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History, Language and God

Public and Private, Language and God in Emily Dickinson’s War Poetry

Shira Wolosky

Ralph Waldo Emerson, in his essay “The Poet,” declared that  “The poet is representative.  He stands among partial men for the complete man, and apprises us not of his wealth, but of the common wealth.”
  Within the norms of the nineteenth-century, this would seem to relegate women poets entirely to the status of  “partial men.” In the much accepted division of life into separate spheres, women were barred access to the “common wealth” as public space   Instead, women remained officially restricted to the domestic sphere – what De Toqueville describes as “the narrow circle of domestic interests and duties” –  while men found their places in the “public” world.
  Women thus could seemingly never achieve Emerson’s representative stance – neither in its often overlooked sense (but the one most fully realized by Whitman) of the poet as public figure; nor in the more familiar sense of a rich and powerful autonomous subjectivity, which, however, finds and asserts itself in speaking for and to the wider community.  In contrast, women seem at most to reflect in their work their own domestic imprisonment and its costs.  In this circumscribed state, the woman poet seems cut off from history, more or less idle and more or less impotent with regard to the public course of events.  She thus seems unable to address herself, as poets should, to a surrounding community, representing its true nature and direction; while also, lacking that strong sense of self and of identity which gives the poet his authority – what makes him, in Harold Bloom’s quite conscious phrase, the central man, whose words can represent his world.

 

In the case of Emily Dickinson, these assignments seem almost hyperbolically justified.  If ever there were a private poet, surely it is she: a woman famous in her own lifetime for reclusion, accompanied by a full array of seductive, eccentric concealments and retractions: refusing to go out, dressing in white, refusing to see guests, or even to address her own envelopes.  Dickinson seems the ultimate emblem of that modest retreat so urged on American girls and women, rigorously restricting them to the privacy of their own homes.  Yet Dickinson’s modesty, even while it conforms in many aspects with expected and prescribed female behavior, does so with such extremity as to expose and radicalize gendered norms.  Dickinson’s is modesty with a vengeance, more explosive than obedient, more challenging than conforming.   As to the sequestering of Dickinson from public life, the reading of her work as hermetically private – a mode of self-investigation at its most interior – is in many ways an imposition on her of this gendered paradigm rather than evidence for it.  It is a view of her work through the geographies of public and private which are highly gendered and which block from sight, her full engagement, and address, to  the central concerns of her culture.   This decisively includes the Civil War – that crucible of American claims and counterclaims, of violent cultural crossings and transformations, whose implications penetrate every sphere of American cultural identity.

To begin with biography, despite her peculiar behavior, every circumstance of Dickinson’s social existence argues against severe detachment from public affairs.  Her family had a tradition of involvement in civic life.  Her father, after many years of prominence in town meetings, at Amherst College, in the Home Mission Society, the railroad project; was elected representative to the General Court of Massachusetts in 1838 (where he came to know Herman Melville’s politically controversial father-in-law, Judge Lemuel Shaw.  This seems to be the reference in Dickinson’s poem “I had some things that I called mine / And God, that he called his ( J 116 / FR 101) where she retains him in her quarrel with God: “Jove! Choose your counsel – I retain “Shaw.”)  Edward Dickinson was twice elected Massachusetts State Senator in 1842-43; was delegate to the National Whig Convention in 1852; and in the same year was elected to the United States Congress.  His term in the Congress spanned the period of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, the Fugitive Slave Act, and the first attempts to found the new Republican Party (with meetings to discuss this issue taking place in rooms he shared with Thomas D. Eliot, granduncle to a later American poet).
  Both her father, Edward, and her brother, Austin, were active recruiters and outfitters of Amherst soldiers, involved in raising both funds and morale.

Many of Dickinson’s other acquaintance were directly involved in political reporting and public affairs.  Samuel Bowles, a long time intimate of the family and herself, was editor of the Springfield Republican – which published soldiers’ letters home and a column on “Piety and Patriotism.”  (Among the few Dickinson poems published anonymously in her lifetime are those which appeared in publications that aided the war effort.)  Dr. Josiah Holland, another close friend, was a columnist for the Springfield Republican, and editor of Scribner’s Magazine.  He also wrote one of the first biographies of Lincoln.  And Thomas Wentworth Higginson, so central in the drama of Dickinson’s own unpublication history, was a radical abolitionist (even to the point of supporting the John Brown conspiracy), an activist in women’s rights, and Colonel to the first black regiment of the Union army when Dickinson first wrote to him.  As Hawthorne wrote in “Chiefly About War Matters,” “There is no remoteness of life and thought, no hermetically sealed seclusion, except, perhaps, that of the grave, into which the disturbing influences of this war do not penetrate.”  


This is not to claim that Dickinson was herself a public activist, as many women indeed were.  Despite the rigors of the ideology of the separate spheres, the boundaries between public and private were in fact extremely volatile, with women not only active, but in many ways the central actors in a variety of public-sphere ventures.  These included education, religion, and many forms of what would be today called social services, such as hospital work, work with the poor, with orphans, with immigrants; urban planning, sanitation; abolition, temperance; purity reform and women’s rights.   Such activity generally belies the relegation of women to a “private” and “domestic” sphere – terms that continued to be applied to their community activities as seen to be continuous with the sorts of things women did inside the home. Many of these commitments, however, are neither domestic nor particularly like what women do at home: urban planning, for example, or preaching.  Some activities are political according to any imaginable criteria, even when, as in the case of abolition, the campaigns were (also) conducted in the name of the sanctity and integrity of family life, against the constant assault of sexual slavery and the very denial of  family existence.  Nor were most of these ventures undertaken within the confines of the home.  Domesticity, in fact, is only figurally geographic, since many women’s activities took place outside the home.  The geography of domesticity, so powerful in ascribing women to the private sphere, proves to be a gendered rubric applied to activities not because of their location but exactly because women performed them (when men performed such activities, they were not considered private, but public).
  


