paroxysmal’ outbursts, making ‘the future destruction of the earth by fire a not improbable event’. Volcanic power must be deeply seated beneath the earth’s crust, since volcanoes throw out more matter at a single eruption than the whole mountain melted down could supply. A figure in the Hitchcock textbook illustrates earthquakes, their holes in the landscape. She read of the ‘red hot lava which flows over the rim of the crater’. Here are future landscapes for recurrent eruptions in Emily Dickinson’s poems: ‘Etna’s scarlets’ and the lava of Vesuvius as a measure of her own ‘Lava step’.

Hitchcock lingered over the famous eruption of Vesuvius in AD 79, which buried Herculaneum and Pompeii. Mount Etna was doubly terrible. Eruptions in the 1660s killed 77,000 people across an area of eighty-four square miles.
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Volcanoes and earthquakes in Emily’s schoolbook of the 1840s. A source for her poetic images at a time when geology was disproving the Biblical story of Creation.

A figure (above) demonstrates the underground tunnelling of volcanoes from one stratum to another. Most of their mouths are sealed, representing old and extinct eruptions, but one at the centre, shooting straight up from deep in the earth’s core, erupts with extreme violence. Emily Dickinson would repeatedly draw on volcanic eruptions as metaphors for poetic expression .

Already, as a girl, her brilliance was recognised. Her compositions, said to be unlike anything ever heard, were applauded at fortnightly performances that were central to the Academy’s curriculum: pupils took turns to read either their own essays or extracts from books of their choice. Emily participated keenly - and critically. At twelve, she sassed a boy who read a piece on thinking twice before you speak. The boy pictured a gullible youth who thinks nature has formed a certain young lady to perfection, but who should have remembered that roses conceal thorns. To Emily he appeared ‘the sillyest creature that ever lived I think. I told him that I thought he had better think twice before he spoke.’

At fifteen she lengthened her skirts and teased other girls with a flawless front: ‘I have grown tall a good deal, and wear my golden tresses done up in a net cap. Modesty, you know, forbids me to mention whether my personal appearance has altered.’

That year Mr Dickinson gave her a square piano, and always supplied most of the books she wanted, even if he remained somewhat uneasy. He was ‘too busy with his Briefs - to notice what we do -’, his daughter said later. ‘He buys me many Books - but begs me not to read them - because he fears they joggle the Mind.’

Mr Dickinson believed a woman’s place was at home, but when Emily approached him with her dream to study at Mount Holyoke Female Seminary he did consent. At sixteen and a half, at the end of September 1847, Emily entered the country’s first women’s college. Mary Lyon, the founder, had the conviction of those capable of realising a dream. Her dream was women’s greatness at a time when to many a great woman was a contradiction in terms. In her fifties, her dark hair was secured at the back by a neat, white cap with a lace frill just wide enough to have the effect of a halo around her bared face. Its widely spaced, awake eyes were balanced by a wide mouth, unsmiling but by no means severe. Professor Hitchcock had been her mentor as she came into her own as a scientist and educator, and it was with his backing that she had opened her college for women in South Hadley, Massachusetts, only nine miles from Amherst.

There, Emily found 235 girls up against rising academic standards: if they failed the frequent examinations they were sent away. Holyoke held assessments of new students soon after their arrival; Emily was nervous but coped easily. Apart from ancient history and rhetoric, she took all science courses: algebra, Euclid [geometry], physiology, chemistry and astronomy. The aim of all this, according to Miss Lyon, was to prepare girls to be good mothers, a diplomatic line that proved its effectiveness in her growing number of applicants: as many as five hundred in 1847. In practice, the prospect of motherhood did not interfere with an exacting routine that began at six each morning. In nearly every way, Holyoke was an enlightened institution: Emily remarked on the interest of the work, daily exercise  and ‘wholesome & abundant’ food. Yet there was an insuperable drawback.

Massachusetts at this time was the scene of a religious revival opposed to the inroads of science. Dickinson later makes her allegiance clear:‘Faith’ is a fine invention 
When Gentlemen can see—
But Microscopes are prudent 
In an Emergency.




