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On 15 April 1862, Emily Dickinson began the sporadic

Decument .
correspondence with Colonel Thomas Wentworth Higginson
that would continue until her death in 1886. The relation-
ship that began with her query, "Are you too deeply occupied
to say if my verse is alive?"l has long been of interest
to Dickinson scholars. Miss Dickinson had been drawn to

write to Higginson after reading his article "Letter to a

Young Contributor" in the April 1862 Atlantic Monthly.

In her first letter fo Colonel Higginson, she enclosed a

sample of four of her poems (including '"Safe in their

" Alabaster Chambers,' "I'll tell you how the Sun rose,"

"The nearest Dream recedes unrealized," and "We play at

Paste' for his perusal. Thus, Higginson was given the

opportunity to provide Emily Dickinson with critical

guidance. She put it to him directly in her letter to him

of 7 June 1862: 'But will you be my preceptor, Mr. Higginson?"2
Higginson seems to have accepted Emily Dickinson's offer,

at least from the standpoint that he aﬁswered her letters

and apparently attempted to give her advice. Their relation-

ship was not to be one of teacher-pupil in an exact sense,

however. Higginson perhaps never came to terms with Emily

Dickinson, either as an artist or as a person. Nevertheless,

their éorrespondenee provides useful insights. The poems

enclosed to Higginson in Dickinson's letters provide part of

the evidence as to why he remained somewhat mystified over

her work all of his life.



The purpose of this study is to analyze the poems for
the forms and content that possibly bewildered Higginson
enough to have prevented the flowering of a mutually satisfy-
ing friendship on a literary basis. Certainly, Emily
Dickinson seems to have begun the correspondence with a
definite purpose in mind; she was apparently ready to seek
guidance on a purely professional level for the first time.
Thus, Colonel Higginson was placed in a unique position
in relation to Emilleickinson. As Richard Sewall points
out: '"What is especially important about the poems sent
in these first letters to Higginson is Emily's singleness
of purpose in sending them. Many of the poems to [Samuel]
Bowles carried personal as well as professional messages;-
the first poems sent to Higginson are samples of her work,
presumably chosen to show its variety and range and something,
as in the short poems, of its purpose and method."3

A problem arises in the studying of the entire group
of poems Emily Dickinson sent to Higginson in that she sent
him a large number of poems which were included within the
body of her letters. Many of these poems have been published
as well as those which she sent to Higginson as enclosures
(on separate paper folded in with the prose text of her
letters) . This study, however, will focus exclusively on
those poems sent to Higginson as separate enclosures. This
choice can be defended for several reasons. First, an exam-
ination of all poems sent (both enclosed and in the text of

letters) to Higginson would require too lengthy an analysis



for the scope of this study. There are poems, or at least
fragments of poetry, in most of Dickinson's correspondence
to Higginson. Secondly, a number of the poems are fragments
which are qﬁite brief and occasionally integrated into the
context of the prose. (At other times Miss Dickinson sent
Higginson larger fragments, such as in a letter sent about
1863, when she includes the second stanza of '"That after
Horror--that 'twas us."u) The problem would then Be raised
as to how such fragménts should be treated. Finally, the
enclosed poems, besides being intact, were, as Sewall
pointed out, consciously crafted into a form that Emily"
Dickinson felt suitable for professional attention. Since
the enclosed poems represent Miss Dickinson's personal |
selection, they also can possibly reveal insights into her
own view of her work.

The table below provides a list of those poems sent
to Thomas Higginson by Emily Dickinson as separate enclosures--
according to the research of Thomas H. Johnson and Theodora

Ward in The Letters of Emily Dickinson. Higginson took

care to preserve Miss Dickinson's letters to him and a com-
parison of the folds of the letters and those of the text

of the poems provides a generally reliable indication of

the letters with which the enclosed poems were sent. However,
some problems about the sample remain unresolved. For example,
the folds of the letter and poems indicate the enclosures

sent on 25 April 1862 were (as noted below) '"There came a

Day at Summer's full," "Of all the Sounds despatched abroad,"



and "South Winds jostle them."s Higginson later claimed
(in 1891) that the enclosures were '"Your riches taught me
poverty' and "A bird came down the walk.'" Johnson and
Ward side with the evidence provided by the folds. Jay

Leyda in The Years and Hours of Emily Dickinson, Vol. II,

includes "A bird came down the walk'" as a possible enclosure
with the other three.6 Thus, the question as to the exact
make-up of the 25 April 1862 enclosures remains unsolved.