Among these central areas for this women’s activism, Dickinson directly experienced only the new realm of education – albeit with a strong exposure to the religious-civic sphere with which it was so forcefully intertwined.  Her headmistress at Mount Holyoke Female Seminary, Mary Lyon, had founded the college in dedication to mission work and civic activism in the context of the enormous religious revivalism sweeping through Dickinson’s religiously quite conservative home-county through much of her girlhood and indeed her lifetime.  Even publication, a major and immensely consequential new venture for women, remains tensely ambiguous in Dickinson’s case.  Publication offered many women an avenue into public discourse.  This emergence into publicity Dickinson declined, lacking both the economic contexts (most women made their way into publication by way of either financial motive or financial excuse) and, apparently, the desire.  Her fascicle non-publication remains ambiguously poised between textual inscription and its own effacement, and certainly evades publicity – although the circulation of her poems in letters to friends suggests something close to the coterie circles of shared poetry in earlier, Renaissance, courtly worlds. 


Despite these almost unique removals from the main streams of American women’s poetic lives, Dickinson’s own writing career remarkably aligns with the enormous and traumatic political events surrounding her.  More than half of her poetic production coincides with the years of the Civil War, 1861-1865.  The years immediately preceding the war, when the possibility and rhetoric of conflict ominously intensified, were also the years which Thomas Johnson identifies with “the rising flood of her talent,” as well as with the beginning of her reclusive practices.  Her correspondence is similarly marked by public consciousness, with at least fifteen references to the war in the seventy-five letters she wrote between 1861-1865.  Some are passing mentions, some are concerned with the fate of Amherst boys who had gone off to fight, including, notably, Frazer Stearn, over whose death Dickinson especially and personally grieved.  But some letters are more general.  Thus, to Louise and Frances Norcross, she wrote:

Sorrow seems to me more general than it did, and not the estate of a few persons, since the war began; and if the anguish of others helped one with one’s own, now would be many medicines.  ‘Tis dangerous to value, for only the precious can alarm.  I noticed that Robert Browning had made another poem, and was astonished – till I remembered that I myself, in my smaller way, sang off charnel steps. [L 298}

Dickinson here places many of her most deeply felt poetic impulses into the wider context of the national agony enveloping her world.  Dickinson’s sense of the precariousness of possession, of the assault of time, contingency, and above all death on all that is precious and valuable, only acquired dire confirmation in the assaults of war.  One might say that Emily Dickinson disapproved of reality, and for excellent reasons.  What has long seemed a merely eccentric, and highly gendered withdrawal from exposures to reality, takes on both motive and defiance once historical context is admitted.  

Poetry in the nineteenth-century directly participated in the discussions, arguments, claims and counter-claims of the most pressing questions facing America.  For women it provided a particularly powerful avenue for engagement in issues of public concern and entry into public debate.  Dickinson’s case is certainly most oblique.  Yet her poetic engagement with her wider culture, and the importance of her work as a major response to the issues most central to nineteenth-century American cultural definition, can be investigated through a variety of methods – and without reducing the texts to mere historical document, ideological program, or political tract.   Recent work, for example, has begun to probe how Dickinson uses the words of her culture; how they import, into the arena of her texts, the associations, implications, often contested meanings of their general usage.  This can involve her uses of various kinds of political language, or her images of whiteness against the backgrounds of their racial meanings.
  One moving poem of desperation and appeal, “At least – to pray – is left – is left” concludes: ‘”Thou settest Earthquake in the South / And Maelstrom, in the Sea –  / Say, Jesus Christ of Nazareth –  / Hast thou no Arm for Me?”  (J 502 / Fr 377 ). “South” here is surely a political-geographic marker, no less than “south” is in Whitman’s “Out of the Cradle.” There are scattered through the verse references to emigrants and settlers, showing Dickinson’s awareness of contemporary demographic movement.  Death is described as democratic in a poem which meticulously lists the demarcations of social division – “Color – Caste – Denomination” that “He” so equably ignores (J 970 / Fr 836).   Another poem firmly declares that “Not any higher stands the Grave / For Heroes than for Men –“.  In a radical assertion of the unique worth of every individual, Dickinson brushes aside all conditions, whether historical heroism or economic status – the poem goes on to equate “The Beggar and his Queen” – before the “Democrat” death (J 1256 / Fr 1214).  

A quite interesting set of poems use canny electoral puns.  These include the famously isolating “Soul selects her own society,” which figures self-selection as a “Majority” “chosen from an ample nation.”(J 303 / Fr  409).  Another poem declares “The Heart is the Capital of the Mind -- / The Mind is a single State,” with “One” a “Population / Numerous enough” for the “ecstatic Nation” of the self.” ( J 1354 / Fr 1381) There is the pervasive yet almost unnoticed use of economic imagery – of stocks and options and properties and ownerships – that weaves Dickinson’s work into the volatile and increasingly defining American commitment to money (“Myself can read the Telegrams” reports Dickinson as following “The Stock’s advance and Retrograde / And what the Markets say” ( J 1089 / Fr 1049), to take one example).  The vicissitudes of her own family fortunes – her father’s financial reversals and then recovery – is of course a matter of biographical record (and altogether common in a period with little financial regulation).  Still another avenue toward an historical Dickinsonian poetics is her position in the gendered distributions of her society, as for example through the representations in her work (and indeed her life) of modesty – including the obscurities and obfuscations of her “slant” poetic truths – which so powerfully defined femininity in her period.
   There is, as well, Dickinson’s continued and intensive engagement with contemporary religious culture, then undergoing volatile and explosive transformation.  Finally, there is the exploration of Dickinson’s notions of selfhood in relation to models emerging in nineteenth-century America, with enormous consequences for American political, social, economic and cultural life.  