Unfortunately for Emily, Miss Lyon was bent on pressing students to be ‘saved’. The overwhelming majority succumbed; Emily did not. On one occasion, Miss Lyon called on all who wished to be Christians to rise. Emily Dickinson remained seated - the only one, so the story goes.

‘They thought it queer I didn’t rise,’ she reportedly recounted the scene to her family. ‘I thought a lie would be queerer.’

‘Have you said your prayers?’ Miss Lyon demanded during this or a similar confrontation.

‘Yes,’ she answered, ‘though it can’t make much difference to The Creator.’

Extra meetings took place in Miss Lyon’s room and targeted girls were required to indicate in advance, with a note, if they wished to attend. On 17 January 1848, at the end of her first term, Emily attended a session for those who ‘felt an uncommon anxiety to decide’. Either it was politic to undergo this session or Miss Lyon really did manage to induce some concern.

‘Many are flocking to the ark of safety,’ Emily said in a letter that same day. ‘I have not yet given up to the claims of Christ.’ Again, on 16 May, she felt compelled once more to own her failure: ‘I have neglected the one thing needful when all were obtaining it.’ It seemed that other girls desired only to be good. ‘How I wish I could say that with sincerity, but I fear I never can.’ Her tone is rueful. It was not amusing to be a moral outcast when Miss Lyon consigned her to the lowest of three categories of students: the saved, the hopeful, and a remnant of about thirty no-hopers.
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Miss Lyon had founded the college with the help of an evangelical network of donors who saw it as a recruitment centre for missionary work of every kind. Emily, holding out against recruitment, continued to be the object of pressure, and yet she speaks of kind teachers and scientific gains. Her troubles in college had nothing to do with learning: her progress proved so rapid that by the close of the academic year she was ready for Senior work.

Curiously, she formed no lasting ties with her fellow students. There were ‘many sweet girls’, but something in the atmosphere of the college led her to guard against intimacy. Her childhood bedmate Jane Humphrey was there, but since she was a Senior they saw little of each other. In any case, Miss Lyon discouraged exclusive friendships. Emily was ready to ‘love’ a teacher called Miss Fiske from Amherst, who visited her in her room and went out of her way to cultivate their common ties, as Emily put it humorously to Austin: ‘Miss Fiske told me if I was writing to Amherst to send her love. Not specifying to whom, you may deal it out, as your good sense & discretion prompt.’

For all her amusing self-possession, she says nothing of another persistent trouble: some form of ill-health. In mid-April 1848, an Amherst visitor to Holyoke informed the Dickinsons that Emily had been ill all winter. At once Austin appeared ‘in full sail’ to fetch her. Protesting and in tears, she was hauled away from college and kept at home, an invalid, for a whole month. Every day a physician came to examine her and every day her father dosed her in his forceful way.

What made Emily ill? Why did the physician come back so frequently? Was her illness difficult to diagnose? A pattern of withdrawals from formal education precedes the pressures of Holyoke. If the illness is the same it’s never named, apart from Emily’s mention of her ‘fixed melancholy’ (in reaction to Sophia’s death) when she was fourteen. In the spring of 1848, when she was seventeen, she joked about a fading cough intimidated by the force of Mr Dickinson’s dosings, yet a cough sounds too slight to warrant her father’s alarm. Critical opinion that she had ‘pulmonary episodes’ stretches thin facts; most inhabitants of Amherst would have had the odd cough without it interrupting their lives. The poet, as an adult, was not tubercular, on any evidence we have: in a place rife with small-town gossip,  no whisper of consumption follows her. To go on what her letters give out, as though an answer were to hand, is to block off the mystery.

Tantalisingly - irresistibly - her voice draws us towards a secret that ‘struck’ the regulated course of her life. Was it a genuine secret, an unnamed ill concealed by her misleading report of a cough?

When Emily is removed from college at the age of seventeen, there’s a gap in the record surrounded by questionable facts. Her tears and pleas when Austin comes for her show her resisting her family’s fear, though under other circumstances she’s glad to go home. Worth noting too: her sickness does not incapacitate her from studying at home, as proved by her performance in the examinations of the following term.

