
Chapter One: 

“Unto the Scene that We do not –” 

 

 

 

I. Das Leben der Anderen 

 

After the rash of revolutions in the late eighteenth century, the atmosphere in 

European society was inevitably filled with a sense of awkwardness in the religious 

and political climate. Without doubt, revolutions that promoted the idea of progress 

had gained their access of inspiration to the appearing spirit of individual freedom, but, 

more important, overall balance, stability and synthesis in the end. Such a stroke of 

liberating sensation has been said to find its rebellious root in the active reaction 

against the Enlightenment materialism, which, in order to know or “be enlightened,” 

was motivated by sensational stimuli from the external material world, rather than 

spiritual incentives for an eternal heaven of salvation. However, as Peter J. Bowler 

has noted, there was in fact “no war between science and religion” because “many 

scientists were themselves both deeply religious and anxious to ensure that their 

scientific work could be reconciled with their faith” (96). The two intertwining 

threads of ideologies, materialism and idealism, both infused by their anomalous 

quality respectively from either the concession to the practical and political world 

(utilitarianism) or unstrained spontaneous overflowing of personal and individual 

reasoning (romanticism), have mapped out the complications of the nineteenth 

century, even though a variety of ideas as well as practices now stormily tended to 

stand alone and instantiate as a solid discipline or science. 

While the conservatives were eager to retrieve what they had lost in the previous 

31 



Chou 32 

century and to retain the status quo, a new type of revolution just earnestly brought 

out a progressive consequence echoing the ideological complication mentioned above. 

The industrial revolution changed the economic situations and contributed to the rise 

of the middle class, whose members “shared the conservatives’ horror of revolution,” 

yet demanded reforms that would “throw off the shackles of feudalism and allow 

entrepreneurs the freedom” necessary for business and commerce (Bowler 102). If the 

nineteenth century gives any lesson to modern people about what “understanding” or 

“knowing” means, perhaps one of the most inspiring lessons would be, as the title of a 

recent German film (2006) directed by Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck, depicting 

the literary power acting on a secret police in former East Germany, das Leben der 

Anderen, or “lives of others.” In other words, the logic behind the so-called the “lives 

of others” is that as long as one knows what others need, one knows what to offer and 

then also profits from it, and, at various degrees, even from society in general. The 

interest in “others,” after all, is not a recent epiphany of the twentieth century. 

An American statesman, William H. Seward (1801-1872), addressed his lecture 

“The Physical, Moral, and Intellectual Development of the American People” to the 

Phi Beta Kappa Society of Yale College in July 1854. He began the lecture by saying 

that, “Modern invention, until the close of the last century, was chiefly employed in 

discovering new laws of nature, and in shaping those discoveries into the forms of 

theories and maxims” (110). The naturalists or “men of science” worked so hard in 

order to find out the laws of quantity, laws of quality, laws of life, and so on. With the 

trend from the general to the specific, from the simple to the complex, the collections 

of those laws compiled in great volumes have become the systematic analysis of “the 

conditions of life in general” which “branch out into its special conditions on the one 

hand,” and “into its abnormal conditions, on the other.” George Eliot (1819-1880) in 

her “The Natural History of German Life” called these two directions “Natural 
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History” and “Pathology” (130). From the historical hindsight, the interest to learn 

deeply more about “others” is supposed to be the equivalent to the attempt to know 

oneself better. What George Eliot means is, as long as the trend of progress is always 

double-bound, from the general to the special and from the simple to the complex, 

what seems natural may become pathological, or even pathetic. Therefore, Mary Ann 

Evans is George Eliot, as we know, but George Eliot then was not necessarily always 

Mary Ann Evans, because the embedded logic underneath the equivalence turns out 

pointing to “lives of others.” Unless the bridge is tightly built between lives of the self 

and lives of the other, one of the two names will simply become a figment of the 

other’s imagination, whether idea-wise or gender-wise, instead of being the profitable 

diversified but interchangeable substitutions. Thus, in terms of building up the 

knowledge within such a balance, natural theology in the early nineteenth century 

offers the support that one can “do one’s science and at the same time claim that, 

through one’s findings about the marvelous nature and workings of the empirical 

world,” one is “burnishing the most powerful argument there is for God’s existence 

and perfect, all-powerful nature” (Ruse, Darwin and Design 41). That is why, as Ruse 

has noted, the most commonly used metaphor or analogy for this age responding to 

Humean skepticism against religious miracles via reason and argument would be the 

watch and the watchmaker (Darwin and Design 41).  