In all of these cases, Dickinson’s poetry becomes not only the powerful expression of her personal sensibility; but also a centrally important representation of her society and her culture – a dimension which has been repeatedly neglected due, not least, to assumptions about gender.   Through her work as a whole, I will argue, at stake in Dickinson’s poetry is the possibility of interpreting her world at all, within her given paradigms of understanding and their promises of intelligibility and coherence.  These the Civil War directly tested and contested.  The trauma of the war put extraordinary pressure on the norms, and fundamental faiths, that had promised to structure Dickinson’s world and render it meaningful.  The result is a work deeply marked by the strains of reality around her, and their implications for poetic expression and, specifically, for poetic language.


The question of war penetrates Dickinson’s work both as specific historical reference and, more hauntingly, as a general, framing context (which of course it unquestionably was).

In terms of specific references, there are numerous poems that invoke war, either indirectly or directly.
  Indirect imagery of war takes many forms.  Nature is represented in battle imagery as “”martial Trees” that “Barrricade against the Sky . . . with a Flag at every turn,” J 1471 / Fr 1505).  Soldiers “drop like flakes”  (J 409 / Fr 545) and sunsets spread in the uniform colors of blue and gray (J 204 / Fr 233) or as “Gulfs of Red and Fleets of Red / And Crews of solid Blood;”  (J 658 / Fr 468).  Or, war becomes a figure for Dickinson’s contested interior life, a “”Battle fought between the Soul / And No Man,”  (J 595 / Fr 507), a “Campaign inscrutable / Of the Interior” (J 1188 / Fr 1230), a soul “Garrisoned. . . In the Front of Trouble” (J 1243 / 1196).   “To fight aloud, is very brave” but it is still “gallanter”  to “charge within the bosom / The Cavalry of Woe” (J 126 / Fr 138).  Or, “My Wars are laid away in Books” (J 1549 /  Fr 1579). 


There are, however, poems that directly treat the Civil War in imagery, and still others that are fully structured around it (as well as poems that may or may not be).  For example, In one poem of equivocal consolation – “If any sink, assure that this, now standing –“ (J 358 / Fr 616) –,  “the Worst” presumably gives way to some positive attainment or at least endurance, which, however, turns out to be death itself – “Dying – annuls the power to kill.”  The ultimate image of such “Dread” is “the Whizzing before the [cannon] Ball.”  Then there are elegies on specific war-dead. These include “It don’t sound so terrible” (J 426 / Fr 384, probably); “It feels a shame to be alive,” (J 444), “He gave away his Life,” (J 567 / Fr 530: probably), “Robbed by Death” (J 971 /  Fr 838: probably); “Victory comes late,” (J 690 / Fr 195).  These are poems mainly in connection with the death of Frazer Stearns, the son of Amherst College’s president.   “When I was small, a Woman died,” (J 596  / Fr 518) stands at least partly in memory of Francis H. Dickinson, the first of Amherst’s war dead (the poem may be a composite memorium).  More general war memorials (as far as we know) are “Some we see no more,” (J 1221 / 1210),  “My Portion is Defeat – today,” (J 639 / Fr 704), “My Triumph lasted till the Drums,” (J 1227 / Fr 1212).  “My country need not change her gown” compares the present with the Revolutionary War (J 1511 / Fr 1540).  Other poems no doubt remain to be detected; still other poems change in aspect once the context of war is admitted.  Among these, notably, is “My Life had stood a Loaded Gun,” a poem that figures violence as firearms, and, like “If any sink, assure that this now standing (J 358 / Fr 616), concludes with an ambiguous measuring of the power to kill against the power to die.  There is also the wonderful and apparently early  “Success is counted Sweetest” (J 67 / Fr 112); of course, martial language was already current right before the war) carefully weighs gain against loss through an elaborate image, and deep identification with defeat in battle.  Success itself becomes defined through its loss, to one 


defeated – dying –


On whose forbidden ear 


The distant strains of triumph 


Burst agonized and clear.


The first striking feature of these war poems is the fundamental and commanding place they give to the problem of theodicy.  Dickinson’s war poems are persistently structured around the problem of justifying evil or suffering, or rather, of justifying a God who permits, at the very least, so much evil and suffering to pervade his world.  The war seemed to her an agony of suffering and love.  As she wrote to her Norcross cousins (cited above) announcing the death of Amherst's Frazer Stearns: "Let us love better, children, it's most that's left to do" (L 255, 1862).  In her next letter to her Norcross cousins, she remarks: "I wish 'twas plainer, the anguish in this world.  I wish one could be sure the suffering had a loving side" (L 263).  In 1864 she writes the cousins again: "Sorrow seems more general than it did, and not the estate of a few persons, since the war began; and if the anguish of others helped with one's own, now would be many medicines (L 298).  