A second probleﬁ is encountered with the last enclosures.
According to Ward and Johnson, the enclosures of November
1880 included '"Dare you see a Soul at the ﬁhite Heat."7
Leyda suggests the poem was instead '"Mine enemy is growing
o].d."8 He is supported by Johnson in his 1955 variorum '
edition of the p-oems.9 Moreover, '"Dare you see a Soul' was
written quite early (1862) ; whereas 'Mine enemy is growing
old" was written about the time the final enclosures were
sent. The other three enclosed poems of November 1880 were
also composed at about that time, suggésting '"Mine enemy"
as the more likely choice. 1In any case, the text of the
accompanying letter indicates firmly that four poems were
enclosed. Another discrepancy remains with the November 1880

enclosures. Both Leyda in The Years and Hours of Emily

Dickinson and Ward and Johnson in the 1958 edition of the
letters cite the date as November 1880. In the 1955 edition
of the poems, Johnson suggests the date is sometime in the
summer of 1881, Therefore, the following chart can represent

only the best estimates available of the identity of the



enclosure poems and the dates on which they were written and

sent. Generally the 1958 edition of the letters compiled

by Ward and Johnson remains the major source.

other scholarly works are duly noted.

POEM

"Safe in their Alabaster
Chambers"

"I'11 tell you how the Sun rose"

"The nearest Dream recedes
unrealized"

""We play at Paste"
"South Winds jostle them'*

"There came a Day at Summer's
full"

"Of all the Sounds despatched
abroad"

"Success is counted sweetest"

"Some keep the Sabbath going to
Church"

"Of Tribulation these are they"
"Your Riches taught me poverty"
"I cannot dance upon my toes"
"Before 1 got my Eye put out”

"The Soul unto itself"

"Further in Summer than the
Birds"

""A death blow is a Life blow
to some™

'"Blazing in Gold"

NO.

216
318

319
320
86

322

321
67

324
325
299
326
327
683

1068

816
228

WRITTEN

1859
1860

1861
- 1862
1859

1861

1862
1859

1860
1861
1862
1862
1862
1862

1866

1864
1861

Variances with

SENT

15 Apr. 1862

" 183 11

1" " 11

11 " "

25 Apr. 1862

rt 14 n

i " rn

July 1862

" "
" 7
1" 1"

Aug. 1862

3] "
Feb. 1863

(possibly
Apr. 1863)

27 Jan. 1866

early 1866
9 June 1866



POEM -
"Ample make this Bed"
"To undertake is to achieve
"As imperceptibly as Grief
"The Luxury to apprehend"
"When I hoped I feared"

""Remembrance has a Rear and
Front"

"Step lightly on this narrow
spot"

"The Days that we can spare"
'"He preached upon Breadth"
"“"To disappear enhances"

"The Sea said 'Come' to the
Brook"

"Longing is like the Seed"

"Not any higher stands the Grave"
"Dominion lasts until obtained"
"Because that you are going"

"The last of Summer is delight"

"The Heart is the Capital of
the Mind"

"The Mind lives on the Heart"

"The Rat is the concisest
Tenant"

"1Faithful to the end' Amended"

"After all Birds have been invest-

igated and laid aside"

"She laid her Docile crescent
down"'

NO.
829
1070

- 1540

815
1181

1182

1183
1184
1207
1204

1210
1255
1256
1257
1260
1353

1354
1355

1356
1357

1395

1396

WRITTEN
1864
1865
1865
1864
1862

1871

1871
1871
1872
1872

1872
1872
1873
1873

1873/74
1876

1875/76
1876

1876
1876

1877

1877

SENT
9 June 1866
n 1] n

n n "

mid July 1867
Nov. 1871

" "
1" 1"

late 1872

" "

about 1873

n 1"

" "

