2 ED Reclusion 

Emily Dickinson: Reclusion Against Itself

                                                                         Renunciation – is the Choosing

                                                                         Against Itself –   (J 745)                                                                              


Emily Dickinson's reclusion, the riveting central (non) -event of her life, is so obtrusive as to block even itself from view.   In her, reclusion verges on occlusion, both with regard to its causes and, more problematically, with regard to the meaning in Dickinson of reclusion itself.  Early accounts assume some romantic crash, for which there has however been essentially no evidence.  Nor would mere broken-heartedness, whether hetero- or homosexual, go very far in accounting for the literature Dickinson wrote.  Dickinson's reclusion, as represented in her work, must instead be seen both in terms of traditions of withdrawal from the world and in resistance to them.  Indeed, in many ways reclusion in Dickinson represents a new, quite original stance, in critical relation rather than containment within the meanings of reclusion that come before her.  Dickinson's reclusion marks a shift, both subtle and extreme, in the history of reclusion and its significance, which extends past her own retreat retrospectively to the tradition itself.  In this it suggests how any act or event and its terms may mean differently within different historical distributions.  

Dickinson's poetry provides a record of her responses to a world she found at times alluring, but of which she ultimately disapproved as deeply flawed and indeed alarming.  It is not, however, disapproval of reality that makes Dickinson's reclusion thoroughly original.  Disapproval – the sense of an imperfect world that requires some sort of radical treatment to be made to equal, or even approach, any image of perfection or redemption – had, after all, been the motive for withdrawal from the world since its earliest regimens.  But hers is not a reclusion attesting to interior superiority as a final resource of intelligibility.  Rather, Dickinson in reclusion protests and rebukes the lack of design in the external world of phenomena and events, where meaning should reside.


Born in 1830 in Amherst, Massachusetts, Dickinson seems to have passed an ordinary girlhood in a prominent town family.  At around the age of 28 in the year 1858, however, she began to display distinctive behavior: stopping going out, dressing in white, speaking to visitors from behind screens, stairwells, or other rooms; declining to address the envelopes of her correspondence, from letters to myriad condolence notes to messages to her sister-in-law next door.  And she of course began to write intensively, and also to not publish, poems which she only circulated in private letters or sewed into small fascicle booklets, found by her sister Lavinia on Dickinson's death in 1886.  That this retreat coincided with the intensifying hostilities and then outbreak of the American Civil War – as did her great outburst of poetic production – I have discussed elsewhere.
  The war's relevance here is not only, or perhaps is precisely, historical.  Dickinson's reclusion is born in reaction against a world manifesting itself as unpredictable, violent, and terrifying.  She had suspected this for some time.  Her early letters track her irreconcilable anguish over schoolfriends' deaths.  But the war, one should imagine, seemed a final and overwhelming evidence that the world indeed was a badly conducted place.  


In the history of thought, this is hardly news.  St. Augustine, for example, surveying the fall of Rome, had long since provided ample terms for suspecting the City of Man.  This displayed itself as at best a scene of trial, at worst a punishment which, if properly regarded, could act also as purgation.  Following the paths laid out before him – by Plato (in his worst moods) and Neoplatonists, notably Plotinus, where the cosmos itself becomes a pathway of introspection; and, in Christian contexts such as the Desert Fathers, St. Augustine turned inward and upward – inward as upward -- toward the City of God.  As he writes in the Confessions , "you were more inward than the most inward place of my heart and loftier than the highest above me." 
    Although the metaphysical world was no longer to be pursued, as in Plotinus, by way of emanation first downward and then ascending, but rather by grace; the Augustinian direction is nonetheless clearly outlined as a detachment from the exterior world for an inward one acting as sign, ladder, image and participation in the world above the flesh.
  Conducted with greater or lesser distaste, greater or lesser suspicion, greater or lesser regret, detachment from the world pledged itself to an inner spirituality facing heavenwards and entering, in more or less orthodox fashion (with degrees of unification and deification being one of the great portals into heresy, as it was for Meister Eckhart and Jacob Boehme) into a higher and better world than this one of matter, time, change and multiplicity.