Dickinson’s war poems generally attempt to make out “the anguish in this world” and to decipher whether it has “a loving side.”  This would mean its fitting into some wider schema, some purpose which would justify the suffering, giving it place and hence significance.  Yet in text after text, Dickinson marshals her own forces, ranging positive against negative, gain against loss, good against evil.  In text after text, she assesses whether good triumphs over and justifies evil, whether gain outweighs loss, such that all find their place in a coherent, meaningful and hence ultimately positive pattern which places and thus redeems the negative.  And yet, in text after text, such measures do not come out.  In, for example, “If any sink, assure that this now standing” (J 358 / Fr 616), the apparently consoling terms prove, as we have seen, to be only death, as the cancellation rather than the redemption of dread.  The answer to “Dread” as “the whizzing before the ball” is nothing other than a death that “annuls the power to kill.”  In “Success is counted sweetest,” the fullest appreciation of victory is granted to one denied it – an intensified negative rather than a positive claim.  Dickinson’s elegy for Francis Dickinson, “When I was small, a Woman died” (J 596 / Fr 518) imagines the mother’s reunion with her son in “Paradise.”  Yet, while she has sympathy for the mother and admiration for the son, the conditions of heaven remain something the poet “cannot decide” and in uncertain relation to the all too certain “Scarlet Maryland.”  Other war poems focus on the accidental nature of winning or losing, dying or living.  “He fought like those Who’ve nought to lose” (J 759 / Fr 480) portrays a soldier who, though courting death, is somehow denied it; while other soldiers, “Coy of Death,” somehow suffer the “Doom” which eludes him.   A paradigmatic “After Horror” (J 286 / Fr 243) is nevertheless represented through warfare, where uncertain death, or uncertainty in general, is figured as looking down a gun-barrel:

Is like a Face of Steel –

That suddenly looks into ours

With a metallic grin –

The Cordiality of Death –

Who drills his Welcome in –

Far from fitting into an ordained and significant plan, war shows death to be arbitrary and recalcitrant.



Some texts give elaborate and immediate consideration to the challenges of war; to its meaning – or, dreadfully, its meaninglessness.  “My Portion is Defeat – today – “(J 639 / Fr 704) vividly represents war’s violence, in deeply felt distress and despair at consolation.  Dated 1862, the poem was written during the long and disheartening years of Northern defeat in battle.  Picturing herself walking among scraps of body – and, significantly, of “Prayer” – on the battlefield, the vision of  “Victory” is something remote – “somewhat prouder, over there –.   This delusive image of victory only makes worse the pain of defeat.  But Dickinson is equally disturbed and dissatisfied by victory when it is achieved.  “My Triumph lasted till the Drums” (J 1227 / Fr 1212) progressively erases any consoling or atoning value to victory, in distress for the “finished Faces” (of either side?) it cost:  “And then I hated Glory / And wished myself were they.”  


This poem very significantly then opens into a general meditation on patterns of time and perspectives that promise to place, integrate, and hence redeem chaotic moments:  


What is to be is best descried


When it has also been – 


Could Prospect taste of Retrospect


The tyrannies of Men


Were Tenderer – diviner


The Transitive toward.


A Bayonet’s contrition


Is nothing to the Dead.

In a pun on “diviner,” Dickinson intersects foresight with Godhead, divining with divinity.   Julia Ward Howe, in her “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” claims to “have seen” the glory of God, to “read” a fiery gospel, in the scenes of war she witnesses.  Dickinson too seeks to descry, to witness current events as placed within a larger vision of time’s whole, as in God’s eternal perspective. This in faith that the “Transitive” so seen becomes “Tenderer,” that time’s motion finds its pattern and hence meaning in a visionary  and encompassing “Retrospect.”  Yet Dickinson eschews such visionary grasp of the whole, remaining caught instead in a fragmentary present.  And her ultimate image of  repudiation is a “Bayonet,” whose contrition offers “nothing” to the dead it neither redeems nor restores.


Dickinson’s work brings to awareness the importance of theodicy as a core literary (as also philosophical and religious) structure, in, for example, Aeschylus, Augustine, and Milton, Herbert and Donne, or, closer to Dickinson, Melville and Hopkins.  In Dickinson, the problem of theodicy is at once personal, historical, metaphysical, and textual. In Dickinson’s war poetry, what emerges is the way the problem of suffering is at once most acutely personal, and yet also broadly and fundamentally historical. The theodicean questions about suffering and its justification are surely Dickinson's private ones, but they are not private only.  They belong to her wider community.  Indeed, it is, oddly, just where poems are most personal in terms of Dickinson's suffering, that they are also most culturally engaged.  For the problem of suffering is essentially the problem of history.  This is expressly and centrally the case in Christian terms, whose metaphysics continued to frame Dickinson’s own experience and understanding.  In this model, earthly events find their place and their meaning in a providential history that is both comprehensive and redemptive.  Each experience is thought to find its corollary, and hence its significant place in a meaningful order, eternally present to divine vision.  This divine order was specifically revealed through biblical pattern, focussed in the life of Christ.  In Christ, and especially in his suffering, death, and resurrection, earthly travail gained its full significance and justification – justification exactly in its significant reference to Christ’s own passion as the path and means of redemption.  


This biblical and providential vision, encoding events in nature, history, and the self in an overarching divine pattern, continued to be strongly felt in the habits of orthodox, antebellum Amherst.   Here was Jonathan Edwards country, a land of religious revivals, where, as Dickinson puts it in one poetic reference to Edwards, a “Martial Hand” urges “Conscience” (J 1598 / Fr 1640).
  For Dickinson, the problem of suffering remains deeply tied to the paradigms of her religious inheritance (with Thomas à Kempis’s “Imitation of Christ” an apparently favorite text).  But this was no less the case for her broader cultural world, and not only in conservative Amherst.  Very generally and normatively, the Civil War itself was interpreted through religious reference directly and potently felt, indeed vigorously invoked.  The war was widely seen in the North as enacting apocalyptic scenes of punishment and retribution, whereby the nation would be judged and cleansed of the sin of slavery.
  The war witnessed incredible outbursts of organized missionary activity.  It was the object of intense prayer in churches throughout the nation.  As Dickinson wrote to Thomas Wentworth Higginson, then serving in the South as Colonel to the first black regiment:  "I trust you may pass the limit of War, and though not reared to prayer -- when service is had in Church, for Our Arms, I include yourself" (L 280).  The rhetoric of contest itself resonated with the language of holy war and religious drama.  Dickinson's father put it thus in a published plea of 1855: "By the help of Almighty God, not another inch of our soil heretofore consecrated to freedom, shall hereafter be polluted by the advancing tread of slavery."
  Even Lincoln, with his exquisite restraint, could speak on one of the many days of fasting and Thanksgiving which made up a public religious ritual throughout the war, of Union victories as "the gracious gifts of the most high God, who, while dealing with us in anger for our sins, hath nevertheless remembered mercy.”


