
Introduction 

 

 
So I withdrew and thought myself: “I am wiser than this man; it is likely 
that neither of us knows anything worthwhile, but he thinks he knows 
something when he does not, whereas when I do not know, neither do I 
think I know; so I am likely to be wiser than he to this small extent, that 
I do not think I know what I do not know.” 

—Plato, Apology 

 
For it is not plausible that we take up different passions without 
changing; and what suffers change does not remain one and the same, 
and if it is not one and the same, it also is not; but together with its 
being the same, it also changes its simple being, from one thing always 
becoming another. And consequently the senses of nature are mistaken 
and lie, taking what appears for what is, for want of really knowing 
what it is that is. 

—Michel de Montaigne, “Apology for Raymond Sebond” 

 

I. What the Green Frogs Say 

 

Green frogs lie.  

If we treat frog croaks as white noise, they probably do not mean anything more 

than the soothing gift from Mother Nature as the sound of the rain or the wind 

blowing through the trees. If the statement “green frogs lie” serves as a serious 

proposition for the construction of knowledge, quite a few more sophisticated 

conjectural inferences and explanations, fortunately, are available now in the 

twenty-first century than were in previous epochs, such as the seventeenth century 

with its sprouting scientific revolution.  

Frog croaks, as certain behaviors of other animals, are usually understood, aim at 

attraction for the sake of mating and reproduction. By giving their guttural croaks, 
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frogs may attract others of the same kind which are aware of and satisfied with the 

physical traits that the croaks correspond with and imply. Under such an instrumental 

and purposive condition, when we say that “Green frogs lie,” it is not merely a 

romantic anthropomorphosis. Among a variety of the explanatory answers available 

concerning frog croaks, one of them has been likely achieving its most persuasive and 

firm status nowadays as theoretically reliable in the repertory of ce que je sais, or 

“what I know.” That is, there should be an evolutionary reason behind the fact that 

green frogs lie. To put it more specifically and scientifically, dishonesty and deception 

in animal communication bears the imprint of biological adaptation and exercises 

evolutionary functions.  

How and why do frogs lie? Since a croak is the auditory condition for green 

frogs to decide their correspondent size, some small male frogs, and toads as well, 

whose odds of finding a mate and passing on their genes are critically against them, 

may “lower their voices to make themselves sound bigger” and the misleading 

big-bodied croaks should “intimidate frogs that would beat them in a fair fight” (D1). 

After consulting biologists at Duke University, Tel Aviv University, and Cornell, Carl 

Zimmer reports in the New York Times that while most people assume that honesty is 

the best policy, natural selection “can favor a mix of truth and lies, particularly when 

an animal has a big audience” (D1); solitary animals “may evolve to be more honest 

than animals that spend long lives in big societies” (D4).  

However, in terms of finding answers to all the phenomena around us, as the 

paragon provided by the sixteenth-century humanist Michel de Montaigne, 

epitomizing his speculation with the sententious peroration, “Que sais-je? (What do I 

know?),” he reminds that even while being fulfilled, the grand external vault of 
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knowledge always leaves more than enough room for one’s own contemplation.1 The 

biologists that Zimmer interviewed also cautioned that their explanatory model of 

frog croaks is “only the first step in understanding how networks of listeners can drive 

the evolution of deception” (D4) and more tests and experiments are still required.2 

That “Green frogs lie” means what it says and what it does not say simultaneously. Is 

it possible to talk of the dishonesty of frogs? The answer is yes, according to some 

criteria in terms of honesty and the violation of these rules. Nevertheless, what is the 

meaning or purpose of this external message, “a lie”? It concerns not only pompous 

lying frogs but also the position and angle of existence an observer chooses to follow, 

i.e., the space for further contemplation and the moment when Emily Dickinson asks, 

“Who are you?” 

 

II. Poetic Realization and Scientific Disclosure 

 

I’m Nobody! Who are you? 

Are you – Nobody – too? 

Then there’s a pair of us! 

Dont tell! they’d advertise – you know! 

 

How dreary – to be – Somebody! 

How public – like a Frog – 

                                                 
1 The speculation of Montaigne is, “whether it is in the power of man to find what he seeks, and 
whether that quest that he has been making for so many centuries has enriched him with any new 
power and any solid truth.” A quick answer to Montaigne’s question would be: Man has no knowledge. 
See “Apology for Raymond Sebond” in The Complete Works of Montaigne 370. 
2 The model developed by Jonathan Rowell, Stephen P. Ellner, and H. Kern Reeve, although based on 
the biologists’ real-world observations, is mostly mathematical. Their article, “Why Animals Lie: How 
Dishonesty and Belief Can Coexist in a Signaling System,” also mentioned in Zimmer, is published in 
the December 2006 issue (168.6) of The American Naturalist. 
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To tell one’s name – the livelong June – 

To an admiring Bog! (Fr260/J288)3

 
In this poem, dated about late 1861 by the editors, featuring her signature 

two-stanza, eight-line structure,4 Emily Dickinson has her speaker call forth the 

reader to think—a dangerous philosophical act “redefined as worthless” unless it is 

extreme (Sontag 12)—about the identity of self and the risk of building an alternative 

comradeship. The contrast becomes ostensible in particular with the capitalized 

“Nobody” and “Somebody” that symbolize the subjectivity of each choice, but it is 

also important, of course, to heed the lower-case words, such as “advertise,” “public,” 

“livelong,” and “admiring,” because they define the positions of the subject. 

In the first stanza, the speaker exerts a brave and confident/confidential, if not 

stentorian, statement about and challenge to one’s being/identity which is better kept 

secret, since the public never lacks in its aggressive and bloodthirsty interest to find 

out “differences” (“Dont tell! they’d advertise – you know!”). This eager investigation 

does not mean for any positive purpose at all, however. As long as any difference in 

one individual is detected by the public, one is to be caught into an embarrassing 

situation inevitably: one’s name will become public, recognized by the public when 

one chooses to pronounce it prodigally, that which is just like a Frog in a Bog. By 

making this choice to be known, one also has to be forced to renounce one’s being 

independent and/or the independence of being in a “poorly drained” area 

                                                 
3 The texts and numbers of Emily Dickinson’s poems quoted throughout my study are based on R. W. 
Franklin’s Reading Edition (1999), to which current scholarship is moving. Franklin’s edition collects 
1,789 poems against 1,775 poems in Thomas H. Johnson’s 1960 edition. Franklin’s (abbreviated as 
“Fr” hereafter) and Johnson’s (abbreviated as “J”) numbers of the poems are both cited, although there 
may be some differences in the spellings and vocabulary in the same poem from each edition due to the 
editors’ individual concerns. 
4 The recent biographer of Emily Dickinson, Alfred Habegger, points out that such a two-stanza, 
eight-line structure is “so integral to [Dickinson’s] art.” See Alfred Habegger, My Wars Are Laid Away 
in Books: The Life of Emily Dickinson 527. In general, a quatrain is the typical unit for most of Emily 
Dickinson’s poetry. 
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“surrounding a body of open water.”5 Thus, to some extent, the “livelong” June and 

an “admiring” Bog, two adjectives of literally positive meanings, sound 

oxymoronically frightful enough, in addition to “becoming frogs.”6  

Among the extant letters by Emily Dickinson from 1859 (about the time her 

Aunt Lavinia’s health was severely deteriorating) to 1886 (when Emily’s younger 

sister Vinnie was anxious and worried lest “some new danger overcome” Emily), 

there are eight letters, in which “frog” was actually used mainly in order to recall 

some ardent and pleasurable memories with friends.7 As for poetry, Emily Dickinson 

at least wrote three “frog poems,” and each of them all deals with frog croaks.8 In 

spite of the fact that the images of croaking frogs in the three poems appear to have 

almost identical metaphorical sense that their croaks are like illusive fame and the 

process of being publicly known can even be regarded as “the Auction / Of the Mind” 