This is a tradition Dickinson breaks with and breaks open.  Such interior, spiritual ascents and exits are not the directions, claims nor map of Dickisnon's reclusion, despite specific poems and efforts to read her in such terms.  Hers is not withdrawal from the world to an interiority detached from it as its antidote, or at least in promise of one in a different realm.  In continuity with the Platonist and Christian traditions of reclusion, Dickinson too sees the phenomenal world as wanting.  Yet her reaction to it is not the traditional one.  She does not accept, or seek, an interior realm as resolution or sign or path or promise of redemption.  Indeed, she is critical of the entire dualist skeleton of the world as a temporal materiality separated, in an unbridgeable and shrill manner, from unchanging, incorporeal essence, spirit, and truth.  Her retreat does not fulfill, but rather condemns this division and its consequent abandonment of this world for one removed from it, facing away from time to an escapist eternity.  Certainly she sees the flaws of the world, which appears to her as a scene with potential, but as frighteningly ill-managed.  But this does not move her to substitute for it a bifurcated experience which renounces external events and terms.  Instead it fills her with rage at having to retreat from a world so compromised.  Her stance is one of frustration and blame, not least at a divine power Who could, she is sure, have established creation in a more just, more harmonious, less violent and lethal manner.  What she would like is not a splitting apart of the quicksand phenomenal world for a stable mountain of eternity, signaled by inner spirituality.  Rather she wishes an integrated experience in the reality she knows: of both fact and meaning, body and spirit, phenomena and – indeed as – intelligibility.  

Her retreat, then, is not the renunciation of a lesser realm for a higher one, the physical for the spiritual – or for the aesthetic for that matter.  Art is not for Dickinson a separate and self-constituting realm, redemptive within its own terms.  It does not, on the whole, provide for her a secure enclosure or represent one.  Rather it becomes the scene of Dickinson's anguished and angry recognition of the chaotic reality in which she dwells.  This is a world in which, as Nietzsche was soon after loudly to proclaim, no intelligible principle can be detected.  Yet the failure of intelligibility does not lead her, as it does him, to dismiss its possibility and seek some immanent force to take its place as he does with the Will to Power.  Nor is her position like his straight condemnation of the category of eternity itself.  Dickinson's central problem is not the notion of a world of immortality and divine values as such, but rather, its location.  What infuriates, terrifies, and frustrates her is the lack of stability and security, justice and redemptive love within the world she knows.  Dickinson recluses herself, therefore, not in hope of a redemptive experience, located experientially, penitentially, and in promise as an inner state reflecting and participating in a spiritual one that transcends the world around her.  Hers rather is closer to despair – or rather, to defiance at the world that makes such retreat necessary.  There is defiant defense: to protect herself as much as possible from the grave disorder which surrounds her.  And there is defiant attack: to protest, to pummel, to punish nature and nature's God for the at once seductive yet ultimately betraying reality for which he remains responsible.  God remains a central figure in Dickinson, as both protagonist and antagonist, infuriatingly unwilling or unable fully to take His proper role.  In her verse, Dickinson addresses God – repeatedly – in longing and yearning that He prove to be Who and What is always said of Him; and in disappointment and distress that this seems mere rumor, contradicted by the chaos that does, yes, attest a Cause.  Hers is an argument from design where however the design defaults, leaving her furious at the Designer.  In terms of the tradition, Dickinson's is not St. John of the Cross's Dark Night of the soul doubting its own worthiness.  Nor is hers T.S.Eliot's Dark Night doubting the reality of God, to be healed with renewed vision.  Dickinson does not doubt God's existence.  She instead questions His Ways, which seem to her unjustifiable.  She brings to the fore the wedded plight between theodicy and mysticism, where retreat into spirit is offered as antidote to the world's suffering.   Dickinson in contrast rejects a solution to the world's disorder that is removed from it.  Such a strategy seems to her either a category mistake – an answer that fails to address the problem; or frank betrayal of the promise to which divine care, love, and design pledges itself.  

This is not to say that Dickinson has no qualms.  Her verses zigzag between efforts to find her place within traditions of reclusion; and her dogged and steadfast refusal to do so, for this would gainsay her own experience of the world and what would be required to make it make sense.  Splitting off inner from outer, spiritual meaning from concrete world of history, is to her ultimately a manifestation of the problem of disorder and not its solution.  There are moments when Dickinson attempts this traditional solution, casting her own reclusion in its pattern.  This tradition she knew first hand at the very least through Thomas a Kempis's The Imitation of Christ, her 1857 copy of which is in Harvard's Houghton Library.  However, against Richard Sewall's view that Dickinson found in it a positive model for "renouncing the world, bearing the burden, shouldering the Cross – that is, the simple, stern life of the dedicated religious," Dickinson's relation is complex and critical.
  Poems such as the one Sewall cites – "To put this World down, like a Bundle .  .  . Trodden with straight renunciation" (J 527) may reflect a mood, or explore one, or register a response to or commentary on Kempis itself.  What Thomas a Kempis offers is a severe and uncompromising opposition between this world and the next, with reclusion a living in this world as if already dead to it.   As he writes in the first chapter, "this is supreme wisdom – to despise the world, and draw daily nearer the kingdom of heaven."  Or again: Those "who strove to follow in the footsteps of Christ . . . hated their lives in this world, that they might keep them to life eternal." The Spirit "speaks within them," teaching "to despise earthly things and to love heavenly; to forsake this world, and to long for heaven." Or again, "Learn now to die to the world, that you may begin to live with Christ.  Learn now to despise all earthly things, that you may go freely to Christ."
  Just so Dickinson writes:

Through the strait pass of suffering 

The Martyrs – even – trod

Their feet – upon Temptation –

Their faces – upon God –  (J 792)

The feet stand in the world as temptation, but the face turns away from and in opposition against the world, to God.

For Dickinson does grasp Kempis's vision of the world as "swiftly passing away," where "all things are transitory, all things are passing, and yourself with them."  Hence Kempis urges "that you do not cling to them, lest you become entangled and perish with them."
  Indeed, the alternatives to religion can seem to her no less unsatisfactory, even terrifying.  The world without God is fearful.  This too is reflected in her reclusion.  And yet, neither can she abandon her sense of a world gone awry.  This leads her once more to disputation, dismay, and often disguised assault.  Even poems where she does attempt a retreat into and as traditional inward devotion mostly conceal pitfalls: 

The Soul should always stand ajar

That if the Heaven inquire

He will not be obliged to wait

Or shy of troubling Her

Depart, before the Host have slid

The Bolt unto the Door –

To search for the accomplished Guest

Her Visitor, no more –    (J 1055)

"Desire to be familiar only with God and his angels," Kempis wrote, "and do not seek the acquaintance of men.;" "The further the soul withdraws from all the tumult of the world, the nearer she draws to her Maker.  For God with His holy angels will draw near to him who withdraws himself from his friends and acquaintances."
  This poem opens in apparent agreement, as if embracing the inner sanctum.  Reclused at home, the Soul stands ever ready for divine visitation.  As so often in Dickinson, however, the grammar of declaration proves delusive.  This poem is written under the sign of the conditional: "That if the Heaven inquire" (does "That" point to and underscore "if")?  Moreover, although the Soul may be dedicated in her waiting, the compliment is not returned by the "accomplished Guest."  He in fact, even if he were to come calling, would not wait.  "Before the Host have slid / The Bolt" the divine Visitor is gone.


There is as well a shift in person that has for Dickinson large resonance.  The "Soul" is gendered female; but her role as "Host" is gendered male.  Indeed, the line "He will not be obliged to wait" is itself ambiguous, as to whether it is the Soul or Heaven who is left waiting.  Another reclusion poem intensifies this gender ambiguity:

The Soul that hath a Guest

Doth seldom go abroad –

Diviner Crowd at Home –

Obliterate the need –

And Courtesy forbid

A Host's departure when

Upon Himself be visiting

The Emperor of Men –  (J 674)   

Here the Soul awaits at home as anyone hosting a "Guest" would do.  "Diviner Crowd" is ambiguous.  It could describe a wonderful group of visitors, or one properly divine, as is suggested in the last line's "The Emperor of Men."  Yet the transition from stanza to stanza, although taking the form of analogical argument, is in fact hypothetical and conditional.  The first stanza spells out the etiquette of hosting, not the actuality; while the second stanza is again under the sign of conditionality, in the trickier form of "when" which however is here equivalent to if.  Finally, the Soul is clearly marked as male in gender: as Host "Himself."  

Dickinson's work offers a rich field of investigation into the implications of gender in projecting relationships with God.  "The Emperor of Men" is obviously male.  What of the Soul waiting to receive Him?  Dickinson repeatedly explores the ways in which relationship with God varies with gender.  The approach to the divine that reclusion hopes to enact works one way, Dickinson suggests, when both God and worshipper are male.  This allows a kind of identification that is not possible when the worshipper is female.  Not only grammatical identity, but social and of course sexual roles alter as images for and indeed paths of relation to God.  This of course also opens a social side to Dickinson's representations.  In a poem such as "I'm Nobody," her most endearing reclusion poem, Dickinson cannily complains that the alternative to seclusion is commercial exploitation: "Don't tell! They'd advertise – you know!" (J 288).
  Critique of American materialism, at just this time commanding the attentions of her contemporaries Emerson and Thoreau, mark many Dickinson verses in a great range of economic imagery.  The poem "What Soft – Cherubic Creatures – / These Gentlewomen are – (J 401) registers disdain for the emergent domestic lady whose Dickinson's own reclusion at once echoes and exposes.  Yet Dickinson's concerns are most pervasively metaphysical, whose terms continue to define for her any  ultimate accounts and justifications of social and historical life.  Yet gender remains a central category of her metaphysical imagination and disputes.  In a poem such as "Title Divine – is mine," Dickinson immediately moves from this claiming of divine title as her own (with no doubt a further pun on writing and her own status as poet) to the qualification: "The Wife – without the Sign!" (J 1072).  Here to be, as she goes on to say, "Empress of Calvary!" – i.e. removed from the world – is still to be associated with divinity at one remove.  "Title Divine" suggests direct claim to identity; but wife is a derived and mediated status.  Dickinson's work includes a series of "wife" poems (often with the word in quotation marks) in which the meanings of the term is contested, not only in social terms (and of course Dickinson never was one) but as these are continuous with, both reflecting and constructing, the religious history of wifehood as a particular devotion to God.  Dickinson's own consciousness of this tradition is clearly attested in "Only a Shrine:"