Charles Darwin recounted his experience at Cambridge in his Autobiography 

reading the works by the Anglican clergyman, William Paley. When Darwin had to 

prepare for his B.A. examination, Paley’s Evidences of Christianity and Moral 

Philosophy were “necessary to get up.” Together with his Natural Theology, or 

Evidences of the Existence and Attributes of the Deity (1802),1 the logic of these 
                                                 
1 Natural Theology was written partly in order to respond to the work of Charles Darwin’s grandfather, 
Erasmus Darwin (1731-1802). In Zoonomia (1794-1796), Erasmus Darwin suggested the transformism 
of creatures, an argument which similarly followed Lamarkian mechanism, “the inheritance of acquired 
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books gave young Darwin “as much delight as did Euclid” (59) and their arguments 

“formerly seemed to me so conclusive,” although this old argument of design in 

nature “fails, now that the law of natural selection has been discovered” (87). In his 

Natural Theology, Paley explains the true meaning behind finding a watch:  

 

In crossing a heath suppose I pitched my foot against a stone, and were asked 

how the stone came to be there, I might possibly answer, that for any thing I 

knew to the contrary it had lain there for ever; nor would it, perhaps, be very 

easy to show the absurdity of this answer. But supposing I had found a watch 

upon the ground, and it should inquired how the watch happened to be in that 

place, I should hardly think of the answer which I had before given, that for 

anything I knew the watch might have always been there. Yet why should not 

this answer serve for the watch as well as for the stone; why is it not as 

admissible in the second case as in the first? For this reason, and for no other, 

namely, that when we come to inspect the watch, we perceive—what we could 

not discover in the stone—that its several parts are framed and put together for a 

purpose, e.g. that they are so formed and adjusted as to produce motion, and that 

motion so regulated as to point out the hour of the day; that if the different parts 

had been shaped different from what they are, or placed after any other manner 

or in any other order than that in which they are placed, either no motion at all 

would have been carried on in the machine, or none which would have answered 

the use that is now served by it. (1-2) 

 

William Paley’s teleological statement that “the watch must have had a maker,” 

                                                                                                                                            
characteristics.” See Bowler 85-86, 103-04, Burbridge (1998), and Michael Ruse, Darwin and Design 
54-58. 
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reemphasizing the old argument of design, would look rather flimsy today even 

though Paley himself tried to defend his argument exhaustively in the very beginning 

against eight premises which might probably weaken or invalidate the conclusion 

from the readers’ point of view.2 On the one hand, what Paley offered in his argument 

was “a religious justification for pursuing a life of inquiry and scientific endeavor” 

(Ruse, Darwin and Design 43) in the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, a seeming 

nineteenth-century scientific method to establish an argument by induction as it was, 

the conclusion achieved has yet been rather left to a rhetorical illustration of an 

abduction after Darwin offered his own formulation of evolution by natural selection 

in 1859.3  

Apart from the argument in terms of natural phenomena, George Eliot once 

wrote a review, “Worldliness and Other Worldliness: The Poet Young,” about the 

eighteenth-century English poet, Edward Young and his Night Thoughts in the 

January 1857 issue of Westminster Review, for which she was the unpaid and 

unacknowledged editor under the invitation of the journal’s new façade, John 

Chapman, during 1851 to 1854.4 In her opinion, while it is necessary for a polite 

writer to assume that the readers know everything about the poet,  

 

it will be a direct sequitur from that assumption that we should proceed as if they 

                                                 
2 For Paley’s eight premises and his discussion, see Paley, Natural Theology 7-10. 
3 In the letter to his neighbor in November 1859, Charles Darwin wrote, “I do not think I hardly ever 
admired a book more than Paley’s ‘Natural Theology.’ I could almost formerly have said it by heart.” 
As Stephen Jay Gould suggests, the influence from Paley on Darwin and his desire to overturn Paley 
“persisted throughout Darwin’s career” (120). Of course, the theological ideas in Paley were by no 
means of the domestic pale in England only, but the lineage was also found in America, say, in the 
Reverend James McCosh’s writings on evolution. For a more detailed discussion, see Gould, The 
Structure of Evolutionary Theory 116-21. For McCosh’s major writings, see J. David Hoeveler ed., 
Natural Selection and Divine Election (2002).  
4 After George Eliot’s resignation of the editorship of the periodical, she became a regular contributor. 
January 1857 also marked the end of George Eliot as a journalist but the beginning as a novelist. Her 
first novel, Scenes of Clerical Life, began serialization in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine. See John 
Rignall ed., Oxford Reader’s Companion to George Eliot 186-88 and 461-62. 
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knew nothing, and recall the incidents of his biography with as much 

particularity as we may, without trenching on the space we shall need for our 

main purpose—the reconsideration of his character as a moral and religious poet. 