(Fr788/J709), frogs proper, however, have different degrees of dominance over a 
                                                 
5 “Bog,” Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed. 
6 In the earlier version of the poem, Emily Dickinson previously wrote “banish” instead of “advertise” 
(line 4) and “your,” not “one’s” (line 7). It seems that the implication of discrimination and specific 
identity in the words “banish” and “your” suggests a more direct antagonism against individual 
difference. If so, perhaps it’s also plausible to read the tone of the revised version as an ambiguously 
softened one. See Vol. 1 of the Variorum Edition of The Poems of Emily Dickinson, ed. R. W. Franklin, 
279. 
7 For instance, “It is too late for ‘Frogs,’ or which please me better, dear—not quite early enough! The 
pools were full of you for a brief period, but that brief period blew away, leaving me with many stems, 
and but a few foliage!” (L209, to Catherine Turner, probably late 1859); “I write you from the summer. 
The murmuring leaves fill up the chinks thro’ which the winter red shone, when Kate was here, and 
Frank was here—and ‘Frogs’ sincerer than our own splash in their Maker’s pools—Its but a little 
past—dear—and yet how far from here it seems—fled with the snow!” (L222, to Catherine Turner, 
probably summer 1860); “The Frogs sing sweet—today—They have such pretty—lazy—times—how 
nice, to be a Frog!” (L262, to Mrs. Mary Bowles, spring 1862); “When I saw you last, it was Mighty 
Summer—Now the Grass is Glass and the Meadow Stucco, and ‘Still Waters’ in the Pool where the 
Frogs drinks.” (L381, to T. W. Higginson, late 1872); “The innocent dew falling ‘as if it thought no 
evil,’ […] and sweet frogs prattling in the pools as if there were no earth.” (L610, to her Cousins 
Norcrosses, early July 1879). The letters quoted throughout is based on the one-volume edition of The 
Letters of Emily Dickinson, ed. Thomas H. Johnson and Theodora Ward. Each quotation from Emily 
Dickinson’s letters is identified by the letter “L” with its number assigned by the editors. 
8 The other poem not discussed here is “The long sigh of the Frog / Opon a Summer’s Day” 
(Fr1394/J1359), which also appeared in Dickinson’s letter to Thomas W. Higginson in spring 1876 
(L459). Another poem where frogs are mentioned is “The Frogs got Home last week – / Are settled, 
and at work –” (Fr983/J1035, lines 5-6). The focus of this poem, whose speaker is a personified fly, is 
rather bee, not frog though.  
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person. 

For example, Emily Dickinson mentioned another Frog in a poem written about 

fourteen years (c. 1875) after the “Nobody” poem. This time, Frog becomes the 

“Orator of April,” who forsakes “his mansion in the pool”: 
 
His eloquence a Bubble 

As Fame should be – 

Applaud him to discover 

To your chagrin 

Demosthenes has vanished 

In Waters Green – (Fr1355/J1379, lines 11-16) 
 

Fame should be a “Bubble,” but so is the Frog’s “eloquence.” Yet the reason for the 

frog’s eloquence to be an exhibition of fame is more head-on than that in the 

“Nobody” poem. In the “Nobody” poem, the frog belongs to the public; it is the 

instrument that the public uses to draw into the Bog anyone who is or tends to be 

unknown or different, since everyone is supposed to bear a recognizable name. Here, 

in the “Orator of April,” the frog is no longer satisfied with being a creature of the 

pool. He “rises,” attracts and assembles his auditors possibly from everywhere (“two 

Worlds”). 
 

He rises on a Log 

And statements makes – 

His Auditors two Worlds 

Deducting me – (lines 3-6) 
 
Instead of being passively instrumental, the frog, not an object for analogy this time, 



Chou 8 

speaks actively, applying his verbal power of subtraction from his auditors to the 

innocent speaker. The power is so great that any well-known orators have to lose their 

grips and disappear involuntarily, or simply become one of the frog’s professing 

audiences. In other words, there are only “two Worlds” left due to the deduction. They 

can suggest a typical conventional idea about an analytic world of binary oppositions 

(“I” versus “His auditors”), but perhaps a more practical interpretation will be the two 

worlds of a dominant speaker versus his docile listeners, where “I” is exempted. 

Following the previous examples in Emily Dickinson’s poems, we are able to 

learn that frog croaks do mean or stand for something concretely, much more than the 

simple vibration of the particles in the air. However, such transformative implications 

of the metaphorical frog croaks are not strictly limited to literary productions but also 

useful in scientific researches as well. From the biological perspective of evolution, 

scientists would like to lead their audience enthusiastically along some path to the 

truth that explains without involvement of unknown and unidentified factors. Frog 

croaks can be lies, but what matters is not that they are not true but in fact that those 

lies do play a truly crucial role in the scientific interpretation concerning the 

competition of surviving games and necessity of procreation for frogs. As long as the 

explanation as such becomes knowledge and is called truth, it is supposed to be of 

revealing and disclosure. The remanent shadow after one discovery suggests another 

opportunity to materialize and realize for the sake of epistemological paradigms.  

Frog croaks also mean something in Emily Dickinson’s poetry. Unlike most 

biologists’ seemingly objective avoidance of mystical elements in their explanations, 

what Emily Dickinson’s poetry does is to mediate the external appearance and 

immanent significance. Frog croaks are frog croaks, but what interests the poet is 

apparently not such a tautology. Instead, frog croaks are also unfolded clues and 

symbols for things we perceive in both people’s life world and ideas we are prone to 



Chou 9 

miss or ignore. From honesty to dishonesty, from Nobody to Somebody, or from gene 

pool to mansion in the pool, these processes in the understanding of frog croaks all 

indicate meaningful strategies developed under the condition of evolution, however 

different they are in terms of directions and grounds opened for existence and 

sustainability. The distance between two worlds, poetic realization and Darwinian 

disclosure, can contribute to the publication of a solid scientific monograph, as well as 

the creation of an ultra-realistic literary work. Take the examples of Gillian Beer 

(2000) and George Levine (1991), two distinguished scholars who have offered some 

in-depth studies on Darwin and his roots in and influences on the literary and cultural 

history in the nineteenth century. They both have looked into the relations and 

continuities between Charles Darwin and some Victorian novelists of the nineteenth 

century. Beer argues for the similarities in the enterprises of scientific and literary 

writings from Darwin’s language in The Origin of Species, while Levine attempts to 

find out the roots of the Darwinian model among Victorian novelists’ “absorption and 

testing” of it (3).  