Jan. 1874
Jan. 1876

" 2 ]

1" "

" 1"

Aug. 1877

" "



POEM NO.  WRITTEN SENT
"It sounded as if the Streets

were running" 1397 1877 Aug. 1877

"I have no Life but this" 1398 1877 1" "
YA Route of Ewvanescence" 1463 1879 Nov. 1880

"The Savior must have been" 1487 1880 " "

"Mine Enemy is growing old'** - 1509 1880 "o
(possibly
Spring of

1881)

"My country need not.change her
gown'" 1511 1880 o

*Higginson suggested the enclosures were "A bird came down
the walk'" and "Your Riches taught me poverty."

**Ward and Johnson suggest the poem was '"'Dare you see a Soul
at the White Heat."

A quick review of the list of enclosed poems confirms
that Higginson received both what were to become weli—known
and what weré to remain obscure pieces of Emily Dickinson's
work., In 1890 Higginson recalled his initial impression.

He found that '"her verses are in most cases like poetry
plucked up by the roots; we have them with earth, stones,
and dew adhering, and must accept them as they are. Wayward
and unconventional in the last degree; defiant of fonh,
measure, rhyme, and even grammar; she yet had an exacting
standard of her own, and would wait many days for a word
that satisfied.“lo
Higginson's reaction is important, for he was in an

ideal position to become Emily Dickinson's literary mentor.



He received a wide variety of Dickinson poems over a long
span of time. Yet, even after his long familiarity with
her work and his later editing of her poems, Higginson's
feeling about Emily Dickinson's poetry remained ambivalent.

Higginson admitted in his 1891 Atlantic Monthly article on

Emily Dickinson's letters that ''the impression of a wholly
new and original poetic genius was as distinct on my mind at
the first reading of these four poems as it is now, after
thirty years of furtﬁer knowledge; and with it came the
problem never yet solved, what place ought to be assigned
in literature to what is so remarkable, yet so elusive of
criticism.”l 1In the article he emphasized his comments
with an obvious reference to one of the first four poems
he had received ('"The nearest Dream recedes unrealized').
He admitted that '"the bee himself did not evade the school-
boy more than she evaded me; and even to this day I stand
somewhat bewildered, like the boy:"L2
Richard Sewall feels this very bewilderment was the
natural result of Higginson's literary orientation and
that "one of Emily Dickinson's failures of judgment was to
turn to Higginson for literary advice. She could hardly
have known from 'Letter to a Young Contributor' how deep
seated his literary conservatism was."]'3 A reading of
Higginson's article reveals some of its possible appeal
to Emily Dickinson, however. It was addressed to women as
well as men, for example. Also, Higginson stated that

"...every editor is always hungering and thirsting after



novelties."lu

To Emily Dickinson, this must have appeared
a clear invitation. Higginson goes on to urge that the
aspiring writer "be noble both in the affluence and the
economy of your diction; spare no wealth that you can put
in, and tolerate no superfluity that can be struck out...
roll your thought into one good English word. There is no
fault which seems so hopeless as commonplaceness, but it
is really easier to elevate the commonplace than to reduce

the turgid."15

Thus; Higginson's support of the wvalue of
words and the usefulness of commonplaces is not far from
the poetic practices of Emily Dickinson.

There is no way of knowing whether a warmer reception
of her work would have made a significant difference to |
Emily Dickinson as poet; but one can study the enclosure
poems for not only their diverse elements, but also with
special attention to what bewildered Higginson about them.
We have, by Higginson's own admission, a group of poems that
he had difficulty in understanding. Because of the importance
of these poems to the history of Dickinson scholarship, an
analysis of them in relation to Higginson's literary views
is worthwhile. (In this study, however, the major focus
will be on the first twenty-two enclosed poems, for reasons
that will be outlined below.)