(166) 

 

To understand an artist, the viewers will naturally have the desire to know almost 

everything about the artist’s life. While a critic focusing on the work of art itself, 

those detailed incidents in life of that particular author, in the sense of the particular 

cultural history, will emerge and enhance, but not take over, the real appreciation of 

the work.  

A few examples turn out to be in a reversed direction, however. When readers 

know so little about the artist, the impressions formed from the reading experience 

may be intriguing enough to arouse the suspicions among readers asking where the 

content of argument comes from and what kind of person the author is. George Eliot 

herself is a typical example when her first work of fiction was published in 1857. 

Looking backward at the critics and readers’ guesses about the author, George Eliot 

presents her view in the chapter entitled “The Wasp Credited with Honey” through her 

narrator Theophrastus before closing it with a fable of a council of animals 

“assembl[ing] to consider what sort of creature had constructed a honeycomb found 

and much tasted by Bruin and other epicures” (97) in her last published work, 

Impressions of Theophrastus Such (1879). Since this last work of George Eliot is 

pitifully neglected except her fiction among Eliot’s readers nowadays, here is a rather 

long excerpt: 

 

It is a commonplace that words, writings, measures, and performances in general, 

have qualities assigned them not by a direct judgment on the performances 
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themselves, but by a presumption of what they are likely to be, considering who 

is the performer. We all notice in our neighbours this reference to names as 

guides in criticism, and all furnish illustrations of it in our own practice; for, 

check ourselves as we will, the first impression from any sort of work must 

depend on a previous attitude of mind, and this will constantly be determined by 

the influences of a name. But that our prior confidence or want of confidence in 

given names is made up of judgments just as hollow as the consequent praise or 

blame they are taken to warrant, is less commonly perceived, though there is a 

conspicuous indication of it in the surprise or disappointment often manifested in 

the disclosure of an authorship about which everybody has been making wrong 

guesses. (95-96) 

 

Apparently the practice of biased interpretation is not restricted to a name that 

serves as the only guide in criticism, because it happens as well for works that are 

assigned no names. Robert Chambers’s Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation 

(1844), then published anonymously and seemingly now serving as one of the 

pavestones for the Darwinian evolution, which challenged its Victorian audiences’s 

theological concept that living species do not change, is another illustration, although 

when considered as a contribution to science, Chambers’s theory was of little value. 

Nevertheless, in terms of the contribution to the public ideological debates, 

Chambers’s book, which “aroused interest in evolutionism, making it much easier for 

Darwin to get a hearing” (Bowler 140), may have been even more important than The 

Origin of Species (1859).5 Making wrong guesses, from Eliot’s passage, is not the 

point, but “the surprise or disappointment manifested” instead. Such a surprise and a 

                                                 
5 See also James A. Secord, Victorian Sensations: The Extraordinary Publication, Reception, and 
Secret Authorship of Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (2000). 
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disappointment may be the “sequitur” of the failure of grappling associative life 

events and their meanings to concoct and thus coalesce neatly into a likely judgment. 

In the age that emphasized knowledge from dissecting scientifically, we expect 

the releasing anchor on the substantial establishment of knowledge by means of 

positive science. At the same time, however, we also observe the conceptual 

expansion by some Victorian sages of the study of belles letters and humanism in 

jeopardy because they are often regarded as rather ornamental, ineffectual, and 

tantamount to superficiality, opposed to science or true knowledge. Therefore, on the 

one hand, Thomas Henry Huxley proposes that an effectual liberal education is not 

synonymous with only an exclusively literary education but at least an either 

exclusively literary or scientific education6 and further suggests that his audience 

“[s]it down before fact as a little child, be prepared to give up every preconceived 

notion, follow humbly wherever and to whatever abysses nature leads, or you shall 

learn nothing” (The Life and Letters 219). On the other hand, we have Matthew 

Arnold responding to the frequent reproach on humanism as the example from Huxley 

and suggesting on the Rede Lecture at Cambridge on 14 June 1882 and also in 

America one year later, “I talk of knowing the best which has been thought and 

uttered in the world. Professor Huxley says this means knowing literature. Literature 

is a large word; it may mean everything written with letters or printed in a book. 

Euclid’s Elements and Newton’s Principia are thus literature. All knowledge that 

reaches us through books is literature. But by literature Professor Huxley means belles 

lettres” (7). In the nineteenth-century, the definition of and distinction between 

literature and science was much more complicated than it is today. 