Only a Shrine, but Mine –

I made the Taper shine –

Madonna dim, to whom all Feet may come,

Regard a Nun –

Thou knowest every Woe –

Needless to tell thee – so–

But can'st thou do 

The Grace next to it – heal?

That looks a harder skill to us –

Still – just as easy, if it by thy Will

To thee – Grant me –

Thou knowest, though, so Why tell thee?   (J 918)

Yvor Winters famously remarked that Dickinson's plight would have been resolved if she could only have been born Catholic.
  This appeal, however, solves nothing in this text.  She acknowledges the obvious: that a woman recluse dressed in white inevitably brings to mind the figure of the Nun.  But the obvious in Dickinson tends to be obscuring.   Here she imaginarily lights her taper to the Madonna, appealing to her as mediating figure and channel of grace.  Yet here, as differently in the Host poem (J 674) where God in fact does not visit, the Madonna in fact does not answer.  Genuine healing looks instead "a harder skill," and, even if – Dickinson's ubiquitous conditional – the Madonna should so will things (assuming she exists) the poem ends not in grant or even appeal, but rather in interruption and self-silencing.
 


Most Dickinsonian approaches are to God as clearly male, although varying in her human gendering.  The erotic plays its full part, as it does in the tradition; and reclusion can be figured, as traditionally for women, as marriage.  In Dickinson, however, marriage itself is a very contested state (although poems such as "Mine by the Right of the White Election" (J 528) fulfill the traditional schema).  As a trope for reclusion, it no longer signals devotion and contact with the divine as against the world, but a sequestering from both God and world, both of which have become severely compromised.  There can still be an erotics of interplay, but less as flirtation than retaliation:

We shun it ere it comes,

Afraid of Joy,

Then sue it to delay

And lest it fly,

Beguile it more and more –

May not this be

Old Suitor Heaven,

Like our dismay at thee?   (J 1580)

A poem of ambivalence, Dickinson here offers a general structure of evasion.
  She desires yet fears desire, and especially its disappointment.  Courtship is proposed as one image for this evasive desiring – that is, courtship never consummated.  Yet the pivotal figure emerges in the end as religious.  It is God who is model courtier, and it is His opaque unavailability that grounds the disappointment as well as her own reciprocal behavior.  For God, she suspects, is Himself a Recluse.  Her reclusion thus becomes an image and enactment not of access to the divine but its impasse.  God is not forthcoming to her; and nor is she to him.  Withdrawal becomes withholding – a very strange rendering of divine reflection, not as love but as its betrayal or failure.

One of Dickinson's complaints, then, is that the promise of spirituality is not fulfilled.  Reclusion is then defensive measure.  As she writes succinctly, "The Missing All – prevented Me / From missing minor Things" (J 985).  But it is also aggressive, a site from which to launch her indignation at the failure of redemptive promise.  This is a failure not only of redemption to take place, but of its very structure and nature.  Dickinson is angry not only because the promised redemption is not forthcoming, but because it is faulty.  This is the sense of her earliest letters during which she examines her own resistance to conversion in what was the height of the Second Great Awakening.  First there, and subsequently through her correspondence, she feels stark opposition between the worlds as a harsh and unjust choice.  "I have perfect confidence in God and his promises, and yet I know not why, I feel that the world holds a predominant place in my affections" (L 13) she writes in one early letter.  Later she writes: "I wonder often how the love of Christ is done – when that below holds so" (L 262).  Later still she is still bolder: "Is God love's Adversary?" (L 792).  Thomas a Kempis might warn to "Keep yourself free from all worldly entanglement . . . the soul that loves God regards as worthless all things other than God."
 Dickinson can counter:

The worthlessness of Earthly things

The Ditty is that Nature Sings –

And then – enforces their delight

Till Synods are inordinate – (J 1373).

