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Introduction

This guide aims to assist readers of Emily Dickinson’s poetry by taking them through the various stages, approaches and modes of criticism, identifying both the essential critical texts and the key debates within them. The texts chosen for discussion include those canonical readings that have shaped the area of Dickinson studies throughout the twentieth- and twenty-first centuries in order to provide a lens through which to view current and emergent critical trends. For example, early-nineteenth-century reviews of Dickinson and twentieth-century discussions of Dickinson’s poetic style are useful when considering the issues faced by twenty-first-century translators of Dickinson into languages other than English. Twentieth-century debates about gender and the body are informative when considering contemporary LGBTQ+ readings of Dickinson. The current critical move to ‘decentre’ Dickinson can be seen through the matrix of twentieth-century feminist readings of Dickinson and the language of exceptionalism, and by examining how she was ‘centred’ in the first place, and how relatively recently that happened. Looking at the various ways earlier critics sought to describe Dickinson’s engagements with race, the language of abolition and Civil War contexts are useful for foregrounding our understanding of Dickinson and race in the twenty-first century. The critical drive to historicize Dickinson can be seen, in part, as a reaction to the earlier psychological and biographical readings of her work. A polarized view of Dickinson’s religious sensibilities has been replaced overall by a more flexible and broader approach such as critical readings of religious aesthetics and the exploration of hymn culture. Similarly, twentieth-century critical interventions on the role of performance in Dickinson shed light on debates about Dickinson’s engagements with nineteenth-century popular culture as well as those on the performance of Dickinson within our own popular culture and forms of media. When re-reading key critical texts over the decades there are many crosscurrents, and it is useful to highlight these. Certain critical texts will therefore re-appear in chapters throughout the guide where there is a particular pertinence to the themes and issues being discussed. Where less well-known texts have been included, they have been chosen for the way in which they have shaped areas in the field and pointed towards a new direction. All the latest research on Dickinson cannot be covered in a book such as this, which aims to be selective in its approach to represent essential criticism on Dickinson from the past several decades. Newer, and less well-known, critical texts are important because they represent emergent strands of research which are yet to take up their place within the Dickinson critical canon. This guide describes some of these strands but does not aim to represent new directions in toto as a collection of essays might do, but, rather, it intends to highlight examples of some of the new directions as well as foreground them with a history of the essential criticism on Dickinson.1 The book will serve any reader of Dickinson as a user-friendly reference tool for negotiating the sometimes dauntingly vast, historical body of criticism written on the poems since their publication to date by suggesting key starting points and underlining critical highlights. It will provide the student and reader of Dickinson with a sense of where these selected critical texts can be placed in relation to one another, and it will also provide an understanding of some of the major moments within the history of Dickinson’s reception from late-nineteenth-century reviews up to some of the important critical interventions of the twenty-first century.

Dickinson’s work demands much of the reader, and as a result we return to it repeatedly to appreciate its expansiveness and the potential it has for critical interpretation. We inherit the poems freely in their materiality: Harvard’s open online access to the manuscripts since 2013 means that we can view them from every angle with, and finally without, editorial restrictions. With the decades of criticism of her work we also encounter the attitudes of a particular age or its cultural persuasion, as well as the ways her poetry was materially presented to the reader, including editorial decisions and the technologies of publishing processes. Similarly, any guide to essential criticism must entail editorial choices, and this book is no exception. The key texts and debates identified cannot encompass the entire canon of critical work done on the poet but must reflect what is culturally significant and essential to an understanding of that critical tradition, and of Dickinson’s work, at this moment in time.

The cultural significance of Dickinson’s poetry, then, is a marker which has shape-shifted over the decades of criticism since her first poems were published. Chapter 1 looks at the history of Dickinson biography, and this is also something which, to a lesser extent, reflects the cultural attitudes of the decades they were written in. It also traces the various representations of the life of Dickinson through the wealth or dearth of research and information available to the biographer at the time of writing. The issue of Dickinson’s relation to publication and the extent of control she had over her poems and the representation of herself as poet are discussed in critical works such as Emily Dickinson’s Fascicles: Method and Meaning (1994) by Dorothy Huff Oberhaus as well as Cristanne Miller’s introduction to her recently annotated volume of Dickinson’s poetry, Emily Dickinson’s Poems: As She Preserved Them (2016).