 
                                                 
6 Thomas Huxley’s “Science and Culture,” an address delivered at the Opening of Sir Josiah Mason’s 
Science College, at Birmingham, on 1 October 1880. See Huxley, Science and Culture, and Other 
Essays 7-30. 
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II. Nineteenth-Century Transatlantic Experiences 

 

George Eliot had never been to America. She was impressed by Ralph Waldo 

Emerson when Emerson visited England around 1840s and she praised one of his 

disciples, Henry David Thoreau’s Walden (1854) in her article in Westminster Review 

in January 1856.7 Although she admitted her profound interest in the United States as 

a “cradle of the future,” she confessed to a friend that her near loathing for “the 

common American type of character” was quite explicit.  

If the adjective “common” attributed to American culture is similar to the use of 

the adjective “mediocre” to British society, whose central characters are defined by 

groups of bourgeoisie, it is not unusual to notice the commonness between the two 

shores of the Atlantic. In other words, for the nineteenth-century English-speaking 

society, despite the different positions that the bourgeoisie occupies and the 

challenges that the middle class faces ahead in England and the United States, 

Victorianism, a term coined in the reference to her Queen, rather than exclusively 

belonging to England, is in fact a transatlantic culture.8 The Civil War, one of the 

major unique historical events in the establishment of a national history, certainly 

plays an important role leading the new country, the United States, to a different 

formation of the national identity from that during the antebellum period. However, as 

Daniel Walker Howe argues, “Using the name of a foreign monarch to describe an 

aspect of a country’s history implies some relationship between the two countries, and 

indeed a close one existed between Britain and the United States in the nineteenth 

century” (3), any crucial movement in either side is sure to cause mutual reactions and 

                                                 
7 See Rignall, Oxford Reader’s Companion to George Eliot 9, 103, and 432-33. 
8 For example, comparing with the middle class in Britain, the American counterpart usually took most 
hold of the economic, social, and political institutions. In a sense, “Victorian culture was experienced 
more intensely in the United States than in Victoria’s homeland.” See Daniel Walker Howe, “Victorian 
Culture in America,” in Victorian America, ed. Daniel Walker Howe, 3-5. 
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disturbances in the other. Thus, it is needless to mention the event of great 

transatlantic impact such as, say, the publication of The Origin of Species in 1859, 

which may bring about the ripple-like effects desired as well as unexpected on 

different walks of society.9  

Emily Dickinson, one member of “the American gentry,” a kernel group 

composed of mostly Northern, middle-income, Whig-Republican, literary men and 

women that actively aided shaping American Victorian culture, was one of the big 

fans of George Eliot. She called her “my George Eliot” and also an “Amazing human 

heart” in a letter stating the death of the English writer to her dear cousins, Louise and 

Frances Norcross. That same letter just began with, “The look of the words as they lay 

in print I shall never forget” (L710). Emily Dickinson learned the news earlier from 

her sister-in-law, Susan, and responded to Susan’s kind sharing, “Thank you, Sue—I 

was glad to read it—Perhaps she who Experienced Eternity in Time, may receive 

Time’s omitted Gift as part of the Bounty of Eternity” (L688).  

Moreover, Emily Dickinson wrote Thomas Nile, the editor of Roberts Brothers 

that published A Masque of Poets (1878) in the “No Name Series,” in which 

Dickinson’s “Success is counted sweetest” (Fr112/J67) was included: “The Life of 

Marian Evans had much I never knew—a Doom of Fruit without the Bloom, like the 

Niger Fig” (L814), after reading Mathilde Blind’s biography of George Eliot (1883) 

published by Mr. Nile’s publishing house. In addition to three manuscripts of poems 

enclosed to the editor,10 also the ending part of the letter was a poem, which, on the 

one hand, presented herself as an embarrassed admirer before the novelist (first 4 

                                                 
9 Queen Victoria and the President of the United States, James Buchanan (1857-61) exchanged a 
message in Morse code on 17 August 1858, “Europe and America are united by telegraph. Glory to 
God in the highest. On earth peace and good-will toward men.” Howe regards that “The message … 
typifies Victorian culture in its sense of Atlantic community, its excitement in technology, its biblical 
rhetoric, and even in its premature self-congratulation” (3).  
10 The three “specimens” of Emily Dickinson’s poetry are “The Wind begun to rock the Grass” 
(F796/J824), “A Route of Evanescence” (Fr1489/1463), and “Ample make this Bed” (Fr804/J829). 
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lines), and on the other hand, expressed her intimate understanding as a “Porter” 

carrying “Life’s empty Pack” that used to carry “Honey” (last 4 lines): 

 

Her Losses make our Gains ashamed— 

She bore Life’s empty Pack 

As gallantly as if the East 

Were swinging at her Back. 