Before turning to those poems, however, it is imperative
to obtain some idea of Higginson's opinion regarding the
necessary elements of literature in general. In an article

for the Atlantic Monthly in December 1867, Higginson suggested
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the direction in which he thought American literature
should go. He still maintained a strong emphasis on
structural forms. Higginson stated: 'As yet, the mass
of our writers seek originality in mere extermals; we think,
because we live in a new country, we are unworthy of our-
selves if we do not Americanize the grammar and spelling
book. 1In a republic, must the objective case be governed
by the verb? We shall yet learn that it is not new literary
forms we need, but oﬁly fresh inspiration, combined with
cultivated,taste."lﬁ

Higginson's reliance on conventional forms is perhaps
best characterized by one of his own poems. The traditional
meter and verse form, plus the carefully alternated rhymer
and the elevated language are all facets of Higginson's
orthodoxy:

.The Reed Immortal

(Pliny tells us that the Egyptians regarded the papyrus as
an emblem of immortality.)

I.

Reed of the stagnant waters,

Far in the Eastern lands
Rearing thy peaceful daughters

In sight of the storied sands!
Armies and fleets defying

Have swepthby that quiet spot;
But thine is the life undying,

Theirs is the tale forgot.
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1I1.
The legions of Alexander
Are scattered and gone and fled;
And the queen who ruled the commander
Over Antony, is dead;
The marching armies of Cyrus
Have vanished in earth again;
And only the frail papyrus

Still reigns o'er the sons of men.

III.
Papyrus! O réed immortal!
Survivor of all renown!
Thou heed'st not the solemm portal
Where heroes and kings go down.
The monarchs of generations
Have died into dust away;
O reed that outlived nationms,

Be our symbol of strength today!l7

Further evidence of Higginson's conservatism in literary
taste is contained in his opinion of Walt Whitman. Higginson
stated in 1867 that it was '"no discredit to Walt Whitman
that he wrote 'Leaves of Grass,' only that he did not burm
it afterwards. A poet must commonly plough in his first
crop, as the farmer does, to enrich the soil."18 Higginson's
opinion of Whitman's work was tempered mainly by his admira-
tion for '"My Captain," which was one of Whitman's most regular

and least characteristic poem-s.19
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Therefore, it was a man with a strong belief in care-
ful and conventional craftsmanship and adherence to established
forms that received Emily Dickinson's request for guidance.

It is not surprising that he was left bewildered by what he
found, as a closer look at the enclosure poems will prove.
Although an overview of those forty-five poems is intended
here, there remains the problem that they extend over a

period of approximately twenty-one years. Twenty-two of

those poems were composed between 1859 and 1866, however,

and mainly before Colonel Higginson met Emily Dickinson.

These are the works that will receive the most extensive
examination here. Interestingly, with the exception of ome
poem, from 1871 to the final enclosures of 1880, Emily
Dickinson sent Higginson poems she had only recently composed.
Before 1871, she often sent Higginson poems that were written
one or more years before they were sent. Another interesting
point is that between Higginson's receipt of the first twenty-
one enclosure poems and the second group, which were written
(with the aforementioned exception) in 1871 and thereafter,
came Higginson's first visit to Emily Dickinson on August 15,
1870.

This visit seems to have marked a turning point, coin-
cidentally'or not, in the composition dates of the poems
Higginson received from Miss Dickinson. After 1870, he no
longer received poems which Dickinson had written several
years earlier and had apparently singled out for his scrutiny;

Perhaps the visit effectively ended, once and for all, the
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hopes of both parties that Higginson could be Dickinson's
literary guide. After 1870, Emily Dickinson may have simply
enclosed current poems to Higginson‘as she would have to a
friend, rather than a teacher.

Higginson was to write in 1891 of the discomfort he
felt at that meeting. He stated: '"The impression made on
me was that of an excess of tension, and of an abnormal
life. Perhaps in time I could have got beyond that some-
what overstrained relation which not my will, but her needs,
had forced upon us."20

According to a biographer of Higginson, Tilden Edelstein,
"the visit thoroughly obliterated the possiblity created in
their correspondence of a powerful male mentor leading a

L Obviously, Higginson was uneasy

childlike woman poet."
at the meeting but it is difficult to prove that their
relationship changed markedly at that time. Sewall feels,
for example, that Higginson had ceased to be Dickinson's
true literary mentor as early as August 1862 when she sent
him "I cannot dance upon my toes." Sewall suggests that
"especially since the letter is the last one in which she
discussed at any length her verse and its technique, the
poem may be a comment, as Charles Anderson has suggested,
on Higginson's attempts to get her to write according to his
prescriptions."22