 

III. The Reception of Emily Dickinson 

 

Alexander Young, the Boston correspondent for New York’s then leading literary 

weekly, Critic, wrote two “Boston Letters” in August and October 1890 for Roberts 

Brothers, the publishing house of Emily Dickinson’s first posthumous forthcoming 

volume of poetry in November. He wrote that Emily Dickinson is “a woman of 

vigorous intellect, and her verse demands and repays careful study. Her cast of mind 

is analytical, and she sounds the depths of poetic insight into the philosophy of 

things.” Reminding readers again of the to-be-published poetry collection, Young 

surprisingly wondered that the first volume of poems by the late poet “is of a quality 
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so fine that the wonder is that she had hardly given anything to the world in her 

lifetime.” “Having read the advance-sheets,” he could  

 

bear witness to the originality and strength of these poems, their union of 

profound insight into nature and life with a remarkable vividness of description. 

They are compact with thought and imagination and have a quaint directness that 

is emphasized by the neglect of the attractions of form which some of them 

betray. But the rough diamonds in the collection have a value beyond that of 

many polished gems of poetry.9  

 

The general and scholarly reception of Emily Dickinson is closely linked with the 

publications of the poet’s verse, the opacity of the poet’s life, and her growing 

reputation, as the journalistic comments in 1890 prefigured.  

James Woodress, in his old but still comprehensive and useful bibliographical 

essay on Emily Dickinson, marks two notable years after the poet’s death in 

1886—1924 and 1955—when Emily Dickinson, a name still staying quiescently in 

Amherst now, has further become the widely-known lady-in-white under the spotlight 

(139). In 1924, the first Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson edited by Martha 

Dickinson Bianchi, the poet’s niece, was published, which “encouraged the 

‘discovery’ of Dickinson in the 1920s as part of the American literary canon” 

(Masteller 51). During this same period, the poet Conrad Aiken, one of the forceful 

defenders of Emily Dickinson, introduced a volume of selected poems to Emily 

Dickinson’s new readers in London. Martha Bianchi’s edition of Complete Poems is 

in fact not a complete collection of Emily Dickinson’s poetry as generally known 

                                                 
9 Alexander Young, “Boston Letter,” Critic, n.s. 14 (August 2, 1890) 60 and “Boston Letter,” Critic, n.s. 
14 (October 11, 1890) 183-84. See Willis J. Buckingham (1989) 3, 9. 
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today.10 It had to wait until January 1, 1955 when another Thomas (besides Thomas 

Wentworth Higginson), Thomas H. Johnson edited the three-volume Poems of Emily 

Dickinson, “including variant readings critically compared with all known 

manuscripts,” and a one-volume Johnson’s edition later came out in 1960. 

Furthermore, twenty years after Johnson’s widely-circulated editions, R. W. Franklin’s 

two-volume edition of The Manuscript Books of Emily Dickinson, published in 1981, 

made nearly all of the poet’s manuscripts of poetry available before the public in 

facsimile form.  

The publication of the manuscripts suggests Franklin’s dissatisfaction and 

disagreement with Johnson’s editing policies and also fulfills his own arguments that 

Dickinson’s work pushes editorial inquiry “to the limits of ontology and 

epistemology” (Editing 143).11 Basing his editing on and transcribing from all the 

extant manuscripts available, Franklin himself nonetheless later edited a three-volume 

Variorum Edition in 1998, along with a new comprehensive one-volume collection 

based on his Variorum Edition for the general reading purpose in tandem of 

Dickinson’s poetry. Gradually becoming standard scholarly editions, all of Franklin’s 

three editions of Emily Dickinson’s poetry, which are all published by 

Belknap-Harvard, one of the most prestigious university presses in the United States, 

have not only greatly renewed the reading experience for the readers about the poet 

and her poetry but also greatly expanded Dickinson studies to a new, if not always 

congenial, range and scope—a growing emphasis on the visual aspects in the 

experience of reading Emily Dickinson’s poetry.12  

                                                 
10 The sources of Martha Bianchi’s edition consist of the previous publications of Dickinson’s poems 
edited by Mabel Loomis Todd and Thomas Wentworth Higginson (the three series), The Single Hound 
(ed. Bianchi, 1914), and five previously unpublished poems. See also Jonathan Morse, “Bibliographical 
Essay” in Vivian R. Pollak, ed. (2004) 259. 
11 See also Martha Nell Smith, “Dickinson’s Manuscripts,” 117. 
12 Susan Howe once asked whether “in her carefully handwritten manuscripts,” Emily Dickinson in fact 
was “demonstrating her conscious and unconscious separation from a mainstream literary orthodoxy in 
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It is common in any establishment of scholarship that critical gestures often 

appear subjective (in terms of point of view), individual (in terms of institution), and 

sometimes personal (in terms of the affective). Nevertheless, such a situation will 

never be a problem. Instead, it is just prone to being highlighted because of the 

probable unsolvable queries of Emily Dickinson forever—in Richard Sewall’s term, 

“inexhaustible” (xiv). That is, the problematic of “presence” or “seeing” (extant 

documents and archives available) and “absence” or “not seeing” (documents 

destroyed) implies not only the superficial differences of viewing directions but 

perhaps the discrepancy of the underlying memories embedded.  

Indeed, as Dorothy Z. Baker reminds us in her article on Aaron Copland’s song 

cycle, Twelve Poems of Emily Dickinson (1950), due to the secluded and indistinct 

contour of the poet’s life and particular scenes of creative activities, Dickinson 

scholars have to put forth and impose the interpretations of the poet out of their 

“individual and specific constructions” (2). Moreover, the language of the poet turns 

out for sure to be the major concern for any formalistic, structural, psychological or 

poststructural analysis, while her letters and the manuscripts themselves have also 

become another gleanable source for the contemplation on the construction of the 

                                                                                                                                            
letters” (Birth-mark 1). Among other scholars dealing with Emily Dickinson’s manuscripts and 
criticizing their formation as books under the limits of editorial interventions and print conventions, 
Sharon Cameron’s Lyric Time (1979), Choosing Not Choosing (1992), Marta L. Werner’s Emily 
Dickinson’s Open Folios: Scenes of Reading, Surfaces of Writing (1995), and Virginia Jackson’s 
Dickinson’s Misery: A Theory of Lyric Reading (2005) are four important books concerning with this 
subject.  