Although not all of the numerous references to war in Dickinson’s letters and poems can be certainly and directly related to immediate historical events, there is a continuity between martial imagery in political and religious contexts that makes them impossible entirely to separate in her work.  But the same is true for her historical world.  Attempts to find redemptive responses to the most daunting, violent, historical events would have been, in Dickinson's context, completely current.  It is more than a coincidental curiosity that Dickinson began writing intensively, and wrote over half of her poems, during the American Civil War.  The Civil War reached levels of carnage before unknown, made possible both by new technology and new strategies of total warfare, in combination with a profound ideological challenge to American national claims and self-identity, political and religious.
    


With regard to the latter, the war represents a crucial, although by no means unique, arena in which Dickinson enacted her ongoing, and intensive religious anguish.  Emily Dickinson's is very much a poetry of the religious imagination. Religion continues to be a fundamental paradigm through which she interpreted her world.  This is not to claim that Dickinson is an orthodox religious poet.  On the contrary, her work offers a forceful and original critique of traditional metaphysics in ways that recall her near contemporary, Friedrich Nietzsche.  Religion in many ways is a paradigm that fails Dickinson.  And yet, she never completely discards it.  If she is not devout, she is also not secular.  Dickinson’s work repeatedly rehearses her reasons for both asserting and denying a divine order, in constant countertension.  In this sense, Dickinson's work does not take shape as quest.  Rather, it engages in endless disputation, which is endlessly inconclusive.  There is a perpetual clash in which different positions challenge each other, with each one found ultimately wanting.  In this disputation, religious questions confront religious answers, which do not, however, adequately resolve them.  The result is a world that remains unsatisfactory without God, but equally unsatisfactory with the God of her fathers.  In this light, readings of Dickinson as though she had comfortably settled into a post-Christian enlightenment, substituting art and the powers of her own mind for faith in divine orders and meanings, are both historically anachronistic and untrue to her verse.  Historians underscore how religious institutions, hermeneutics, and sensibility continued forcefully to frame nineteenth-century life, especially the lives of women.  As the century advanced, religious norms may have been boiling away, but they had by no means evaporated.   Across America – in the North, and, differently, in the South – providential histories continued in strong, if also in transformed ways, marking not only American Romanticism, with its demons of analogy, but the historical culture at large.  The events of America continued to be understood as moments in a universal drama of redemption, even if such redemption was increasingly claimed for history rather than eternity.  Dickinson's poems repeatedly operate within this framework and its promise of transcendent reference.  In her terms, time should represent eternity; earthly experience, even, or rather especially when involving loss and death, should find transfigured meaning within a structure of transcendence. 


In certain moods, Dickinson’s poems declare just such transfigurations, making hers a "Compound Vision. . . The Finite -- furnished / With the Infinite. . . Back -- toward Time -- / And forward -- Toward the God of Him -- (J 906 / Fr 830).  More often, however, Dickinson exhibits difficulties with her inherited metaphysical system, which prevent her from enjoying its promises.  Readings of Dickinson that see her poetry as converting limitation to infinity, pain to joy, suffering to redemption, and death to poetic immortality replicate and transfer fundamentally Christian structures to the realm of art.  But these basic structures of conversion, whether in religion or in art, appear to her to be faulty.  In this regard, the claim that Dickinson freed herself from Christian orthodoxy while transposing many of its most constitutive structures into aesthetic experience and activity remains very problematic.  On the contrary, Dickinson's work exactly explores just how problematic such transpositions can be.  She questions to what extent art can indeed serve as figure for faith, and, conversely, exposes how religious assumptions persist even beyond specific dogmas, to continue to exert pressure on both social and aesthetic ideologies.  Her poetry repeatedly and painfully attests to misgivings that prevent her from reading her world as signs for any redemptive meaning whatsoever.  It traces her resistance to making experiences types for each other in a chain of transferred meanings that point ultimately to some redemptive realm.  This does not, however, make transcendent meaning dispensable.  In text after text, she returns again to religious premises and promises; again finding them wanting; again finding them necessary.


Dickinson thus shares with her wider culture the imperative to make sense of suffering, disorder, disruption, through reference to coherent, overarching, redemptive patterns.  The war focussed her pressing need for interpretive transfiguration, in order to put together a world that was breaking apart – quite literally, in the American sectional strife and ideological warfare.  And yet the war also pressingly and gravely ruptured the very paradigms needed for such justification.

Dickinson in one letter presents her war effort as a poetic one, in contrast against the extensive and activist provisioning of soldiers most women engaged in: "I shall have no winter this year -- on account of the soldiers -- Since I cannot weave Blankets, or Boots -- I thought it best to omit the season -- Shall present a ‘Memorial’ to God -- when the Maples turn" (L 235).  Instead of blankets and boots, she offers poems.  But Dickinson’s poetic "Memorial" remains deeply equivocal.  In this, Dickinson remains a rare case among her contemporaries in withstanding the impulse to defend and explicate suffering in terms that claimed for it metaphysical justification and redemptive value. Only Melville seems comparable, and even he, in “Battle Pieces,” seems (slightly) more palliative, on the political grounds of  the evil of slavery and the good of Union.
   (Whitman’s case is multiply complex, with brave affirmation offered across stark qualms). Dickinson in fact is rarely political in the sense of engaging directly in issues of public policy.  