Life’s empty Pack is heaviest, 

As every Porter knows— 

In vain to punish Honey— 

It only sweeter grows. (F1602/J1562)11

 

This poem, commemorating a specific occasion of death, does not show either a 

typical mourning mood or certain transitional attitude toward the loss of a beloved or 

admired person. The empty Life’s Pack is heaviest. Is it because of life, the pack, or 

both? From one’s losses to others’ gains, it suggests, between the deceased author and 

the living poet in particular, a sense of connecting inheritance, not of any random kind, 

because the connection is the sharing ground for “every Porter.” The difference, after 

all, comes from how each porter “does” with the labor of carrying: one bears while 

others “punish” or consume. Only by bearing the Life’s Pack does it make sense that 

it is heaviest even if it is empty. On the contrary, attempt to lessen the burden of 

weight by punishing the inner contents should be simply in vain, the reason being that 

the constant density in essential quality can never be changed and any decrease in 

                                                 
11 The poem quoted here is based on Emily Dickinson’s letter to Thomas Niles (April 1883). In 
Franklin’s Reading Edition, Franklin incorporated the poem based on a later version, which was sent to 
Susan Dickinson perhaps on the death of William Hawley Dickinson (the poet’s cousin), thus 
substituting the feminine possessives (line 1 and line 4) and pronoun (line 2) with masculine ones along 
with a past tense verb “made” in the first line. 
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quantity only finds in peripheries. For “As every Porter knows—” sounds like some 

matter of fact, the question, again, should turn out to be that whether the poet really 

thinks that it is true that “every Porter knows.” 

The association between English and American cultures indeed enables the 

communication of the two great minds. When we further expand our scope at the 

scientific development of the nineteenth century, in which George Eliot and her 

partner, George Henry Lewes, together participated, it is even worthwhile to explore 

and investigate the connections between the Belle of Amherst and the most famous 

(or notorious) man of science, whose evolution theory brought huge impact to both 

sides of the Atlantic and even the world—Charles Darwin. The affiliation between 

these two nineteenth-century figures may look weak on the surface. Notwithstanding, 

when George Eliot recorded in her journal, “We [i.e., George Eliot and G. H. Lewes] 

began Darwin’s work on ‘The Origin of Species’ tonight” (82) on 23 November 1859, 

which was even before the official publication date, the disparate organic structures 

begins to organize and assemble again. What Emily Dickinson and Charles Darwin 

encounter in the individual life in the individual world, under a more tactful 

examination and exposition, should intersect as die Wahlverwandtschaften, the 

“elective affinities.”  

A German critic who preferred to remain and live in the nineteenth century 

reminds us in his early discussion on Goethe’s novel, Elective Affinities (1809) that, 

 

The domain of poetic technique forms the boundary between an exposed upper 

layer and a deep, hidden layer of the works. What the author was conscious of as 

his technique, what contemporary criticism had also already recognized in 

principle, certainly touches on the concrete realities in the material content; yet it 

forms the boundary opposite its truth content, of which neither the author nor the 
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critics of his time could be entirely conscious. (Benjamin 313) 

 

“The truth content emerges as that of the material content” (300). After all, the 

German critic was too depressed to go a step further across the border. For us, in order 

to surpass through the boundary between the truth content and the material content, 

what we have to possess is “Faith,” which the poet defines as “the Pierless Bridge.” 

 

Faith – is the Pierless Bridge 

Supporting what We see 

Unto the Scene that We do not – 

Too slender for the eye 

 

Here, we encounter again a similar paradoxical statement as in the poet’s tribute to 

George Eliot. As long as the bridge is “Pierless,” it is able to support even the heaviest 

burdens on people’s mind and also fearlessly open the vistas that have never been 

seen before, for the poet finds that 

 

It bears the Soul as bold 

As it were rocked in Steel 

With Arms of steel at either side – 

It joins – behind the Vail 

 

To what, could We presume 

The Bridge would cease to be 

To Our far, vascillating Feet 

A first Necessity. (Fr978/J915) 
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After stepping on the bridge that encourages and inspires, in the last stanza of the 

poem the poet does not want to push us too high like the proud but imprudent Icarus. 

The trespassing along, ipso facto, can be mingled with possibilities (“presume”) and 

instabilities (“Our far, vascillating Feet”), yet it is a primary decision to make—if you 

bear Faith in mind, which is not necessarily concerning religion, it should lead you to 

scenes that are “Too slender for the eye.”  

 

III. Intersecting: The Origin in Amherst 

 

 

Fig. 2. The bedroom of Emily Dickinson at the Dickinson Homestead, photograph by Frank 

Ward from Polly Longsworth, The World of Emily Dickinson: A Visual Biography (1990) 130. 