The concluding clever pun against ordination turns this warning of worthlessness into a contrary endorsement of nature's delights.  Similarly art, in the form of music, is "Earth's corroboration," summoning us "to something upper wooing us / But not to our Creator" (J 1480).  


As to those aspects of the world that she did indeed find unacceptable,  metaphysical constructions of another world seems to her to fail to address them.  Her work affords many poems of metaphysical critique.  "Their Height in Heaven comforts not," she writes in one poem; 

Their Glory – nought to me –

'Twas best imperfect – as it was –

I'm finite – I can't see  (J 696)

From her finite position, she cannot "see" the "Glory" of heavenly reward which therefore "comforts not."  For her, the "imperfect" is best, the world she inhabits – or would be, if it only weren't so subject to change, time, and death.  The only eternal power of which she has direct evidence is that of death itself: 

"Thou only camest to mankind / To rend it with Good night – (J 1552).  This is a God who gives only to "take away The Loved" (J 882).  Her prayers then take strange turns.  

Some Wretched creature, savior take

Who would exult to die

And leave for thy sweet mercy's sake

Another Hour to me   (J 111)

Heaven emerges not as salvation, but as competitor that drains meaning from our world but fails to provide any satisfactory other:

No Other can reduce

Our mortal Consequence

Like the Remembering it be nought

A Period from hence

But Contemplation for

Contemporaneous Nought

Our Single Competition

Jehovah's Estimate.    (J 982)

The perspective of the other world reduces this one to nought.  But this, far from elevating our experience and endowing it with value, serves instead, as Nietzsche insisted, to empty it, yet without providing a viable and accessible substitute.  Seeking to contemplate her own "Contemporaneous" experience from divine perspective as nought, she instead comes to the view that this is in practice "Jehovah's Estimate" in competition against her own.   But what God offers is irrelevant and ultimately only reductive, not redemptive, of earthly life:  

When we have ceased to care

The Gift is given

For which we gave the Earth

And mortgaged Heaven

But so declined in worth

'Tis ignominy now

To look upon – (J 1706)

This world, as a price to pay (and Dickinson's uses of economic imagery are especially acerbic) is a swindle.  And to have to give up the earth as mortgage to heaven finally reduces the value of heaven itself.


And yet, for Dickinson, neither is this world alone enough.  Without Eternity "not any Face cohere – Unless concealed in thee" (J 1499).   Death without recourse renders all around us "The spectre of solidities / Whose substances are sand" (J 1107).  "Without this – there is nought," she writes; and although in the poem it is never clear whether "this" refers to this world or the next one, the poem argues that neither can be complete without the other.  "I could not care to – gain / A lesser than the Whole."  And yet, they remain mutually exclusive. In the end she can only "wish[ ] a way might be / My Heart to subdivide" (J 655).
  


It is this image of division that perhaps more than any other governs Dickinson's figures of reclusion:

Renunciation – is a piercing Virtue –

The letting go

A Presence for an Expectation –

Not now –

The putting out of Eyes –

Just Sunrise –

Lest Day –

Day's Great Progenitor –

Outvie

Renunciation – is the Choosing

Against itself—

Itself to justify

Unto itself –

When larger function –

Make that appear –

Smaller – that Covered Vision – Here – (J 745)

The most remarkable thing about this poem is the way it seems almost a creedal declaration and definition of reclusion, but proves to be utterly conflicted, retractive, and torn in its stances toward renunciation and what this does and does not obtain.  Especially confusing are the terms of measure.  The first stanza follows tradition in proposing blindness to the external world as the price to pay for spiritual vision.  As Thomas a Kempis writes, "Strive to withdraw your heart from the love of visible things, and direct your affections to things invisible."  Invisibility in turn is sign of interiority.  The saints "cling to God in their innermost hearts."  "The Kingdom of God is within you," therefore "forsake this sorry world, .  .  .learn to turn from worldly things and give yourself to spiritual things, and you will see the Kingdom of God come within you."  For "Blessed are the eyes that are closed to outward things but areopen to inward things."
  So Dickinson too enjoins "The letting go" of immediate, presumably concrete "Presence" as lesser, for the sake of the "Expectation" of an invisible but greater and better world, and as proleptic participation in it.  "The putting out of Eyes" will block out the visible "Day" of the external world, lest it "outvie" the interior vision of "Day's Great Progenitor." 