Moreover, Cristanne Miller, who has already demonstrated the ingenuity of the poet’s rendering of 
the visual linguistic elements (“grammar”) in her poetry, points out that “a return to Dickinson’s 
manuscript art reveals Dickinson as a more feminist poet, with the handwritten page as the mark of 
both her resistance to patronizing male editors and her association with feminine production” (“The 
Sound of Shifting Paradigms,” 225). According to Miller, by turning the scope to sound, it is 
noteworthy to put Dickinson under the context of the critical shift from “nineteenth-century poetry’s 
aurality and twentieth-century criticism’s focus on the visual,” especially because her verse “serves the 
function of test case well because she writes on the cusp of this change and because debate continues 
over the extent to which visual features of her manuscripts should dominate perceptions of her poetic” 
(“The Sound of Shifting Paradigms,” 203). For a simple publication history of the major editions of 
Dickinson’s poetry, please see the list in Appendix 1. 
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“formidable Dickinson industry.”13

Since Mabel Loomis Todd and T. W. Higginson put Emily Dickinson’s poems 

into four categories, “Life,” “Love,” “Nature,” and “Time and Eternity,” these 

umbrella tags have become a basis in the traditional approach to read Emily 

Dickinson. Furthermore, when reading Dickinson’s poetry, we notice that many words 

show up much more often than others, such as bees, birds, death, flowers, God, life, 

love, soul, etc. These words have gradually become “major themes” in Dickinson’s 

poetry. Moreover, a subject index offered in Johnson’s edition of Complete Poems is 

neatly arranged from “Achievement” to “Youth.” Nevertheless, this typical 

classification, often combining with a variety of possible contexts for each poem, 

without doubt does not and cannot exhaust the diversified interpretations of Dickinson. 

Harold Bloom, arguing the poet’s strangeness and her uncanny relation to the tradition 

as unorthodoxly exhibited through her images of blanks, transports, and the dark, 

lauds Emily Dickinson as a poet who, except for Shakespeare, “manifests more 

cognitive originality than any other Western poet since Dante” and “revises beyond 

easy recognition” those she does not “rename or redefine” because no “commonplace 

survives her appropriations” (291). Since the 1960s, like the harvests out of the 

publication of Johnson’s Complete Poems, Dickinsonian studies and criticisms are no 

longer limited to those typical themes but instead, infused mostly with the issues of 

the poet’s cultural and historical contexts, psychological topography, gender identity, 

and the essence of language. 

In terms of the aspect of cultural-historical contextualization, in addition to 

                                                 
13 Marietta Messmer, “Dickinson’s Critical Reception,” 299. In addition, for the studies on Emily 
Dickinson’s manuscripts, as well as some fundamental questions on the relationship between the 
formal concept of “poetry/lyric” and the appreciation of Emily Dickinson’s work, see Sharon 
Cameron’s Choosing Not Choosing (1992), Virginia Jackson’s “Dickinson Undone” (2005) and 
Dickinson’s Misery (2005).  
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biographical writings,14 a few studies attempt to tackle and build up the association of 

Dickinson’s poetry with English Romantic tradition, American Transcendentalism, or 

American women writers in the nineteenth century. The abundant images of nature 

and ideologies derived from Nature seem to welcome such interpretations. In his very 

first book, choosing to view Dickinson’s lyrics as “one long poem,” that which is a 

“key tenet of romanticism” (xiii), Robert Weisbuch is one of the early notable 

examples. In addition, “Can there be such a poet; can a major poet survive and grow, 

isolated from the central literary voices of her age?” (4) Joanne Feit Diehl, too, asks in 

her Dickinson and the Romantic Imagination (1981). What distinguishes Diehl’s 

approach from other similar root-seeking studies of Emily Dickinson (such as that of 

Harold Bloom’s) is that she would also like to emphasize as well the poet’s awareness 

of “her particular relation to this patriarchal tradition,” which allows the poet to “[alter] 

her sense of the burdens of the past” (7) and their dominant influences. And Elizabeth 

A. Petrino (1998), following Joanne Dobson’s point that Dickinson participates in a 

“community of expression” (xii), hopes to take part in the “recovery of a neglected 

tradition in American women’s poetry” (4).  

A few critics try to emphasize Emily Dickinson as a woman and her close 

interactions with other men and women around her. Judith Farr in her The Passion of 

                                                 
14 In fact, for the life of Emily Dickinson is full of unknown details, a biography of Emily Dickinson 
has always become a practical and necessary medium for both understanding the external world of poet 
and interpreting her own words as, in some ways, the poet’s autobiography. Some biographies are more 
closed to the reconstruction of the external world, some inner life from the interpretation of the poetry. 
Both kinds have their own advantages, but those achieving the balance between the two are certainly 
more ideal. For example, George Whicher’s This Was A Poet: A Critical Biography of Emily Dickinson 
(1938), Thomas H. Johnson’s Emily Dickinson: An Interpretive Biography (1955), Richard Sewall’s 
The Life of Emily Dickinson (1974/1980), Cynthia Griffin Wolff’s Emily Dickinson, and Alfred 
Habegger’s My Wars Are Laid Away in Books: The Life of Emily Dickinson (2001) are, among all 
Dickinson’s biographies, the valuable ones. Another important book worth mentioned here is Jay 
Leyda’s two-volume The Years and Hours of Emily Dickinson (1960), assembling detailed 
chronological information about the poet from letters, diaries, newspapers, etc. My study will mainly 
use the biographies by Sewall, Wolff, and Habegger. For a more detailed discussion about biographies 
of Dickinson, see Ackmann 13-16.Another biography by the acclaimed biography writer Lyndall 
Gordon will be published in November 2009. 
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Emily Dickinson (1992)15 focuses on the erotic aspects of the poet with Otis Phillips 

Lord of Salem,16 a court judge and an old friend of Emily Dickinson’s father, in the 

contents and themes of Dickinson’s correspondences and poems, countering the early 

assumptions of the “Virginal Emily Dickinson” (Baker 2). Pushing further the 

Foucauldian studies of polymorphous sexuality in the nineteenth century, the 

emphasis falls on the love affairs of the poet with men, not to mention a homoerotic 

Emily Dickinson that emerges from such a perspective. The collection entitled Open 

Me Carefully (1998), a collection of Emily Dickinson’s correspondence with her 

sister-in-law, Susan Huntington Dickinson edited by Ellen Louise Hart and Martha 

Nell Smith, tends to offer a first-hand witness.17

There are also other scholars, switching to the bigger social backgrounds, who 

investigate contemporary either opportunities or restrictions in order to question 

previous interpretive assumptions. According to Anna Mary Wells, Albert J. Gelpi, 

with his Emily Dickinson: The Mind of the Poet (1965), is the first critic to make clear 

that Emily Dickinson’s isolation “was physical, not intellectual” (253). Some recent 

biographical discoveries in the archives in Concord, for instance, find Emily 

Dickinson’s “little cousins,” Louise and Frances Norcross, to whom the poet wrote at 

least around eighty letters from 1859 to 1886, were in fact actively involved in a range 