 

It could be one afternoon of the summer days in 1860. The temperature was 

rather high and the air outside carried with itself the heavy weight of vapors and 

steams that indeed caused some annoyance among the inhabitants of Amherst, even 

though it was just quite the same as it was before and perhaps will be. On the window 
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shield facing the cemeteries flies huddled and buzzed around, lavishly trying to share 

the precious currents of cool air sent forth from the inside. Otherwise, those hungry 

insects might expect some cookies or cakes in the basket tied with a string for 

lowering down the basket from the window on the wall opposite to the bed and giving 

those children in the neighborhood some sweet treats.  

It was a clean and nice room that its owner stayed in quite often, reading book 

leaves, writing letters, and beginning composing verse in recent years since 1858. On 

the chaste cherry table clung to the narrow platform of another window in this 

bedroom, with the candle stub from last night’s writing, laid a current copy of the 

Atlantic Monthly: A Magazine of Literature, Science, Art, and Politics.12 (The table 

was in fact not too big but still big enough to hold some volumes on it to fetch and 

read or write conveniently.) The magazine was actually borrowed from the 

room-owner’s best friend but now her sister-in-law, who lived nearby (around only 

100 yards away) in the mansion called the “Evergreens,” west of the Homestead and 

built especially for the son of the master of the Homestead and his son’s wife. (By the 

way, the year of the marriage in summer between her brother and her best friend, 

1856, also marked her second prize won for her rye and Indian bread at the autumn 

Cattle Show.) As its full title suggested, this rather new periodical, which was founded 

in the year 1857 (just about 3 years old now), featured contemporary literary works 

and a few current liberal thoughts and introduced them to the intellects of the eastern 

America. In addition, it was exactly its freshness that made it a sort of privileged 

witness of big events since the mid-nineteenth century—an era of great changes—on 

the both two shores of the Atlantic and definitely, later, everywhere. 

                                                 
12 The Dickinson household owns the very first volume of the magazine in 1857 through the death of 
Emily Dickinson, which is in 1886. Other magazines that were also regularly read in the Dickinsons 
are Harper’s, and Scribner’s. See Jack L. Capps, Emily Dickinson’s Reading, 1836-1886 (1966) 
130-33. 
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Fig. 3. The Dickinson Homestead, from Emily Dickinson Museum: The Homestead & The 

Evergreens, 15 May 2008 <http://www.emilydickinsonmuseum.org/hours.html>. 

 

 

Fig. 4. The floor plans of the Homestead, from Jay Leyda, The Years and Hours of Emily 

Dickinson, vol. 2, 2-3. The left is the plan of the ground floor, and the right, second floor. 

Emily Dickinson’s bedroom is on the down left of the second floor. 
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The room-owner browsed through an article on the appeal to elevating artistic 

appreciation in America and the pride-worthy blooming collections in the domestic art 

galleries as well. The article, “On the Formation of Galleries of Art,” slightly 

reminded her of the trip almost ten years ago to Boston in 1851 and another trip to 

Washington and Philadelphia with her Father and sister in 1855, which made her 

“appear like an embarrassed Peacock, quite unused to its plumes” (L177) because of 

wearing some new clothes. A discussion in that journal on an English naturalist, 

Charles Darwin’s recent book, On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural 

Selection, or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life suddenly 

caught the eyes of the careful reader, who might had already heard about the book not 

long ago from her intimate friends or relatives (perhaps, again, her knowledgeable and 

literary sister-in-law, Susan, with whom she often exchanged her own writings and 

sometimes asked for magazines or just-published novels). Since its publication in 

England on November 24, 1859, the book sold rather well both in England and 

America. Therefore, she might not feel too oblivious to and unfamiliar with the 

subject matter of the article itself, either, especially also due to her constant exposure 

to contemporary scientific developments in early school education. In addition, it 

would not be the only article on such a topic that appeared in the Atlantic Monthly. In 

fact, in the following months, among the issues of Volume 6, there would be a 

continuation of the discussion on that controversial book in August, and a defending 

article for Darwin against some of his reviewers in October. 

The contributor of the series of these articles was Asa Gray, the American 

botanist of the nineteenth century, the strongest advocate of the new evolutionary 

theory in America, and also one of the “Four Musketeers” of Darwinism.13 Actually 
                                                 
13 The so-called “Four Musketeers” of Darwinism of the nineteenth-century are Charles Lyell, Joseph 
Hooker, Thomas Huxley, and Asa Gray. SeeLarson, Evolution: The Remarkable History of a Scientific 
Theory (2004) 83. 
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he had already given his favored review on Darwin’s new book in American Journal 

of Science and Arts earlier. And he was a close friend of Charles Darwin, too. For 

instance, in one of his personal correspondence to Darwin himself, expressing his 

excitement about the preparation for a reprint of On the Origin of Species in America, 

he wrote, 

 

To fulfil [sic.] your request I ought to tell you what I “think the weakest, & what 

the best parts of your book [”]. But this is not easy, nor to be done in a word or 

two. The best part, I think, is the whole, i.e. its plan & treatment,—the vast 

amount of facts and acute inferences handled as if you had a perfect mastery of 

them. I do not think 20 years too much time to produce such a book in. 