Colonel Higginson did admit that eventually he gave up
all attempt to guide Emily Dickinson though she seemed un-

willing to concede that fact. He wrote in "Emily Dickinson's
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Letters” (1891) that they ''corresponded at varying intervals,
she always keeping up that attitude of 'Scholar' and assum-
ing on my part a preceptorship whicﬁ it is almost needless
to say did not exist...I soon abandoned all attempt in the
slightest degree to guide this extraordinary nature, and
simply accepted her confidences, giving as much as I could
of what might interest her in return."?3

Higginson's first impressions are of perhaps the most
interest, which is another reason why the later enclosure
poems will not receive here the close attention of the first
twenty-two. In judging the qualities of the poems that
possibly most struck Higginson as unorthodox, technical
aspects will be looked at most carefully-—specifically-
stanza form, rhyme, grammar, mechanics, and diction.
Thematic concerns will be briefly related, but pose special

problems not found in a technical survey and therefore will

not be discussed in detail.

If Higginson's own reliance on the standard four or
eight line stanza and regular meter is an indication of his
preference in poetic form, the early samples of Miss Dickinson's
poems were not to fit those conventions. Apparently, as
Sewall suggested, Emily Dickinson intended to provide
Higginson with an indication of the variety of her work in
the first enclosures. Although she relies fairly heavily
on the 8,6,8,6 Common Meter in the enclosure poems, only

"I'1ll tell you how the Sun rose' is based on Common Meter in
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the first four poems which Higginson rwac:c—zived.zl+ '"We play
at Paste'" was arranged in two quatrains with the other three
poems, "Safe in their Alabaster Chambers,' '"The nearest
Dream recedes unrealized," and "I'll tell you how the Sun
rose'" arranged in lines of five and eight, ten and three,
and sixteen respectively. As with Common Meter, Dickinson
was to rely on the more standard quatrain arrangement much
more in later enclosures.

In the next group of enclosures, Higginson was to
receive two poems in Common Meter (the exception being '"South
Winds jostle them') and only one poem in quatrains ("There
came a Day at Summer's full'™ . As with "I'll tell you how
the Sun rose' an alternate version of "South Winds jostle
them' exists in a quatrain arrangement, causing the poem to
appear, at least, more conventional than in an arrangement
with no stanza break. If Emily Dickinson were striving for
variety or preferred, for whatever reasons, a less orthodox
ordering of the lines, it is understandable why she chose
to send a less traditional form (which, ironically, Higginson
would probably have preferred) .

Again, in the next group of enclosures, Miss Dickinson
sent '"Your Riches taught me poverty'" in an arrangement of
eight line stanzas instead of the quatrains of the manuscript

25 "Success is counted sweetest"

found in one of the packets.
is also in quatrains in the packet copy. Higginson received
the poem arranged in eleven lines with no stanza break. "Of

Tribulation these are they" and ""Some keep the Sabbath going
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to Church'" are in quatrains. 'Some keep the Sabbath' is
made up of an irregular syllable arrangement. ''Success
is counted sweetest' is in an arraﬁgement of Sevens and
Sixes, another metrical arrangement common to Emily
Dickinson.26

The next four enclosures that Higginson received,
dating from August 1862 through January 1866, show a good
deal of regularity in form. All four are arranged in
quatrains and all four are at least based on Common Meter.
She had not abandoned all variation in the enclosures,
however. A March 1866 enclosure, "A Death blow is a Life
blow to some'" consisted of one quatrain and a 9,10,8,8
syllable arrangement. '"Blazing in Gold," sent in June 1866,
also possessed an unusual syllabic form--the first stanza
being 10,8,10,8,10,9,9,8. The eight line stanza Higginson
received had been split into two quatrains for entry into
a packet in 1861l. The three poems accompanying ''Blazing
in Gold" were arranged in quatrains with "Ample make this
Bed" in a 5,5,7,5/5,5,6,5 meter. The other two poems were
in Common Meter.