                                                 
15 Judith Farr, with Louise Carter, published in 2004 The Gardens of Emily Dickinson, which compares 
the poetry of Emily Dickinson to the flowers in her garden and reads her poems “botanically.” 
However refreshing and sound in some of Farr’s readings, the major perspective taken by Farr in The 
Gardens of Emily Dickinson is rather similar with her earlier The Passion of Emily Dickinson. There 
are still a few unreliable inaccuracies in Farr’s biographical researches, though. See the review of the 
book by Alfred Habegger in Nineteenth-Century Literature, 536-39. 
16 The object of Emily Dickinson’s love poems and letters has been a making-rounds topic since the 
publication of her poetry. Together with the unknown receiver of Emily Dickinson’s famous three 
“Master” letters, a few candidates, of both sexes, have been alluded to. Of course, the answer to this 
riddle is difficult to find due to the insufficient clues from the extant documents. For a quick summary 
of the candidates’ list, please read the “Biography” section in Woodress’s bibliographical essay, esp. 
149-50. 
17 In the note from the publisher, Jan Freeman writes, “Paris Press hopes that this collection of Emily 
Dickinson’s ‘letters’ to Susan Huntington Dickinson helps to enhance and perhaps change your 
understanding of Emily Dickinson’s life as well as her work” (ix).  
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of political and cultural activities. Dickinson’s Norcross cousins themselves were also 

the members of the Concord Saturday Club, whose fifty members also included 

Louisa May Alcott, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and Ralph 

Waldo Emerson (Ackmann 19).18 And, combining the feministic point of view and a 

reconsideration about the poet’s attitudes towards religion, Jane Donahue Eberwein, 

suggesting limitation and deprivation for a woman like Emily Dickinson under a 

patriarchal Calvinist belief “as entry points to growth” (qtd. in Messmer 313), has 

challenged the previous orthodox religious readings by early scholars in her 

Dickinson: Strategies of Limitation (1985). Moreover, another responsive debate on 

the historical and biographical background of the poet is found in the “domestic 

Emily” versus the “patrician Emily” (Baker 2).19  

The marriage between the poet’s œuvres and critical theories has successfully 

brought out some new thoughts in Dickinsonian studies. The ground-breaking The 

Voice of the Poet: Aspects of Style in the Poetry of Emily Dickinson  by Brita 

Lindberg-Seyersted (1968) and later, Emily Dickinson: A Poet’s Grammar by 

Cristanne Miller (1987) contribute greatly to the tackling of the unique formal 

structural connections between the poet’s language use and formation of styles. 

Keeping “cultural serendipity” in mind, Barton Levi St. Armand combs through a few 

popular traditions of the nineteenth century (sketchbook, journalism, eclecticism, quilt 

design, etc.) in order to “restore and appreciate Dickinson’s art rather than deconstruct 

it or explain it away” (1-3).  

                                                 
18 The Swiss-born scientist Louis Agassiz (1807-1873), a protégé of two of the leading scientific 
figures in Europe, the French paleontologist Georges Cuvier (1769-1832) and the Prussian naturalist 
Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859), was a founding member of the Saturday Club, which was also 
nicknamed “Agassiz’s Club.” See Louis Menand, The Metaphysical Club 97-99 and also 68-69n11 in 
my Chapter Two. 
19 For further discussion on the poet as a domestic woman or a New England aristocratic elite, please 
see Betsy Erkkila, “Emily Dickinson and Class” (1992) and Domhnall Mitchell, “Emily Dickinson and 
Class” (2002). 
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Contrary to the applaudable recognitions of studies specifically on Dickinsonian 

language and her cultural surroundings, other studies applied with psychoanalysis, 

concerning the poet’s libidinal drives, psychotic breakdown, and patriarchal 

suppressions, are rather less favorable and often regarded inauspicious, if not 

unattractive.20 That is the case with John Cody’s psychobiography, After Great Pain: 

The Inner Life of Emily Dickinson (1971), which is deemed “reprehensible” and even 

“the rape of a great poet” by the poet-critic Susan Howe (My Emily Dickinson 24). 

The task for interpreters of Emily Dickinson’s life, as Richard Sewall reminds us in 

“The Problem of the Biographer,” the opening chapter of his biography of the poet, 

“must rest on the establishment of a common ground of fact;” therefore, in Sewall’s 

opinion, even though “some of the current psychoanalytical theories may find 

convincing factual testimony” from newly-found material, they in fact have not built 

up the poet’s life on “the establishment of a common ground of fact” (4n1). Inder 

Nath Kher also suggests that, in order to achieve a proper appreciation of Dickinson’s 

poetry, we should “guard against the tendency to psychologize and to draw inferences 

of a purely physico-biographical nature” (3). 

Before dropping a period for this general overview of related literatures on and 

about Emily Dickinson, I would also like to offer a glimpse of Emily Dickinson’s 

receptional and critical history in Taiwan.  

According to the bibliography compiled by Ching-erh Chang (2:1514), “I died 

for Beauty – but was scarce” (Fr448/J449), was the first Chinese translation of Emily 

Dickinson’s poem appearing on 9 February 1953 in the Central Daily News. After the 

1960s, more poems would be introduced to local readers, probably stirred up by the 

publication of Johnson’s edition in the United States. Although there were a couple of 

selections, some with study guides especially for students, the total numbers were still 
                                                 
20 See Roland Hagenbüchle, “Dickinson and Literary Theory,” 363-66. 
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slim, mainly of neutral topics about nature, and mostly the same poems reprinted in 

the same collection by different publishing houses. In 2000, a professor of American 

literature at Chinese Culture University, George W. Lytle, cooperating with his student, 

Dorothea Heng-hsiu Tung, translated fifty of Dickinson’s poems into Chinese, which 

were published in one single volume. This claimed first “complete and full” Chinese 

translation in Taiwan, based on Johnson’s selections and published under the 

authorization of Harvard University Press, sold quite well, and an expanded edition 

(adding 10 more poems and an introductory essay) was published later in 2006.  

As for criticism, it seems that “Emily Dickinson phenomenon” is more salient as 

observed from full-length master theses and doctoral dissertations in academies than 

scholarly journals or conference monographs, except that personal essays concerning 

the poet’s unorthodoxies seemingly never ebb in the literary supplements of local 

newspapers or literary magazines. Most Dickinsonian criticism in Taiwan often 

focuses on either particular images or themes of Dickinson’s poetry (love, death, birds, 

stone, and the like), the female identity of the poet, or religious implications. In recent 

years, however, there have been some rather different critical tastes in, for example, 

Lacanian reading, the poet’s geographic knowledge, and even art songs composed on 

Dickinson poems.21 Still, a rising ecological awareness in literary studies in general of 

the strong association between literature and the environment, too, is becoming a 

likely facet to which Dickinson critics and scholars should pay heed. There are a few 

scholars and institutes in Taiwan now investing more time on ecocriticism. Since the 

connection between the writings of Emily Dickinson and the natural world has its 

long critical tradition, with the poet’s high reputation and popular reception, it is 

perhaps no longer a question of if or whether, but how and when, the studies on Emily 

                                                 
21 For a list of theses and dissertations on Emily Dickinson in Taiwan since 1976 to the present, please 
see Appendix 2. 
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Dickinson from the light of ecological concerns should appear.22  

 

IV. A Naturalist’s Notebooks 

 

Adrienne Rich in her essay, “Vesuvius at Home: The Power of Emily Dickinson” 

(1976), quotes the last stanza from one Dickinson poem, “I hope the Father in the 

skies / Will lift his little girl – / ‘Old fashioned’! naughty! everything! / Over the stile 

of ‘pearl’!” (Fr117/J70).23 In order to show the poet with her “greatness” as “Vesuvius 

at home,” Rich reflects on the prevailing impression of Emily Dickinson’s “littleness” 

established by readers’ unfortunate conventional circumscribed exposure to her “‘little 

girl’ poems […] or the poems about bees and robins” (106). Comparing the poet to 

“Vesuvius at home,” Rich focuses not only on Dickinson’s revealing possessive power 

(“Vesuvius”) but also her powerful subtlety (“at home”). In other words, “[m]ore than 

any other poet, Emily Dickinson seemed to tell [her] that the intense inner event, the 

personal and psychological, was inseparable from the universal; that there was a range 

for psychological poetry beyond mere self-expression” (107). Rich’s argument is 

quite similar to Joyce Carol Oats’ contention that Emily Dickinson “speaks from the 

interior of a life as we might imagine ourselves speaking, gifted with genius’ audacity 

and shorn of the merely local and time-bound” (807). Dickinson’s “poetic enterprise” 

is by all means “heroic,” and “nothing less than the attempt to realize the soul” (807).  