Style clear & good, but now & then wants revision for little matters. (p. 97, 

self-fertilises itself—&c)  

Then your condor is worth everything to your cause. It is refreshing to find 

a person with a new theory who frankly confesses that he finds difficulties— 

insurmountable, at least for the present. I know some people who never have any 

difficulties, to speak of. (23 January 1860; Darwin, Correspondence 46) 

 

In the first review article of the three, Asa Gray gave a quick glance through the 

chapters of On the Origin of Species, raising the issue about the origin of species by 

asking, “What are the grounds in Nature, the admitted facts, which suggest 

hypotheses of derivation, in some shape or other?” (113). He firstly suggested 

different responses when people received new ideas. “Novelties are enticing to most 

people: to us they are simply annoying. We cling to a long-accepted theory, just as we 

cling to an old suit of clothes” (109). After surveying over each main topic in the 

chapters of the book, “Variation under Domestication” and Darwin’s choral de 
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bataille, “Natural Selection,” at the dawning moment of Darwin’s most well-known 

publication, Gray described the Darwinian theory, “once getting a foothold,” in the 

end of his discussion,  

 

marches boldly on, follows the supposed near ancestors of our present species 

farther and yet farther back into the dim past, and ends with an analogical 

inference which “makes the whole world kin.” As we said at the beginning, this 

upshot discomposes us. (116)  

 

Certainly from one of the early reviews of On the Origin of Species (the “On” was 

later dropped by Charles Darwin himself from a later edition14), we are able to 

understand evidently that contemporary opinions towards and debates on the 

controversial Darwinism have just prevailed and showed no sign of waning and 

(de)termination.  

The past, which Darwin and those nineteenth-century natural scientists and 

theologians alike pursue, is certainly dim. The “origin” of the species can be no longer 

answered readily by the presence of an intellectual Designer or omniscient Creator, as 

the natural theology in the nineteenth-century indicates. Nevertheless, the reason to 

mention Asa Gray’s review here is not simply an attempt to draw the trajectory of 

Darwinian theory here, its development and its debates. The 1860 copy of the Atlantic 

Monthly, in which Asa Gray’s article appeared, also implies the potential influence on 

its readers about their views towards nature and human world, and a copy of that issue 

                                                 
14 Six editions of The Origin of Species are published between 1859 and 1872. The revisions and 
amplifications throughout show Darwin’s continuous responses to the critiques and challenges as well 
as supplements of new materials. The title of Darwin’s book, though it is the first and second edition 
that I use throughout this study, subsequently in my discussion will be referred as The Origin of Species, 
or abbreviated as The Origin unless it is mentioned in other sources. In this case, the title will be 
followed the sources cited. 
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of the Atlantic Monthly can be just found on the desk of Emily Dickinson’s room.  

The influence of Darwin’s evolutionary theory on Emily Dickinson is indeed 

also a dim past for us now. Emily Dickinson herself mentions the name “Darwin” two 

times according to the currently available published manuscripts, in her letters to Mrs. 

Josiah G. Holland in early January 1871 and Otis Lord on 30 April 1882, both in her 

late years and after the last revised edition of The Origin of Species. The lines Emily 

Dickinson mentioning Darwin in the letter to Mrs. Holland writes, “Why The Thief 

ingredient accompanies all Sweetness Darwin does not tell us” (L359), and to Otis P. 

Lord, “Mrs Dr Stearns called to know if we didn’t think it very shocking for 

[Benjamin F.] Butler to ‘liken himself to his Redeemer,’ but we thought Darwin had 

thrown ‘the Redeemer’ away” (L750).  

From the two entries, Darwin, who “does not tell us” why “the Thief ingredient 

accompanies all Sweetness,” and “had thrown the ‘Redeemer’ away,” means at least 

three facts for the poet. First, she is familiar with Charles Darwin’s works and 

understands the occurring debates Darwin brings with by his publications. Second, 

Emily Dickinson recognizes Charles Darwin’s theory on physical lives in nature as 

popular, convincing to some extent, but also insufficient in explaining particular and 

subjective emotions and behaviors in people. Suspicion is the nature of human beings, 

but it requires more than Darwinian theory to explain the pleasure and excitement 

along with the “Thief ingredient” in people’s suspicious mind. Third, in terms of 

orthodox religious perspective, Darwin has been generally regarded as a notorious 

figure to cause a suspicion that God does not exist. Thus, to liken oneself to the 

Redeemer cannot be a much more serious blasphemy than “throwing the Redeemer 

away.” The opinions on Darwin from Emily Dickinson, as mentioned above, are 

actually typical for the conflicts between the development of natural sciences and the 

interpretation of natural theology. She does not tell her modern reader much about 
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what she thought of them in her prose works, but she does incorporate those themes in 

her poetry. 