That this act of renunciation and reclusion is painful, requiring sacrifice and severing from attachments and hence is a "Choosing against itself" is not an argument against renunciation but a defining element of it.  It is to "count all earthly things as dung," in Kempis's words, and "renounce his own will for the will of God." 
  Less clear as the poem proceeds is what in the end has been gained.  "Larger" and "Smaller" are in a sense the central terms of renunciation as exactly the paradoxical exchange between what seems greater – the world – but is really smaller than the spiritual life which demands its sacrifice.  Yet in the second stanza they don't quite line up with the terms proposed in the first one, a confusion further confounded by unclear references for the deictic "that."   Is "larger function" the exterior world of "Day," whose lure is registered in the very threat to "outvie" its "Great Progenitor?"  This would be parallel in sequence to the earlier grammatical order.  Or is it "Day's Great Progenitor" that is "larger?"  But this might make the exterior world only "appear" smaller, as a illusion or mismeasuring.  Or again, does the "Covered Vision" refer to "Expectation," that is, what is yet to come?  But how can it then be "Here," which seems to recall the "Presence" of this world?  Above all, if everything is clear in the poem's terms of exchange, why is it so hard to tell which is which?  Renunciation is a choosing against itself in the traditional sense of the human will's self-denial in subjection to God's.  But it is also a choosing against renunciation itself, whose justifications the poem at once represents and overturns.


This sort of obfuscation generally structures Dickinson's reclusion poems.  "A Prison gets to be a friend," she declares elsewhere.  Yet, if the speaker comes to feel "a Kinsmanship" between the prison walls' "Ponderous face / And Ours," she does so at best as concession:

We learn to know the Planks

That answer to Our feet –

So miserable a sound – at first –

Nor ever now – so sweet –

What the poem does trace is every stricter and narrowing circles:

As plashing in the Pools –

When Memory was a Boy –

But a Demurer Circuit –

A Geometric Joy –

The Posture of the Key

That interrupt the Day

To Our Endeavor – Not so real

The Cheek of Liberty –

As this Phantasm Steel –

Whose features – Day and Night –

Are present to us – as Our Own –

And as escapeless – quite –

The narrow Round – the Stint –

The slow exchange of Hope –

For something passiver – Content 

Too steep for looking up –

The Liberty we knew

Avoided – like a Dream –

Too wide for any Night but Heaven –

If That – indeed – redeem – (J 652)

This poem belies "To Althea from Prison"s pledge that "Stone walls do not a prison make."  Here they do, in an elaborate reflective figure where the prison becomes a mirror of the self, whose "Phantasm Steel" reflects "features .  .  . as Our Own."  And this reflection is "escapeless."  Interiority is not free from its circumstances, but severely circumscribed by them.  And the retreat into utter selfhood becomes self-reflection as trap.  The circle imagery on the one hand rejects Emerson's, with its vision of ever expanding selfhood, each version outstripping and in fact abandoning the one before.   Here there is contraction, not expansion.  The self itself proves a narrow circle indeed.  On the other hand (or is it the same one?) the poem goes against the circle imagery of tradition, where, from Plotinus through Dionysius, from Augustine through Thomas a Kempis, the journey upward is one of interior contraction.  Yet here interiority remains, or rather increasingly becomes, a "Demurer circuit," more constrictive from an earlier freedom imaged "As plashing in the Pools – /  When Memory was a Boy."  Is boyhood an image meant to oppose girlhood?  Is Dickinson's prison her female body?  In any case, its space contracts rather than expands through time, a "narrow Round."  Interiority is not larger, but smaller.

The poem's ending with "Liberty" points Dickinson's reclusion poems in yet a further direction.  One way the question of reclusion recurs through philosophical history is as a debate between the active and the contemplative life.  Beginning in Plato's cave with the philosopher's reluctance to return from sunlight to shadows; and formulated explicitly in Aristotle's Nichomachean Ethics Book X, the problem of what constitutes the good life is torn between exclusive theoretical contemplation as fulfilling the most distinctive and hence highest human faculty, reason; as against a more inclusive notion of happiness that would admit a variety of aspects of the person, including public participation.
  Dickinson seems extreme in her choice of the second, interior, contemplative model.  But in her, interiority becomes a prison, not a liberation.   A promised conversion of interiority to expansion is not accomplished.  This poem thus concludes with profound misgiving.  Rather than offering blissful contemplation of an inner world, the speaker seems to bear witness to a problematic outer one.  The poem, written in 1862, concludes with "Liberty" – an absolutely pivotal term around which the Civil War itself revolved, defined in contrasting ways in South and North: liberty to own slaves, as against their claim to freedom.
  In the poem, the still personified "Cheek of Liberty" seems "Not so real" as the prison's reflective "Phantasm Steel."  Indeed, in the last stanza, liberty itself seems threatening – a motive for retreat into the prison in the first place.  For, if unbounded, it is "Too wide for any Night but Heaven."  Here extent becomes overwhelming, formless, without direction, and hence needing rescue by Heaven.  Yet Heaven in turn is figured ominously as "Night."  In its opposition to the world, it is moreover experienced as imprisonment.  In this withdrawn state the poet remains uncertain of future redemption, and unredeemed in the present, in its so high cost: a "slow exchange of Hope / For something passiver."  Content here is indistinguishable from resignation or despair.  The appeal to Heaven is so costly in its requirements that it consumes the very promise of redemption it is meant to invoke.  