"The Luxury to apprehend," which arrived in July 1868,
was in Common Meter, but, again, there was no stanza break.
The poem had been entered into a packet in 1864 in four
quatrains. 'When I hoped I feared," the last of the enclosed
poems to be written in the 1860's had been entered (with

some word changes) into a packet in 1862 in two quatrains.



Higginson received it in 1871 without a stanza break.
This poem had five syllables in each line, creating an umn-
usual chanting rhythm.

Obviously Emily Dickinson did not rely exclusively
on the hymn stanza and she seemed to offer Higginson wide-
ranging examples. of stanza form in her verse. She did
frequently use the iambic pentameter line, but Higginson
nevertheless recognized immediately the unique quality of
her poetry. He was to refer to her conception as "weird
enough for William Blake, and one can no more criticize a
faulty rhyme here and there than a defect of drawing in
one of Blake's pictures. When a thought takes one's breath
away, who cares to count the syllables?”27 Higginson, foF
one, apparently counted them, and could hardly have been
expected to readily accept all of the irregularities he
found.

Of course, it was not just stanza form in Emily
Dickinson's poetry that demonstrated irregularity. Pefhaps
an even more striking break with tradition occurred in her
use of rhyme. Brita Lindberg-Seyersted addresses herself
to the rhymes of the first four poems Higginson received
and suggests they do not vary appreciably from Dickinson's
other verse.28 Each of the four poems has at least one
exact rhyme with a variety of near rhyme. Some of the
exact rhymes are, for example, row/snow; chase/race; and
sands/hands. The approximate rhymes include noon/stone;

pearl/fool; and boy/deploys.

L/
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-fortunately, most of Higginson's letters to-Emily

Dickinson do not survive. We know from her replies to
him that he rendered some advice. Whether he suggested
she pay more attention to exact rhyme (which filled his
own poetry), we do not know. At any rate, as Lindberg-
Seyersted points out, the enclosed poems of the second
letter are more regularly rhymed. '"There came a Day at
Summer's full," and '"Of all the Sounds despatched abroad"
contain three exact rhymes, for example. It should be
noted, however, that these poems also contain a variety of
near rhyme as well.29

A survey of the first twenty-two poems sent to Higginson
reveals that all but two of the poems--""0f Tribulation these
are they" and "As imperceptibly as Grief''--contain at least
one exact rhyme. Frequently an equal number (or nearly
equal) number of approximate rhymes and exact rhymes can
be found within the poems. One factor is clear throughout
the sample, however, and that is that Emily Dickinson did
not appear to depend either more or less heavily on regular
rhyme over the span of time she wrote to Higginson than she
did when she began her correspondence with him. If the
second group of poems she sent to him reflected an attempt
to present him with more regularly rhymed verse, such
deference did not last long.

Also, where alternate versions of the poems éxist,
Dickinson did not appear to do much conscious tampering

with the rhymes in revising her verse. The worksheets
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which survive show her grappling for the proper word or
phrase, but not apparently for the sake of regularizing
rhyme. Lindberg-Seyersted suggests fhat perhaps Higginson
may have suggested that Dickinson drop all rhyme since

she could not apparently manage complete regularity.30

In his 1891 Atlantic Monthly essay, Higginson does seem

to show some lingering chagrin over her rhyming practices.
He noted that "here was already manifest that defiance of
form, though never careless, and never precisely from whim
that marked her. The slightest change in the order of
words--thus, '"While yet at school a girl; [he refers here
to 'Your Riches taught me poverty,' sent ﬁn July 1862]
would have given her a rhyme for this last line; but no;
she was intent upon her thought, and it would not have
satisfied her to make the change.”Bl

A third technical area of interest in examining the
enclosure poems is perhaps best introduced by Higginson
himself. He stated: 'It would seem that at first I tried
a little--to lead her in the direction of rules and tradi-
tions; but I fear it was only perfunctory, and that she
interested me more in her--so to speak--unregenerate
condition...I called her attention to the fact that while
she took pains to correct the spelling of a word she was
utterly careless of greater irregularities."32

These irregularities become obvious in only a brief

scanning of Emily Dickinson's poetry. First, there is the

wholesale use of what appear to be dashes which seem to