On Emily’s return to Holyoke after the spring vacation, her invalid cousin Zebina sends her a ‘long’ letter in June. She replies, though this letter does not survive. Why does Zebina write at length - why does he write at all? As far as we know, they were not correspondents.

Another unexplained oddity: Emily’s ill-health over the winter had not been apparent to college authorities. There were daily checks on health, and in addition a college rule - an unpopular rule, insistently enforced - that girls had to report on one another. If a student objected she was welcome to leave, Miss Lyon would warn in her address to newcomers. A vigilant eye on pupils penetrated even the privacy of their rooms: girls had to sleep with doors ajar and teachers would now and then patrol the corridors. Spying, to put it plainly, was threaded through the fabric of Holyoke. A bad and persistent cough is unlikely to have escaped detection. The trouble, it seems, did not lie in her lungs.

What Emily confessed more readily was homesickness compounded by loneliness. ‘A desolate feeling comes home to my heart, to think I am alone,’ she told Austin.

Surrounded as she was by intelligent girls of the same age, why was this student quite so alone? The reason is obvious. As a non-convert who remained impenitent, she would have been made to feel uncomfortable in the sweetly enquiring style of fellow students. Their questionings and proddings would have been part of the pressure to succumb during Emily’s second term, when the revival reached its peak.

Emily was wary of these girls. ‘Their tones fall strangely on my ear & their countenances meet mine not like home faces . . .’.

She roomed with an apparently considerate Norcross cousin, another Emily, who, unknown to her, was reporting on their conversations, using the trust of a family tie and their intimacy as roommates to prise open Emily’s reluctance to declare herself a Christian. Her cousin proved a conscientious informer on Emily Dickinson in a letter to members of the prayer meeting in Monson, Mrs Dickinson’s home town. Emily’s sister Vinnie later said there had been ‘real ogres’ at Holyoke, and if this be true one of the ogres is likely to have been Hannah Porter, in a beribboned bonnet and richly trimmed black stole. With a concave chest and down-turned mouth, Mrs Porter lacked the impressive purity of Miss Lyon’s bearing but she was a tireless leader of revivals. Emily’s Monson relations were members of her First Female Praying Circle. According to her roommate’s reports to this group, Emily’s unbudging answer was that she felt ‘no interest’, the code phrase for having no intimation of grace. To fellow students who rejoiced in their own intimations, Emily Dickinson seemed unregenerate, even wicked, as she at times felt obliged to own.

‘It startles me when I really think of the advantages I have had, and I fear I have not improved them as I ought.’ This is how she spoke, adopting a politely sorrowful tone. ‘Many an hour has fled with its report [of the saved] to heaven, and what has been the tale of me?’

What Emily rejects is not religion, but coercion. Signalling from behind her public failure is an intelligence collected enough to combat bullies who want to take over her mind and hardwire into it a formulaic ‘tale’ - the ‘tale’ of all fundamentalist faiths that close down the right to freedom of judgement. This negates the intellectual development for which she had come to college and, at the same time, negates notions of self-reliance she had come upon in the essays of Emerson. She talked appreciatively of visits from her fellow students, but sensed that these attentions were not friendship as she understood it. Though she did have the moral support of her father and brother, they were not on the scene and undoubtedly the strength to face this out alone came from herself: ‘I generally carry my  resolutions into effect’, she had reminded her brother in a lighter mood. It’s an accurate self-estimate of a young woman of extraordinary integrity and firmness.

Emily’s refusal to conform coincides with the official start of the women’s movement in America (marked by the Seneca Falls declaration of June of that year); the ferment of women’s rights fuelled by the 1848 revolts in Europe; and the appearance of Jane Eyre, with its self-contained, rebellious heroine. Emily read it eagerly at the time of her own revolt against the housekeeping that awaited her at home: ‘. . . so many wants - and me so very handy - and my time of so little account - and my writing so very needless’. She was writing, then, at the ages of eighteen and nineteen.