Dickinson's perhaps most exuberant reclusion poem is:

I Dwell in Possibility –

A fairer House than Prose –

More numerous of Windows –

Superior – for Doors –

Of Chambers as the Cedars –

Impregnable of Eye –

And for an Everlasting Roof

The Gambrels of the Sky –

Of Visitors – the fairest –

For Occupation – This –

The spreading wide my narrow Hands

To gather Paradise –   (J 657)

Here we find a reshuffling of terms.  Religious reclusion seems pretty thoroughly exchanged for an aesthetic one.
 "Possibility" becomes, in contrast against "Prose," a figure for poetry.  And, as against "Expectation" in the "Renunciation" poem, even though possibility by definition is not immediately possessed, yet here its promise and expansion penetrates immediate experience as present delight: as she goes on to say, "Of Visitors – the fairest."  Yet the aesthetic experience, in displacing the religious one, incorporates its terms.  The second stanza alludes to "Cedars," the pillars of the Jerusalem Temple, and claims an "Everlasting Roof," suggesting not only a church but the afterworld itself.   The third stanza's "Visitors" similarly seem to displace or incorporate divine visitation, as for example the "Diviner Crowd" of "The Soul that stands Ajar."  This time, the waiting was not vain.  As to "Occupation," might this suggest the Protestant notion of calling, in which worldly work acquires, under God, religious meaning, thus healing the breach between active and contemplative and repudiating the monastic, reclusive tradition as posing interiority diametrically against exterior pursuits?  As another poem attests, "The Province of the Saved / Should be the Art – To save" (J 539).  Thus, in act or "Art," it becomes possible for "narrow Hands / To gather Paradise."


It is interesting nonetheless to note that the imagery of the poem affirms, or at least adopts reclusion.  The poet is still situated in a "House," where she remains.  This house figuration structures the exterior world.  Even the "Sky" is represented as "Gambrels," a feature of New England roofing.  And the Cedar "Chambers" remain "Impregnable of Eye."  Does imagination, like spirit, belong to the invisible and not visible world?  "Paradise" itself, whether aesthetic or religious or some other emotional state, is still received, and framed if not measured by "narrow Hands."  Hands, as a trope for writing, reaffirms the poems opening poetic gesture.  Reclusion then becomes an image for a human condition that, even without renouncing its possible domains, remains inevitably limited.  Yet this limitation may attest various kinds of possibility, ones that are not essentially mutually contradictory, requiring the exchange or radical sacrifice or even conversion of one to obtain the other.  In another poem situated in the home, Dickinson writes that "Some keep the Sabbath going to Church, / I keep it by staying at Home," where "Instead of going to Heaven at last / I'm going there all along."  Or again, in a rehandling of the imagery of guest and host, Dickinson writes: "The Infinite a sudden Guest / Has been assumed to be -- / But how can that stupendous come / Which never went away?" (J 1309).  The human world, like the home here, can become an image for greater domains, rather than the price paid for them.  Here continuity between worlds, between experience and meaning, seems possible, as against the discontinuity of the reclusive tradition demanding either world or God.


These indeed may be a Dickinsonian resolution, worked through the very image of reclusion which is so often the scene of tremendous conflict.  Dickinson’s experience remains on the whole, however, one of discontinuity, rupture, antithesis and counterclaim between historical and metaphysical realms – conflicts which she internalizes in her life and work.  Reclusion remains a piercing venture: torn by self-division, by mutually exclusive and hence agonizing choices, in conflictual imagery and complex accusation:

I took my Power in my Hand

And went against the World

'Twas not so much as David had

But I was twice as bold—

I aimed my Pebble – but Myself

Was all the one that fell –

Was it Goliah – was too large –

Or was myself – too small?  (J 540)