Yet there is another sense in which Dickinson’s war writing engages with the political, and that is in the sense of the polis – of public space and the life of the community within it.  The war, that is, proposed not only an historical-metaphysical problem – where metaphysics and history intersect – but also a problem of selfhood, of the place of the self in the culture and community which surrounds it.  For, as Sacvan Bercovitch has shown, it is in the life of the community that historical experience as providential pattern unfolds.
  This was explicitly and dramatically the case for the original Puritan settlers, who conceived themselves as a federal people in covenant to God, whose fulfillment (and chastisement) would be directly revealed and experienced in the course of a divinely ordained providential history.   This American habit of regarding itself as chosen nation, beacon on the hill, whose historical events resound with cosmic and divinely ordained significance, evolved through the Colonial and Revolutionary periods, into the nineteenth century.  It then emerged with a vengeance in the ideologies, and the rhetoric, preceding and exploding in Civil War.  The course of the community, its ultimate test and ultimate vindication, comes through as a history deeply imbued with transformed religious significance.  


Dickinson is acutely conscious of this public and communal-historical dimension.  And, as with religion and religious histories, she is deeply disturbed and conflicted regarding it.  For in war, not only the status of the community and its historical course is ultimately tested; the status and claims of the individual self are equally so.  In war, above all, the self is called upon to place  life second to, or in service of, community, in the name of a greater purpose.  War is above all the time when community commands and supercedes the self, for and within larger historical ends.  At issue are not only the claims of the community, but the definitions of selfhood itself.  These topics are engaged in one of Dickinson's specific war elegies, “It feels a shame to be Alive –  / When Men so brave -- are dead” (J 444/ Fr 524), written for Frazer Stearns – who had himself written to his father, Amherst College’s president:  “How can you terrify one who can look death in the face and has made up his mind that his life is his country’s and expects it at any time?  If I can serve my country better by dying now than living I am ready to do it.”
  


The Stone – that tells defending Whom


This Spartan put away


What little of Him we – possessed


In Pawn for Liberty


The price is great -- Sublimely paid --


Do we deserve -- a Thing --


That lives -- like Dollars -- must be piled 


Before we may obtain?


Are we that wait -- sufficient worth --


That such Enormous Pearl


As life -- dissolved be -- for Us --


In Battle's -- horrid Bowl?  


It may be -- a Renown to live --


I think the Man who die --


Those unsustained -- Saviors --


Present Divinity -- 


On the one hand, Dickinson pays great tribute to individual value and sacrifice.  On the other, there is great tension between the self and the community for whom self-sacrifice is made. These variant senses of the self, and its very definition, emerge as contested, complex, under scrutiny.  The soldiers themselves are honored and even exalted, as “unsustained – Saviors” who present, and in whom is made present, divinity in this world.  Yet the soldier stands in strained relation to the community for whom his sacrifice has been made.  The structure of justification is again invoked, and again refused.  “It feels a shame to be alive,” the poem opens, “when men so brave are dead.”  And it then asks: “Are we that wait – sufficient worth.”   It is noteworthy that Dickinson here brings herself in, at least as a member of the community at war.  And, despite women’s removal from direct participation in warfare, she efffectively combines the domestic world with the public conflict in the striking image of “Battle’s – horrid bowl.”


Noteworthy as well is the measure of value in units of money – the importance of economic and indeed monetary terms.  Such economic imagery is surprisingly pervasive in Dickinson.  Here it is elaborate. The soldier is a “Pawn for Liberty,” where pawn is both a sacrificial piece in a chess game and a property ceded but not yet sold.  His sacrifice is a “price” that is “sublimely paid.”  More abrasively, the men’s lives are likened to “Dollars” in piles (a macabre reference to the piles of dead and wounded of the newly circulating war-photographs?).  Dickinson here engages the emerging ascendancy and power of money in defining value and the self in America.  


This overlay of economy, theodicy, and war is prominent in other war poems.  “He gave his Life away” describes the sacrifice of self in war as “Gigantic Sum.” This poem again concludes with a tribute to heroism and the infinite value of the transfigured individual (J 567/ Fr 530). The community, however, is in a compromised position:  ‘Tis Ours – to wince – and weep –  / And wonder – and decay.”  “Victory comes late” is less generous still.   In this poem, even if victory is achieved or granted, it comes too late for the dead who suffered for it.  One of Dickinson’s few poems in free verse, the text is an outcry for the dead, without consolation from whatever the community has gained.  Above all, it is an indictment of the divine, whose penury refuses the grace and love, care and charity inherent in the very notion of divinity:


Was God so economical?


His Table’s spread too high for Us – 


Unless we dine on tiptoe – 


Crumbs – fit such little mouths – 


Cherries – suit Robins – 


The Eagle’s Golden Breakfast strangles – Them – 


God keep His Oath to Sparrows – 


Who of little Love -- know how to starve -- (J 690 / Fr 195)

Victory, rather than enclosing the event of suffering in its redeeming pattern, remains disjoined from the experience of sacrifice.  Instead of serving as a sign of divine intention and intervention, it stands as a sign of divine denial, not only of his creatures, but of his own promised nature: a God of parsimony rather than of constant providence, who betrays, rather than rescuing, a sparrow in its fall.  The bird emblems here are suggestive.  The robin Dickinson had associated with herself as seeing “New Englandly” (J 285 / Fr 256).   Here, it is excluded from the divine, communion table; while the Eagle – perhaps the American emblem? – who is apparently served is instead strangled.   Providence becomes perverse economy. 