Commencement on 3 August 1848 was the cut-off point: it brought to an end the scientific study she had pursued every day till the second night bell. Convalescing in the spring, she had read ‘The Princess’ (published in December 1847), where Tennyson seems briefly to concede women’s blocked aspirations through the outcry of Lilia, who wishes she could be a mighty poet. Women’s inferiority, Lilia believes, is all a matter of education:It is but bringing up; no more than that . . . 
Ah, were I something great! I wish I were 
Some mighty poetess, I would shame you then, 
That love to keep us children! O I wish 
That I were some great princess, I would build 
Far off from men a college like a man’s 
And I would teach them all that men are taught; 
We are twice as quick!




Tennyson goes on to spoof the possibility of a women’s college. His fantasy of unfit women is a far cry from the academic success of Holyoke. For Emily, though, it was over. That August, housework replaced classwork. Astronomy, the last of her courses, was irrelevant to the tasks her mother assigned. As sole daughter at home (Vinnie was still away at boarding school), Emily was expected to make herself useful; duty was to rule her  days, not learning. To encourage her, Mr Dickinson bought his daughter a volume of Letters on Practical Subjects, inscribed to her on April 18, 1852. At this stage he cooled her taste for poetry, as she reported to her brother: ‘we do not have much poetry, father having made up his mind that its pretty much all real life. Father’s real life and mine sometimes come into collision, but as yet, escape unhurt.’

It did not escape Emily that her father did not take kindly to a woman who made herself conspicuous in public. At the age of twenty she accompanied him to hear the Swedish nightingale Jenny Lind perform one thundery night in Northampton. Mr Dickinson found that he was discomforted to see a female on stage. A gift was no excuse for a woman to exhibit herself. So what was his daughter to do with the gift that seethed inside her?

There was tenser friction with her mother, who was trying to introduce her to the finer points of housekeeping and whose care for the creature comforts of visitors often interrupted more interesting conversation. Were a visitor’s feet cold? Wouldn’t he like to warm them in the kitchen?

Emily turned to him. ‘Wouldn’t you like to have the Declaration of Independence to read? Or the Lord’s Prayer repeated?’

Mrs Dickinson would have taken pride in the spotlessness of her house, its welcoming fires and the home produce on the table. It was customary for middle-class women to work alongside their servants, in keeping with the New England work ethic. Reproving elders urged Emily to sweep if her spirits were low, and visit the halt and lame, the old and infirm, the ugly and disagreeable ‘- the perfectly hateful to me - all these to see - and be seen by - an opportunity rare for cultivating meekness - and patience - and submission’.

There was an alternative: after Commencement, Jane Humphrey, like her sister before her, took up a teaching post at Amherst Academy. Over the following school year, 1848-9, she and Emily drew close. They would sit of an afternoon on the doorstep of the Dickinson house, their voices too low to disturb the birds singing in the tall cherry trees. The birds took fright only at their brushing dresses. Emily was blissfully unaware that Jane had a job to do. Her friend was to be a ‘rock, support’ for Emily who  pours out her anger against the demands of housekeeping. This lava, carried by molten bursts of ardour, burns out friendship’s need for reciprocity.

It could not escape Emily that she lost one friend after another. Sarah Tracy and Sarah Pynchen had moved away, leaving a mysterious silence. She wondered with ‘inexpressible regret’ what it was that prevented their answering her letters. Nor was there acknowledgement of a paper she sent to Hatty Merrill. It’s the unique character of the personal letter to reflect the correspondent, and though Emily’s letters are wonderfully imaginative and amusing, they do not often call up her correspondent. Jane, for one, remains a faceless ‘darling’. Not for long. Without warning, Jane ‘ran away’, and her departure to take up other posts provoked Emily to a comic explosion of outrage, as much about retrieving control over Jane as about loss.

She caricatures her own incredulity and mounting fury to find Jane ‘gone - gone! Gone how - or where - or why - who saw her go - help - hold - bind - and keep her - put her into States-prison - into the House of Correction - bring out the long lashed whip - and put her feet in the stocks -and give her a number of stripes and make her repent her going!’

Emily then cools off with a humorously defiant self-characterisation as a tempter to be avoided. ‘. . . I didn’t mean to make you wicked - but I was - and am - and shall be - and I was with you so much that I could’nt help contaminate. Are you ever lonely in Warren [Massachusetts] - are you lonely without me . . . I want to know.’