This poem restages persistent terms: large and small; religious reference, here in the form – as recurs often in Dickinson – of biblical commentary; questions of gender, of problems in transfer of authority across gendered lines.  "Hand" may again evoke writing.  Moreover, her taking power in her hand may contest norms of her period in which women were assigned to domestic and not public spaces.  In one sense reclusion is simply another name for the nineteenth-century cult of domesticity.  Yet, in this and indeed in any case, her "Power" is directed "against the World," an opposition and alienation that bespeaks a displacement from or within the realms around her.   David, as male both in acting person and as authorized by God, can hardly serve to authorize her.  Biblical hero cannot be her model; nor can she represent God, nor be secure in or of His presence in her world.  Yet neither does she accept here simply occluding herself, but does go out with power in hand.  In this alienated and conflicted state, Dickinson in the end can defeat only herself.  The conflicts which divide her – female and male, this world and the next, exteriority and interiority, experience and redemption, find neither resolution nor the promise of it in her reclusion, but only reenactment.

NOTES

� Emily Dickinson: A Voice of War (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984); Poetry and Public Discourse: The Cambridge History of American Literature Vol IV, ed. Sacvan Bercovitch, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004).  The question of Dickinson's not-publishing has of course attracted much notice.  It seems clear to me that she could have published easily if she had so chosen.  Not only were there among her close acquaintance prominent publishers such as Samuel Bowles, editor of the Springfield Republican; but Helen Hunt Jackson approached and reproached her repeatedly to allow herself to publish Dickinson's poems, even anonymously.  


� For discussion see for example Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1981), pp. 37-41.


� See Etienne Gilson for the role of grace in Augustinian philosophy in The Christian Philosophy of St. Augustine (London: V. Gollancz, 1961).


� There is a second copy of 1876 in the Yale Beinecke Library, presented to Dickinson by Susan Gilbert Dickinson for Christmas; but the earlier copy, which was Sue's, was shared between them.  See Richard Sewall, The Life of Emily Dickinson Vol. II, (NY: Farrar Straus and Giroux, 1974), p. 688, 692.


�  Thomas a Kempis, The Imitation of Christ, (NY: Penguin, 1979), pp. 28, 46 (citing John xii, 25), 97, 59.


�  A Kempis, pp. 28, 68.


�  A Kempis, pp. 35, 52.


�  The poem continues: "How dreary to be Somebody / How public – like a Frog."


� Yvor Winters makes this cranky remark in In Defense of Reason (NY: The Swallow Press, 1947).


� Cf.  Mine to supplicate Madonna—


 If Madonna be


Could behold so far a Creature –


Christ – omitted – Me – (J 648)


� Joanne Fieht Diehl offers a fine discussion of ambivalence in this poem in her Dickinson and the Romantic Imagination (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), p. 19. Ambivalence in fact is widely and well discussed in Dickinson criticism, as in for example Suzanne Juhasz, "Reading Dickinson Doubly" Women's Studies 1989 212-221.


�  A Kempis, p. 73.  The early letters in particular can be lively, as for example L 30:  "The path of duty looks very ugly indeed, and the place where I want to go more amiable. . . it is so much easier to do wrong than right, so much pleasanter to be evil than good, I wonder that good angels weep, and bad ones sing songs."  I should resist mentioning, but can't, that these Dickinson letters appeared recently in a circular warning students against irreverent literature.


� For a fuller discussion of Dickinson's metaphysical critique and its dilemmas, see Wolosky, "Metaphysical Revolt" in Emily Dickinson: A Voice of War  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984).


�  A Kempis, pp. 28, 67, 91.


�  A Kempis, p. 32.


� William Ross Hardie offers an extensive discussion of Aristotle's division between active and contemplative happiness in Aristotle's Ethical Theories, (Oxford: the Clarendon Press, 1968). See also Anthony Kenny, The Aristotelian Ethics, (Oxford: the Clarendon Press, 1978).


� The central meanings of liberty are discussed in, for example, James McPherson's Battle Cry of Freedom (NY: Oxford University Press, 1988).  For its uses in Dickinson, see Cristanne Miller, "Pondering 'Liberty'" Emily Dickinson and the Civil War," American Vistas and Beyond ed. Marietta Messmer and Josef Raab (Trier, Germany: Wissenschaftlicher Verlag, 2002); and Wolosky, "Public and Private in Dickinson's War Poetry," A Historical Guide to Emily Dickinson, ed. Vivian Pollak, (NY: Oxford University Press, 2004), 103-132.


� Just as a footnote one might point out that a Kempis speaks of the "vanity to love things that so swiftly pass away, and not to hasten onwards to that place where everlasting joy abides" (28); and urges to "Commune with your own heart, and in your chamber, and be still," citing Ps iv.4; Isa. xxvi, 20).