Economic language was, to be sure, part and parcel of the rhetoric of American religion since its Puritan foundings.  Dickinson registers this in many poems, where God appears as “Burglar, Banker” (J 49 / Fr 39); as  “Mighty Merchant” (J 621 / Fr 687) and Swindler (J 476 / Fr 711); as "Exchequer" (J 1270 / Fr 1260) and “Auctioneer of  Parting” (J 1612 / Fr 1646). "Paradise" is an "option" one can "Own in Eden" (J 1069 / Fr 1125).   The language of covenant, and the notion of heavenly reward, serves to represent spiritual matters in human language and human terms.  But, as Dickinson’s work almost mercilessly exploits, analogies are disconcertingly unstable, and can ultimately be converted in either direction, towards either term of comparison.  Money may be an image of divine things; but, divine things may conversely be reduced to money.


Money also, with accelerating power, is coming in Dickinson’s century to define the individual as well – as Thoreau, for example, laments long in Walden.  “Pawn for Liberty,” Dickinson writes with complex punning (J 444 / Fr 524).  The soldier-self as sacrifice for liberty is the Union’s ideology.  But liberty also – as is quite explicit in the original Lockean formula that underwrote Jefferson’s Declaration – means possessions.  The liberal contract in Locke’s terms pledged itself to uphold life, liberty and property – which is to say liberty as property.  Jefferson opened this Lockean term to a more multiply constituted “pursuit of happiness;” but liberty itself retains a basic sense of the individual’s right to what he owned against tyrannical attempts to take it from him without his consent; with the self itself a kind of property, proper to itself, determined by the self.
 (Here it is necessary to remark that the gender is purposely male.  Women were not accorded such liberal rights to property or the individuality it constituted, but rather were incorporated into the property of the male individual). 
 Here further tensions emerge within the liberal polity.  The self thus self-determined stands in strained relation with the community constituted by it precisely in order to protect and uphold just such individual rights and liberties.  For absolute assertion of individual interests against any communal commitment would lead to endless centripetal forces unto dissolution.  This, of course, is exactly the issue which exploded as civil war – with South and North each claiming “liberty” as, in the Southern case, each individual state’s rights to secede against the tyranny of centralized power; but in the second, Northern case, as the right to self-determination for each individual, which slavery was increasingly felt to betray.
  That defense of this Northern claim nevertheless necessitated constraining individuals to common cause was acutely grasped by Lincoln.  In a Special Session of Congress, 1861, he spoke:


And this issue embraces more than the fate of these United States. It presents to the whole family of man, the question, whether a constitutional republic, or a democracy – a government of the people, by the same people – can, or cannot, maintain its territorial integrity, against its own domestic foes.  It presents the question, whether discontented individuals, too few in numbers to control administration, according to organic law, in any case, can always . . . break up their Government, and thus practically put an end to free government upon the earth.  It forces us to ask: “Is there in all republics, this inherent, and fatal weakness?” “Must a government, of necessity, be too strong for the liberties of its own people, or too weak to maintain its own existence?

Can government maintain or grant such liberty to the individual as to fulfill its promise of self-government, yet not thereby dissolve into fractured chaos? Can the pull to each self be prevented from becoming a mere pulling apart of the community? This of course is a core question of the Gettysburg Address, where Lincoln asks whether a nation “conceived in liberty . . . can long endure.”  


Emily Dickinson’s poetry, like the Civil War itself, can be said to show the strains of these potent, intimate, and conflicting impulses and claims of American cultural life.  The poem “Robbed by Death” describes dying in war as being “Robbed by Liberty / For her Jugular Defences.” (J 971 / Fr 838).
  Here the curious, if subtle use of a legal and economic term – robbery – verges into oxymoron: liberty quintessentially involves the protection from being robbed, the assertion of self-possession and its rights at the heart of individualism.  (One more often thinks of being robbed of, not by, liberty).  It is as if Americans’ basic premises are consuming themselves, shown to be at odds within or between poems.  “I’m ceded – I’ve stopped being Theirs – (J 508 / Fr 353) turns on a political pun asserting selfhood radically against the authority of society.  In the language of secession, the poet claims the right of withdrawal and independence from normative social-religious claims.  In this defiant and solitary selfhood she takes possession of a “Crown” of Queenship as self-sovereignty.  Yet absolute selfhood can also leave the self isolated and frozen. In another poem with reference to war, "The Soul has Bandaged moments," the soul is wounded (J 512 / Fr 360).  Its movement toward some complete “Liberty” of “Escape” is fraught with danger, when the soul “dances like a Bomb,” only to plunge back into “Horror.”  


The Civil War thus emerges as stage, motive, and image for Dickinson’s deeply conflicted relationships to her cultural world, in religious, historical, as well as personal senses of the self.   The consequences for her art and its language are momentous and profound.  One poem very curiously stakes out these connections.

Step lightly on this narrow spot –

The broadest Land that grows

Is not so ample as the Breast

These Emerald Seams enclose.

Step lofty, for this name be told

As far as Cannon dwell

Or Flag subsist or Fame export

Her deathless Syllable.  (J 1183 / Fr 1227)

In this poem of homage to the war-dead, what is absent defines and dwarfs what is present. The “narrow” grave is ampler than the “broadest land,” which however takes shape through it. The hero's sacrificial death, in turn, is significantly made into a trope for poetry itself.  The image of “Seams” which enclose the hero’s burial place recalls Dickinson’s own sewn fascicles.  And this death, like poetry and art, bestows a “name” that is lofty and immortal.  “Cannon,” “Flag,” and “Fame” become mutual reflections, all gathered into the final enduring image of poetics itself as “deathless Syllable.”