Chapter 2 outlines the earliest critical themes her poems generated, primarily, with the publication of Mabel Loomis Todd’s first collection of her poems, Poems of Emily Dickinson, edited with Thomas Wentworth Higginson in 1890. These nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-century reviews focus on formal concerns of the style, themes, rhythm, metre and punctuation of the poems and how they measure up to contemporary poets as well as the canonical and typically male ones. The preoccupation with the formal and perceived ‘correctness’ of Dickinson’s poetry, grammatical and otherwise, in the early reception of her work reflects the extent to which women poets had to be approved or disapproved of on formal grounds because the subject matter of female experience was in itself alien, especially to predominantly male reviewers. It also shows how early critics of Dickinson’s work were thoroughly unprepared for her radical and inventive modes of expression.

Critics’ preoccupation with the mechanics of Dickinson’s verse, and how it invariably fell short of that evident in canonical Romantic or Victorian poetry, gave way to thematic concerns in the first half of the twentieth century which later became energetically politicized. The twentieth century saw many important critical interventions. The rise of feminist discourse and the politics of gender gave way to an extremely prolific period for Dickinson studies. There are therefore points at which Chapter 2 will cross-reference texts, such as when analysing elements of Dickinson’s ‘style’ where it looks at how feminist critics such as Cristanne Miller and Shira Wolosky carefully identified Dickinson’s inventive way of using language and shed new light on her use of formal components such as rhythm and metre. These arguments are also referred to in Chapter 5 in relation to Dickinson and hymn culture. The chapter considers how, perhaps inspired by the early damning reviews of the formal aspects of Dickinson’s poetry, Miller (1987) and Wolosky (1988) demonstrate Dickinson’s work as breaking the hitherto agreed set of rules governing poetic construction to forge a unique mode of expression.

Crucial strands of feminist enquiry, such as the representation of gender, sexuality, and the importance of recognizing female tradition, and their manifestation in twentieth-century responses to Dickinson’s work, are explored in Chapter 3. One important strand in feminist criticism of Dickinson which concerns itself with gender is that which utilizes psychoanalysis and readings of the poems through this system of gendered subject formation. This chapter examines the explosion of feminist and psychoanalytical perspectives which dominated twentieth-century critical writing on Dickinson. Critics who use psychoanalytic theory, the body and psychoanalytic concepts of binary opposition and ‘difference’ as a focus for critical debate, such as Paula Bennett’s Emily Dickinson: Woman Poet (1990) and Sabine Sielke’s Fashioning the Female Subject: The Intertextual Networking of Dickinson, Moore and Rich (1997), will be analysed. The influence of these critical texts can be seen in the work of later scholars such as Helen Shoobridge’s ‘“Reverence for Each Other Being the Sweet Aim”: Dickinson Face to Face with the Masculine’ (2000). These works will be examined to show how critics read Dickinson’s poetry as a radical articulation of the subversive feminine body.