Before setting foot on the arena of the poet’s inner events, remember to pay close 

attention on what the poet’s land of wonders offers, as what Charles Darwin 

                                                 
22 On the 121st MLA Annual Convention (December 2005), one of the two affiliate meetings held by 
International Emily Dickinson Society was “Dickinson’s Writing about the Natural World.”  
23 Here, I quote the poem from Franklin’s version, although the poem used originally in Rich’s article is 
from Johnson’s edition (“I hope the Father in the skies / Will lift his little girl – / Old fashioned – 
naughty – everything – / Over the stile of ‘Pearl.’”). Franklin’s version of the poem is based on 
Dickinson’s “fascicles” and thereof there are some slight differences from the manuscript in Houghton 
Library of Harvard, on which Johnson’s version based.  
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(1809-1882) wrote in his Beagle Diary on September 25, 1835, a few days after the 

ship arrived at the Galàpagos Archipelago:  

 

This is situated nearly in the center of the island, about 4 & ½ miles inland, 

& elevated perhaps 1000ft above the sea. – The first part of the road passed 

through a thicket of nearly leafless underwood as in Chatham Isd. – The dry 

Volcanic soil affording a congenial habitation only to the Lizard tribe. – The 

wood gradually becomes greener during the ascent. – Passing round the side of 

the highest hill; the body is cooled by the fine Southerly trade wind & the eye 

refreshed by a plain green as England in the Spring time. – Out of the wood 

extensive patches have been cleared, in which sweet Potatoes (convolvulus 

Batata) & Plantains grow with luxuriance. – The houses are scattered over the 

cultivated ground & form what in Chili would be called a “Pueblo”. – […] (355) 

 

This passage is filled with the descriptions of living creatures, natural phenomena, 

geographical conditions, the delicate interactions of the three and the affective 

influences on the observer who tends to use quick dashes as the convenient 

separations of information and ideas for field researches. Stephen G. Alter has also 

noted that Charles Darwin, among other nineteenth-century scholars, nurtured in a 

scientific milieu that “cared much about the public representation of its ideas,” tends 

to extend his use of language to being figurative with illustrative metaphor and 

analogy (1).24 So do Emily Dickinson the poet as an observer. Not unlike Darwin who 

showed his enthusiasm to understand everything about the islands, we are also so 

                                                 
24 From a present point of view, according to Theodore L. Brown, a practicing scientist, it is also 
persuasively argued that scientists “understand nature largely in terms of metaphorical concepts, based 
on embodied understandings of how nature works,” the tacit and largely common embodied 
understandings which derive from “very basic and pervasive interactions with the physical world” (11). 
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eager to understand the poet better that we cannot wait to set forth on our expeditions 

into Emily Dickinson’s gardens, now already an ample forest. By observing its fauna 

and flora, collecting fossils and organic specimens, investigating the histories of rocks 

and layers of solid sediment, expeditors carrying their trophies, however, are 

gradually and unconsciously being absorbed in and becoming part of the forest. Such 

a similarity above between the “seduction” of Dickinson poems25 and the early 

developments of eighteenth-century geology—the founding predecessor of the 

nineteenth-century evolutionary biology—is by no means accidental.  

The opening of this eight-stanza poem Dickinson wrote around summer 1859 (a 

few months before Charles Darwin published his first edition of The Origin of 

Species), from which Rich quotes only the last stanza, suggests the speaker’s 

appearing anxious or excited (nine exclamation marks used throughout the poem) but 

not unaware observations of the “new fashioned” astronomical and biological 

knowledge and the differences the little “old-fashioned” girl might trade by saying “I 

hope” three times in the last three stanzas. 

 

“Arcturus” is his other name – 

I’d rather call him “Star”! 

It’s very mean of Science 

To go and interfere! 

 

I slew a worm the other day, 

A “Savan” passing by 

                                                 
25 Highlighting the sexual imagery of the interaction between bee and flower, Robert McClure Smith in 
The Seductions of Emily Dickinson (1996) uses the tropes of bee (readers) and flower (poems) in order 
to piece together Dickinson’s “system of aesthetics” or in a Freudian term, “the effects of reading,” that 
is, one that is “most significant not in what it communicates to a reader but in what it does to a reader” 
(13, my italics).  
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Murmured “Resurgam” – “Centipede”! 

“Oh Lord, how frail are we”! 

 

 

Fig. 1. “‘Arcturus’ is his other name –”, the first two stanzas from Fascicle 5 (about 1859) 

including 25 poems, from The Manuscript Books of Emily Dickinson, ed. R. W. Franklin, vol. 

1, 83.  

 

From the very beginning of the poem, the last two lines of the first stanza goes, “It’s 

very mean of Science / To go and interfere!” What is the association of “mean” 

Science with the traditionally-thought-as sentimental lyric poet? How does Science go 

and interfere in the poet’s works and her aesthetic system? 

Fred D. White (1992)26 begins his analysis and categorization of the “scientific 

poems” by Emily Dickinson: “Few poets in the twentieth century, let alone the 

nineteenth, have incorporated scientific concepts into their work as purposively and 
                                                 
26 A study on Dickinsonian criticism since 1960 by White, associate professor of English at Santa Clara 
University, Approaching Emily Dickinson: Critical Currents and Crosscurrents since 1960, will be 
published by Camden House in June this year. 
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effectively as Emily Dickinson” (121). He specifies one hundred and seventy 

Dickinson’s “scientific poems” whose topics cover from “general science” to 

astronomy, botany, chemistry, geology, mathematics, medicine, physics, and 

physiology. Furthermore, according to Dickinson’s biographers, all of the three 

prominent modern narrators of Dickinson’s life, Richard Sewall, Cynthia Griffin 

Wolff, and Alfred Habegger, mention the role scientific education and knowledge 

plays in the poet’s early schooling, especially under the influence of the natural 

theologian Edward Hitchcock, then the Reverend Professor of geology and the third 

president of Amherst Academy (1845-1854). 27  For instance, James R. Guthrie, 

Professor of English at Wright State University, suggesting that “with the exception of 

botany, no science receives more attention in Emily Dickinson’s poetry than does 

astronomy” (“Revolution” 365), has published two articles to examine in details the 

scientific influence and implication, such as astronomical (1996) and Darwinian 

(2007), in the tropes of Dickinson’s poems. 