This poem offers a number of arresting alignments.  The self is, on the one hand, invested with great significance.  Yet this significance is tied to, and measured by, its relation to others and the sacrifices made for them.  The value of the self emerges not simply in itself, but in terms of others.  Dickinson here situates herself at the very clash of contending impulses.  Her self, on the one hand, remains independent, even defiant, of society's claims, with a courage of judgment that is unwavering.  On the other hand, she is also skeptical of selves that are invested only in themselves, without reference, or devotion, to anything beyond the self.  She is critical, that is, of both social authority and also of absolute selfhood.  This contention ultimately informs her sense of her own vocation, of poetry and of herself as poet; as can be seen in one text with arresting conjunctions with her war poetry:

The Martyr Poets – did not tell – 

But wrought their Pang in syllable –

That when their mortal name be numb – 

Their mortal fate – encourage Some – 

The Martyr Painters – never spoke – 

Bequeathing – rather – to their Work –

That when their conscious fingers cease – 

Some seek in Art – the Art of Peace –  (J 544 / Fr 665)


The poet here, like the heroes in many Dickinson war-elegies, is a sacrificial figure.  As in many war poems, the self is at once granted enormous value, and yet a value that emerges in self-effacement – indeed, in martyrdom, as witness to others at the cost of the self.  Here Dickinson verges towards – or at least seems to border on – gendered senses of selfhood as self-denial.  Indeed, the self in this poem is deeply strained, as is the poem’s poetic, stretching  tensely between declaring and denying its own poetic venture.  Here are poets who do not tell, painters who do not speak.  The self is at once affirmed and negated, with a painfully high cost to the self in both its assertion and renunciation – a strain Dickinson dramatically enacted in her own refusals to publish, even while circulating and preserving her poems in letters and fascicles.
 There is a terrible burden in these denials, a severe disjunction from the audience the poem yet yearningly addresses.  Yet, for all Dickinson’s solitude and self-veiling, the poem is placed resolutely in a place of exchange, addressing and bequeathing to others. Even the immortality of poetic fame remains grounded in the limited mortal self, in an art undertaken in service to others: to “encourage Some,” to bequeath “their Work.”      


This poem does not speak of war, but rather of peace: which emerges as a strange trope for, or strangely implicating art.  It seems a kind of space standing beyond the turmoil of the historical world, yet also in close relation to it.
  As an “Art of Peace,” poetry does not escape suffering, but rather renders it “in syllable.”  Here a certain relation between art and war, between language and rupture, becomes suggested.  At issue is the strained and extraordinarily disrupted textuality of Dickinson’s poetry, which, as in “The Martyr Poets,” so often stretches between utterance and revocation, assertion and denial, claim and disclaimer, in ways that penetrate every poetic element and indeed basic linguistic structure such as grammar and punctuation.  These textual ruptures, I would venture, suggest a final implication of Dickinson’s war poetry.  Many have been struck by Dickinson’s apparent modernity; by how her strained and difficult forms – at once contained within and yet strenuously recasting hymnal meters and modes – seem to foreshadow the radical experimentation of twentieth century poetics.
  This homology seems to me rooted in the ways Dickinson’s work represents an intersection between historical, metaphysical, and aesthetic forces when these are under extraordinary pressure, and specifically when longstanding, traditional assumptions regarding the basic frameworks for interpreting the world are challenged to the point of breakage.   Dickinson’s work is among the first directly to register the effects on poetic language of such breakdown.  Articulate language depends on, even as it expresses and projects, the ability to conceive reality as coherent and meaningful.  Dickinson, like Nietzsche and increasing numbers of poets and writers from the late nineteenth into the twentieth century, makes this power of language to assert order, and this vulnerability to disorder, central to her aesthetic.  As one critic writes of Gerard Manley Hopkins, when reality and paradigms for interpreting it seem secure, “language need not carry a very heavy burden.  The greater encompassing harmony is preestablished, as it were.  Call this harmony into question. . . and the burden on language immediately becomes greater.  It has to exert itself to hold things together.”
  Such “splitting apart of the communion” between paradigm and world, metaphysics and history, marks modern experience.
  It deeply penetrates Emily Dickinson’s poetic language, where disjunction penetrates grammar and line, word and image, often setting each against the other in strained and contested utterance.  The breaking apart of metaphysical confidence and model, as interpretive framework for explosive historical events, and in conditions of radically changing senses of society and self: all these come together in the exquisite, painful, and proleptic register of Dickinson’s language and poetics.


This certainly was the impression of one of the twentieth century’s most radical experimental poets, Paul Celan.  Celan, a Jewish, German-speaking Holocaust poet, is removed from Dickinson in place, religion, gender, and historical moment.  Nevertheless, he deeply recognized himself in her, as attested by his translations of her work.  His renderings propose and disclose the mutual implication and dependence of metaphysical, historical, and linguistic experience projected in her work.  For Dickinson, the Civil War raised problems not unlike those

Theodore Adorno ascribes to the Second World War: “Our metaphysical faculty is paralyzed because actual events have shattered the basis on which speculative metaphysical thought could be reconciled with experience.”
  What Dickinson’s work reveals and dramatizes are the consequences of such paralysis and assault on the very structure and language of poetry.


Emily Dickinson’s texts are battlefields between contesting claims of self and community, private and public interest, event and design, metaphysics and history, with each asserted, often against the other.  The contest finally penetrates the very construction of her poems, in their contentious image systems, their ambivalent and conflicting stances, their complicating grammar and strained, often disjunctive language.  And it penetrates into her sense of herself as poet, her role and vocation, and the very possibility of expression.  Sequestered in her home, refusing to publish, bounded by gender roles that conventionally forbade her a direct representative or public position (although also under contest during her period), Dickinson nevertheless not only explores her world in her work, but also addresses it.  Dickinson’s poems of war are never poems only about a specific historical event.  They always reach into figural spaces beyond any immediate referent.  At the same time, to deny them historical reference is to deny them, and to deny her, that representative status of speaking to and for others in a mere poetic of isolation.  In the context of war, her poetry emerges as scenes not only of personal conflict, but also confronting the most imperative concerns of her – and our – culture, in a poetics of contest and strain and concealment, but also of address and courage and revelation.
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