The shift to tenderness is compelling, especially Emily’s whisper about a secret script: ‘silent’, unwritten letters, full of affection and confidence. She will try, she says, a pen-and-paper letter, ‘though not half so precious as the other kind. I have written those at night.’ Silent letters are more vehement, since there’s no need to whisper or shut the door. She wonders if Jane is awake and writing to her at the same moment ‘with that spirit pen - and on sheets from out the sky. Did you ever - and were we together in any of those nights?’

Expressiveness, intelligence, intimacy, all these Emily offers Jane, as she had offered the same to the Amherst girls who had roused her feelings.  She saw herself storing ‘treasures’ for them. Yet, sooner or later, they contrived to escape an emotional power venting itself and catching them up in its whirlwind.

Since Emily Dickinson rejected distortion with huge courage, her delight in the genuine was correspondingly intense. She would have been on the look-out for it. ‘Experiment to me / Is every one I meet / If it contain a Kernel?’ She regarded others in the light of nourishment, as a squirrel regards a nut: ‘. . . Meat within, is requisite’. No kernels to be had at Holyoke, only the grid of uniform piety. There, Emily Dickinson had felt ‘alone’ in preserving intact the fruit of her soul. Released, she’d rediscovered Jane with a love concentrated, projected, on target, like a volley of buckshot or a beam of light picking out a doe in the dark. The object of such attention would be transfixed by the light (as Abiah Root was stilled too long for her own good) or else, like Jane, the marked-down creature would ‘run away’.

When Jane took up a new teaching post in Willoughby, Ohio, in 1852, Emily accused her of caring too little. She consoled herself with an image of Jane as sad stranger in the Midwest. Jane’s readiness to take up a post far away was a venture Emily found incomprehensible. Her own ‘desolation’ away from home and recurrent sickness had closed off any such course. Her father comforted her further with a possibility that he might send her to complete her studies elsewhere. Nothing came of this, and at the age of twenty, she rebelled against the narrow-mindedness she encountered in Amherst.

In a Shakespeare reading group a righteous young man tried to censor the bawdier lines. One of those present, Emily Fowler, recalled ‘the lofty air with which the future poet ended the debate, saying, “There’s nothing wicked in Shakespeare, and if there is I don’t want to know it.”’ For the others it carried the punch of an exit line.

At home, an unending tide of cleaning closed over and seemed to obliterate her. She tried to practise ‘kind obedience’, doubtful if her act was convincing, and mocking herself as ‘the Queen of the court, if regalia be dust, and dirt’. She could see herself through the eyes of the saved as she slunk away, ‘one of the lingering bad ones’ who pause and think, and think  and pause, drawn neither to heaven nor the world. Her real prayer was ‘God keep me from what they call households.’

There were ‘cross’ days when she didn’t hide her frown, and her nearest and dearest were made to hear ‘how loud the door bangs whenever I go through’. When she neglected to attend the winter season of the Sewing Society, who kept themselves pleasantly occupied with offerings for the poor, hints of hard-heartedness followed her, as well she knew: ‘I am already set down as one of those brands almost consumed.’ Nothing, she began to see, would rescue her from ‘this wilderness life of mine’ but a waking dream when she lived ‘in the books the Shadows write in’.

 



 



At the time Emily was banging doors she talked to a young lawyer who was gaining experience in her father’s office. Benjamin Franklin Newton, aged twenty-eight, was ten years older than Emily. As a reader he was in contact with ‘the Shadows’ - enough for Emily to confide something of her own book-life and to accept Newton’s guidance in her reading. During 1848-9, he became her mentor, with Emerson one of their common topics.

Emily had put Emerson’s belief in ‘the integrity of the private mind’ to the test at Holyoke. Whether consciously or not, she had proved herself a model of Emersonian self-reliance. Throughout her ordeal she had resisted the entrenched Puritanism (revived by Jonathan Edwards as a counterblast to the optimism of Unitarians when this form of faith took over in eighteenth-century Boston). As a Unitarian and an Emerson enthusiast, Newton would have understood Emily’s private revolt against dogmatism; as her mentor, he would have reinforced her private declarations of spiritual independence - ‘wicked’ in the puritanical terms of their locale.