According to Nina Baym’s devotion of one chapter on Emily Dickinson among 

her detailed surveys of the affiliations between women and science in the 

nineteenth-century America,28 the development of science then has inevitably become 

a countercurrent against the Calvinist religious doctrines in Amherst since the 

eighteenth century, no matter whether held from a more positive or negative light. It is 

almost a common understanding nowadays that science usually serves as the 

                                                 
27 Cynthia Griffin Wolff, “Dickinson’s years of formal schooling provided her with an astonishingly 
broad repertoire of humanistic and scientific knowledge” (80). Richard B. Sewall, “[Dickinson’s] 
poems show a knowledge of chemical process, of botanic and especially geologic lore far beyond the 
usual nature poet’s stock in trade” (345). Alfred Habegger, “[…] the treatment of fossils and volcanoes 
in Hitchcock’s Elementary Geology left a deep impression on Dickinson’s imaginative life. The 
unexplained pushing-up of mountains became a powerful symbol in her poetry, as in ‘The mountains 
grow unnoticed’ (Fr768)” (143). 
28 Baym classifies more than 270 Dickinson poems containing scientific lexicons, which is about 15 
percent of Dickinson poetry. For more information about critics’ views of scientific influences on the 
poet and also the specification of the poet’s “scientific poetry,” please see also 224n1and 224n3 
respectively in Baym’s chapter on Emily Dickinson (133-51). 
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tumultuous opposite of religion. Nevertheless, from the viewpoint of Natural 

Theology, “those who affiliated with the sciences insisted that to know science was to 

know God’s benevolence and wisdom, and, implicitly, to know that he existed” (133). 

What’s worthwhile to be noticed here of Baym’s argument is that women of the 

nineteenth-century America mainly championed for science as “aids to rational piety,” 

and, in fact, “seldom made theology the centerpiece of their efforts” (133). What 

distinguishes Dickinson greatly from her contemporary sisters is exactly her different 

attitudes toward the relationship between science and religion, in addition to her stern 

unwillingness to publish her poems during her lifetime, despite the keen invitations 

from her friends such as the writer Helen Jackson: 

 

Dickinson, however, used any and all of the sciences to argue that knowledge of 

God’s existence and attributes was exactly what science could not provide, and 

what moreover it never claimed to provide. From her perspective, those who 

used science to prove religious truths were naive, self-deceived, or downright 

hypocritical. (133) 

 

We should discuss Baym’s argument until later in Chapter Two and come back 

now to the previous two questions raised concerning the poet’s relationship with 

science. Scientific knowledge contributes to a great percentage of the poet’s vivid 

visions of and observations toward the environment in her poetry. However, scientific 

knowledge is neither merely the “gun for hire,” that is, a tool ready for the sake of 

aesthetic convenience, nor the utmost herald of a rational objective age against the 

“complacency and conformity” (133) of her own native Amherst. Interesting enough, 

some scientific developments in America can be treated as a reaffirmation of specific 

old theological values and at the same time attacks against the rising trends of some 
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alternative scientific arguments. Following the traces of the pliant development of 

science in nineteenth-century America under the prevailing atmosphere of the 

contemporary European scientific world, and definitely the abundant images Emily 

Dickinson has offered in her poetry, we are given the opportunity to explore a 

two-fold dimension of Dickinsonian poetics, a poetics revising the distinction 

between the materiality of science and spirituality of faith and exhibiting the 

affiliation between Emily Dickinson and Charles Darwin. 

 

V. The Double Intersections: Dickinson and Darwin  

 

Despite the fact that Emily Dickinson does not leave any specific poetics, except 

for Thomas Higginson’s often-mentioned article in The Atlantic Monthly, “Letter to a 

Young Contributor”29 as a referential clue, Higginson’s own record of his meeting 

with the poet in August 1870 has been often seen as the poet’s working definition of 

poetry: 

 

If I read a book [and] it makes my whole body so cold no fire ever can warm me 

I know that is poetry. If I feel physically as if the top of my head were taken off, 

I know that is poetry. These are the only way I know it. Is there any other way. 

(L342a)30

 

The poetic experience for Emily Dickinson, at least from this luscious but dangerous 

passage, is almost life and death one. While wrestling with poetry, one runs the risk of 

losing life and, for certain, struggle for existence. In an earlier letter to Higginson, the 
                                                 
29 The article appeared in Vol. 9, No. 54, April 1862, 401-11. 
30 This aphoristic passage among the 7 quotations is from Higginson’s letter to his wife, dated 
“Amherst/Tuesday 10 P.M.” See The Letters of Emily Dickinson 473-74. 
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poet asked, “Are you too deeply occupied to say if my Verse is alive?” (L260, April 

15, 1862). When Higginson charged the poet of her “spasmodic gait” and being 

“uncontrolled,” Emily responded, “I am in danger—Sir” and “I have no Tribunal” 

(L265, June 7, 1862).31

When talking about her poetry, Emily Dickinson stays in the present time. 

Hamlet replies to Horatio’s suggestion to obey the dislike of the prince’s mind for the 

coming wager, “If it be now, ’tis not to come. If it be not to come, it will be now. If it 

be not now, yet it will come” (5.2.166-68). The melancholic Danish prince stresses 

more on the predictable present, rather than an unpredictable future. If the future is 

predictable, it is supposed to be still under the condition that we stand upon the log of 

the past and understand the present moment in the metaphorical sense of the future. 

Thus, for Hamlet, readiness is all; when progress is made, everything will end up 

being a story to be told. This is not immoral cheating and hypothesis of oneself at all. 

The poet’s spasmodic gait and uncontrolledness remind us of the dishonesty of green 

frogs. Any of the pretentious gesture may be out of strategic concern and thus achieve 

some kind of purpose. Of course, if it runs too far to dive quickly into the modern and 

fancy explanation of procreation necessity, Charles Darwin, the strong root of modern 

evolutionary theory, seems to offer a more suitable depiction about the awkwardness 

and contradiction of life and death. As Gillian Beer observes, Charles Darwin 

 

countered the reader’s eschatological appetite by fastening our attention on a 

backward story told laterally. His narrative demonstrated in every field of 

understanding the processes by which the variety of the present world had been 

arrived at. It was a form of history and had to be so since the full array of 
                                                 
31 For a more detailed perusal of the connections between Emily Dickinson and T. W. Higginson, a 
book by Brenda Wineapple entitled White Heat: The Friendship of Emily Dickinson and Thomas 
Wentworth Higginson to be published by Knopf is imminent this August. 
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experimental evidence no longer survived—and could not do so if the theory of 

natural selection, with its emphasis on extinction and the vanishing of earlier 

forms, was sound. So although Darwin himself gave some considerable emphasis 

to the language of progress and improvement, generating an onward and upward 

motion in much of his storytelling, these tales were constantly under the pressure 

of other, darker stories—of rapine, degradation, and loss. (xix) 

 

There is nothing we do not or cannot know, but those we know in terms of “the 

whole economy of nature” are simply “dimly seen or misunderstood,” as Darwin 

reminds us in The Origin of Species (52).32 A history is always out there. The splendor 

of life does not imply less its morbid and threatening quality than procuring gaiety 

and jocularity, as the young prince of Denmark puns, “A little more than kin and less 

than kind,” and “I am too much i’ th’ sun” (1.2.65, 67), responding to King Claudius’s 

care about him and the abrupt tragic change of the relationship from uncle and 

nephew to father and son. Dim the lights for a while and it will enable us to see more 

clearly the flowing of dust and spirit, which are the remains of life and tokens of 

perishing.  