The impact of queer theory in Dickinson studies can be seen in the critical interest in the poet as voicing LGBTQ+ identities; homoerotic, lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer and gender non-binary identities, and in the numerous ways that Dickinson destabilizes the gendered body. The second section in this chapter provides an analysis of the critical ‘queering’ of Dickinson and looks back at texts such as Mary E. Galvin’s Queer Poetics: Five Modernist Women Writers (1999) which employs queer theory and locates Dickinson within a tradition of women writers by focusing on her ‘trickster’ lesbian identity. It also explores critical texts which focus upon reading lesbian identity through Dickinson’s letters and biography, such as Lena Koski’s exploration of sexual metaphors and lesbian expression in ‘Sexual Metaphors in Emily Dickinson’s Letters to Susan Gilbert’ (1996). Joy Ladin’s work (2013; 2010) offers a trans perspective on Dickinson, one which positions her within a canon of writers that make visible the instability of American public discourse. For Ladin, Dickinson’s reclamation of ‘I’ and her poetic renegotiation of identity beyond gender binaries make her an empowering ally for social justice. The third section of this chapter summarizes the arguments of critical texts which explore Dickinson as being part of a literary tradition; first, in her reading of and responses to a masculine tradition, such as Benjamin Lease’s Emily Dickinson’s Reading of Men and Books (1990) and then in her proximity to other women poets, both contemporary and more recent. Texts such as Margaret Homans’s Women Writers and Poetic Identity: Dorothy Wordsworth, Emily Bronte and Emily Dickinson (1980), Cheryl Walker’s The Nightingale’s Burden: Women Poets and American Culture before 1900 (1982), Sharon Leder and Andrea Abbott’s The Language of Exclusion: The Poetry of Emily Dickinson and Christina Rossetti (1987) and Elizabeth Petrino’s Emily Dickinson and Her Contemporaries: Women’s Verse in America 1820–1855 (1998) helped to establish Dickinson within a tradition of nineteenth-century women poets. Wendy Martin’s An American Triptych: Anne Bradstreet, Emily Dickinson and Adrienne Rich (1984) offers a trans-historical reading of Dickinson and female literary tradition. The second wave of texts which examine Dickinson alongside other female writers, thus underscoring a continuum of the female literary tradition, such as Vivian R. Pollak’s Our Emily Dickinsons: American Women Poets and the Intimacies of Difference (2017), will be discussed.

Chapter 4 examines the twentieth-century turn to historicist interpretations of Dickinson’s work, along with critical engagement with the issue of race and ethnicity. Essays which are concerned with the issues surrounding the act of placing Dickinson within a specific historical context are examined, such as Jane Donahue Eberwein’s ‘Dickinson’s Local, Global and Cosmic Perspectives’ (1998). Politically inflected historical readings such as Betsy Erkkila’s ‘Emily Dickinson and Class’ (1992) are examined with reference to the historical approach of Jay Leyda’s groundbreaking book The Years and Hours of Emily Dickinson (1960), which is also discussed in Chapter 1. The collection of critical debates in Pollak’s edited volume, A Historical Guide to Emily Dickinson (2004), is examined as important twenty-first-century directions on Dickinson and history. Judith Farr’s work on Dickinson and her engagement with specific aspects of nineteenth-century culture such as the visual arts (1992) and her interest in the cultivation of plants – The Gardens of Emily Dickinson (2004) – are also summarized in relation to placing her work within a particular historical context. Texts which focus on the way Dickinson’s work sounds and the different forms she used to achieve aural effects, such as Cristanne Miller’s Reading in Time: Emily Dickinson in the Nineteenth Century (2012), will be discussed as criticism which situates Dickinson within the context of her nineteenth-century textual borrowings and influences, such as the popular ballad stanza. The extensive range of books, chapters and articles which are concerned, with varying critical perspectives, with the Civil War in Dickinson’s work and its related topics such as slavery and abolition, death and exile will be examined closely. Among the key texts covered are Shira Wolosky’s Emily Dickinson: A Voice of War (1984), Karen Sanchez-Eppler’s Touching Liberty: Abolition, Feminism and the Politics of the Body (1993), and essays such as Leigh-Anne Urbanowicz Marcellin’s ‘Emily Dickinson’s Civil War Poetry’ (1996). This chapter concludes with a consideration of critical treatments of issues of race and ethnicity in Dickinson’s work. Although still a much understudied area within the field, this chapter considers how race has been explored more directly by critics such as Paula Bennett, in her essay ‘“The Negro Never Knew”: Emily Dickinson and Racial Typology in the Nineteenth Century’ (2002), and by Vivian Pollak, in the essay ‘Dickinson and the Poetics of Whiteness’ (2000). As we are well into the new millennium, new ways of viewing Dickinson are being voiced, from a variety of racial, ethnic and intersectional perspectives. A consideration of twenty-first-century criticism which places such perspectives and concerns at the centre of their studies on Dickinson will be provided, including Aífe Murray’s ‘Maid as Muse: How Servants Changed Emily Dickinson’s Life and Language’ (2009), Erica Fretwell’s essay ‘Dickinson
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