Emily Dickinson’s private confrontation with the puritanical community was not peculiar; it’s in a long tradition of American dissent, going back to an early English settler, Anne Hutchinson. Soon after her arrival in the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1634, Hutchinson set up a weekly meeting to discuss the previous Sunday’s sermon. Preachers seemed to her ministers of the letter, not the spirit. She stood for grace freely given. For a self-taught woman, however well-versed in the scriptures, to bypass and comment on the words of properly educated men struck the Puritans as  enthusiasm, opening minds to delusion. They called it antinomian, meaning beyond the law. Anne Hutchinson’s claims for the private spirit and her trial in 1637 came to be known as the Antinomian Controversy. Dissent was to prove a tenacious and ultimately triumphant strain in America and Emily Dickinson’s freedom of mind at Holyoke is part of it, but to resist the collective will of a community takes enormous courage. Hutchinson stood her ground with disconcerting brilliance. It didn’t help: her community expelled her for sedition.

Nathaniel Hawthorne stirred the controversy over female free-thinking through the outcast figure of Hester Prynne in The Scarlet Letter (1851). Emily Dickinson’s spiritual freedom seems quirky but exists in this contemporary context. Women educated at the level of educated men were a new phenomenon in her generation, which may explain the concern of their elders, including Monson’s Female Praying Circle (filled with the Norcross faithful), to police Holyoke and stamp out any tendency on the part of young women to think for themselves. It so happened that Monson’s Female Praying Circle wanted a report on Emily Dickinson in particular. If she already nursed the dissenting spirit of Anne Hutchinson she would have taken care to speak the communal language with no sign of sedition as it could have led to expulsion from college. The most useful lesson she had learnt there was how to protect a private self at odds with the pieties of her society.

The pressure against forwardness still held sway. In 1830 Hawthorne had published a diatribe against a ‘monstrous regiment’ of female scribblers who had entered the literary marketplace. More insidious than his ridicule of shallow sentimentality was Hawthorne’s attack on the indelicacy of public utterance. A woman writer stripped herself ‘naked’. Charlotte Brontë, Madame Dupin and later Mary Ann Evans and Olive Schreiner - in fact almost all women writers - had to publish under male or neutral pseudonyms if they were to avoid censure as women exposing themselves in the public arena.

Dickinson had this dual challenge: as a woman, she was compelled to avoid public utterance; at the same time, to find a voice of her own she had to trust herself, as Emerson urged. During her Holyoke ordeal and after,  she aligned herself with a creed of her own, opposed to the sermons and missions closing in about her. Dinning in her ears was the old, grim conviction of innate depravity. All the while, away in Boston, Emerson and other lapsed Unitarian ministers were proclaiming the reverse: our perfectibility, what Emerson termed ‘the infinitude of the private man’. Where earlier in the century the Unitarian minister William Ellery Channing had spoken of man’s ‘likeness unto God’, Emerson asserted that man is god, and a god most of the time in chains. In his thrilling ‘Divinity School Address’ of 1838, Emerson had proclaimed that every person has the divine spark within. A person who recovered it would possess the creator’s power.

Benjamin Newton gave the young Dickinson a volume of Emerson’s poems (the first, published in 1847). A challenge about substance is pasted on the flyleaf:
All can write autographs, but few paragraphs; for we are mostly no more than names.

B. F. Newton

August 1849





It was Emerson, Emily said, who ‘touched the secret Spring’. Emerson sanctioned ‘stinging rhetoric’, ‘laconic and brisk’ words as opposed to the pale language of literary magazines. He called for words that, if cut, would bleed; not tripping speech but ‘a shower of bullets’. At Holyoke the young poet-to-be had looked into Emerson as into a secret self. ‘In silence we must wrap much of our life,’ he acknowledged, ‘because we cannot explain it to others, and because somewhat we cannot yet understand.’ In his central statement, ‘Self-Reliance’, he declares that his life ‘is for itself and not for a spectacle’; therefore, he advises, keep ‘the independence of solitude’.
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