My general aim in this current study is to revisit the life history of the two 

persons who are often kept distant for critical examinations. Emily Dickinson’s poetry 

and Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species are my two major concerns here. In 

addition, I will argue that due to the widespread receptions and influences of Charles 

Darwin’s evolutionary theories in the nineteenth century, Emily Dickinson, though 

                                                 
32 The passages from Darwin’s The Origin of Species quoted in my study follow Gillian Beer’s edition. 
Beer’s edition is based on the second edition of Darwin’s work, published on January 7, 1860, just 
about one month after the first edition (November 24, 1859). Although both editions are basically the 
same, there are 9 sentences dropped, 30 added, and 483 rewritten or repunctuated in the second edition, 
according to Morse Peckham’s Variorum edition. See also Beer, “Note on the Text,” xxix. When 
cross-checking of the text is necessary, a facsimile of the first edition published by Harvard will also be 
consulted then. 
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regarded as reclusive and isolated, may offer her comments and criticisms on the 

theories in her writings. Although “indeterminacy” has stood out as a “determined” 

poetics for Emily Dickinson, 33  I would like to suggest another possibility— 

“evolutionary poetics,” through which the poet composes her poetry and expresses her 

mind after consuming, digesting, reorganizing and responding to the contemporary 

evolutionary theories. 

In Chapter One, “Unto the Scene that We do not –,” by paralleling the specific 

moments of Emily Dickinson and Charles Darwin, I would like to point out the 

contexts under which Darwin establishes his influential theory on the origin of life 

and the possible clues that Emily Dickinson leaves us to recognize an alternative 

version of the origin of life in the language of the poet. Through the faring treads, it 

should be conspicuous to be aware of the long-ignored similarities between Dickinson 

and Darwin as well as reconsider their estrangements taken for granted. Chapter Two, 

“I climb the ‘Hill of Science’,” will first discuss the scientific backgrounds in the 

nineteenth-century society as well as in the poet, and scientific language displayed in 

Emily Dickinson’s poetry, which is often seen as one of the major characteristics that 

the poet distinguishes herself from her contemporaries. Furthermore, the ideological 

conflicts between science and religion and the efforts to harmonize them in the 

nineteenth century are examined in order to point out the poet’s latent outlets for 

evolutionary elements in her poetry.  

What I intend to do here is not to use Charles Darwin’s evolutionary theories as a 

framework to interpret Emily Dickinson’s poetry. Instead, what I would like to 

highlight is that Emily Dickinson’s poetic evolution, seemingly the same method of 

observing nature, sharing the common traditions about scientific ideas and evolution, 

                                                 
33 For instance, see Roland Hagenbüchle, “Precision and Indeterminacy in the Poetry of Emily 
Dickinson” (1974). 
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emphasizing the unfolding act of evolution, not only exhibits an alternative 

perspective of life but also suggests an idealism which is ampler for any subsequent 

attachment of the idea of evolution than Darwin’s specific version for the science of 

life. The specific focus on the poet’s inscrutable language also serves a preparation for 

the following chapter, “The Spirit and the Dust,” the title of Chapter Three, an 

elaboration of Emily Dickinson’s evolutionary poetics.  

Darwinian theory has often been adapted into use for non-biological research and 

interpretive purposes. Some expansions and adaptations of Darwinism are quite 

ambitious and seemingly scientific but most of them have become rather controversial 

and even notorious, such as Herbert Spencer’s Social Darwinism, Henri Bergson’s 

élan vital of Creative Evolution, and a few renditions of the scientist Richard 

Dawkins’s Selfish Gene. Owing to the concern at the nature and relationship between 

people, environment and knowledge, more discernible attempts are done to bridge the 

gap between natural and humanistic sciences, which has been a longtime story told by 

C. P. Snow (1959 Rede Lecture at Cambridge, the “two cultures”) and a loop linked to 

Edward O. Wilson (“sociobiology” and “consilience”), the evolutionary entomologist 

at Harvard. Darwinism, due to its interdisciplinary quality—for it studies living 

organisms and vital processes with a set of recognized scientific methodologies—has 

become one of the epistemological systems to take up the mission.34 Thus, in Chapter 

                                                 
34 In literary studies, such an emerging school of criticism is known as biopoetics (see Cooke and 
Turner eds.) or “Literary Darwinism.” Joseph Carroll, the professor of English at University of 
Missouri-St. Louis, with his two books, Evolution and Literary Theory (1995) and Literary Darwinism 
(2004), is one of the early participants. Another publication, The Literary Animal (2005), is a 
cooperative editorship of an English doctorate, Jonathan Gottschall, and professor of biology and 
anthropology, David Sloan Wilson, both from Binghamton University in New York, where a program 
called the New Humanities Initiative is offered to bridge the chasm between science and humanities. 
See D. T. Max’s “The Literary Darwinists” (November 6, 2005) in the New York Times Magazine and 
Natalie Angier’s “Curriculum Designed to Unite Art and Science” (May 27, 2008) in the New York 
Times.  

However, it should be kept in mind that Darwin and Darwinism have already been topics of 
literary and cultural criticism, especially under the English contexts, probably because of the 
controversial status for Darwinism in America. In addition, Darwinism is also influential in 
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Three, before moving on to the evolutionary poetics in detail, I will review the 

methodological issues in Darwin’s theory and see how his contemporary scientific 

community views and interacts with Darwin’s seemingly illogical and erroneous 

methodologies as well as his conclusions. Afterwards, by reading The Origin of 

Species and Emily Dickinson closely together, I would like to unravel some heads of 

threads and weave the pictures of Emily Dickinson’s evolutionary poetics, which 

encompasses another “two cultures”—the materialist and metaphysical realities. 

Finally, some main issues discussed will be gone over and some critical folds in 

Darwinian and Dickinsonian studies unpacked in the conclusion.  

                                                                                                                                            
philosophical talks. Here are some titles covering different issues by using Darwin: Gillian Beer, 
Darwin’s Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Fiction 
(1983/2000), Robert M. Young, Darwin’s Metaphor: Nature’s Place in Victorian Culture (1985), 
George Levine, Darwin and the Novelists: Patterns of Science in Victorian Fiction (1988/1991), James 
Krasner, The Entangled Eye: Visual Perception and the Representation of Nature in Post-Darwinian 
Narrative (1992), Daniel C. Dennett, Darwin’s Dangerous Idea: Evolution and the Meanings of Life 
(1995), George Levine, Darwin Loves You: Natural Selection and the Re-Enchantment of the World 
(2006), and David Sloan Wilson, Evolution for Everyone: How Darwin’s Theory Can Change the Way 
We Think about Our Lives (2007). 
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