A review of Darwin’s The Origin of Species shows the recognition of heating 

controversy brought by the so-called “natural selection” theory. Unfortunately, there 

are no further records left behind Emily Dickinson about her direct comments on the 

book and its author. Moreover, the conceptual association and linkage between Emily 

Dickinson and Charles Darwin can be seen from two similar aspects then: the inner 

doubts in the authors about religion and their attitudes towards publication. 

In the chapter “Troubles and Riddles” of his biography of Emily Dickinson, 

Alfred Habegger continues the portrait of the poet in development. “The period from 

1855 to 1858, marked by obscure and painful trials, collapses, transformations, ended 

with Dickinson’s long-gestated emergence as a working poet who knew what she was 

about” (327). The shadows of fatal diseases and death have been marking the trials for 

Emily Dickinson herself and those she knows since her teen years. Followed by the 

marriage of her brother Austin and close friend Susan Gilbert, the financial difficulties 

in the Dickinson household, and also her mother’s severe illness, this period of time 

also witnessed the poet’s gradual reluctance to leave out her home after her visit to 

Boston for the eye problem15 and an empty year, 1857, without direct records of 

letter-writings from the poet. The life of the poet should remain rather oblique and 

silent until 1858, when two “enigmatic documents” by Emily Dickinson become 

available: a letter to a mysterious recipient she addresses as “Master” and the other 

letter to her uncle, Joseph A. Sweetser. The letter, addressing to “Dear Master,” begins 

as 

                                                 
15 Emily Dickinson went to Boston again to receive medical care for her eyes in 1864 and 1865. See 
Introduction to Section Two, Open Me Carefully 65. 
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Fig. 5. The first side of Emily Dickinson’s first of the three “Master Letters” (187 x 123 mm.), 

about spring 1858, from The Master Letters of Emily Dickinson, ed. R. W. Franklin, 13. 
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I am ill - but grieving more that you are ill, I make my stronger hand work long 

eno’ to tell you - I thought perhaps you were in Heaven, and when you spoke 

again, it seemed quite sweet, and wonderful, and surprised me so - I wish that 

you were well. (Master Letters 12) 

 

And in the letter to her uncle Emily Dickinson wrote, “Much has occurred, dear Uncle, 

since my writing you” and “so much – that I stagger as I write, in its sharp 

remembrance” (L190). Yet in the summer of that year, she began to make clean copies 

of the poems she composed long years ago and recent past on stationery, those sets of 

manuscript of poems, or “fascicles,” just as she did for her herbarium during the 

Amherst Academy years in 1840s.16

 

IV. Intersecting: The Rise of The Origin 

 

The disappearance from the scenes in 1850s due to personal ailments is not 

merely the mystery exclusively for Emily Dickinson, but also found on her 

contemporary on the other shore, Charles Darwin, if more evidence in Darwin’s case 

fortunately saves us from unceasing guesses. 

Charles Darwin, then twenty-one, took the British Navy vessel H.M.S. Beagle 

from Plymouth, England on December 27, 1831 and began his expedition to South 

America and some islands of the South Pacific (Larson 55). The voyage ended in 

early October 1836. The volcanic earthquake, organic scenes and specimens Darwin 

experienced, observed and collected on the Galápagos Islands, all left a great number 

of entries in his notebooks and also numerous records. During the voyage, those 

                                                 
16 For the detailed readings of Emily Dickinson’s herbarium collections, see Habegger, My Wars 
154-61 and Judith Farr and Louise Carter, The Gardens of Emily Dickinson 96-104. 
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records have vividly shown the fascination and confusion within the mind of the 

young naturalist-to-be in his diary along with some books he brought with him and 

one given by the captain which was just published before they set off, the first volume 

of Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology—a controversial book claiming that species 

were created continually to fit certain environment and gradually spread out from 

their “centre or foci of creation” (Darwin, Autobiography 77; Larson 61). Apart from 

the knowledge he gained from books, Darwin’s major task, as a trained naturalist, 

spent most of time collecting specimens and fossils, as what he wrote in his diary on 

26 and 27 September 1835: 

 

I industrially collected all the animals, plants, insects & reptiles from this 

Island. – It will be very interesting to find from future comparison to what 

district or “center of creation” the organized beings of this archipelago must be 

attached. (356) 

 

When Darwin returned to London, he organized his notebooks, prepared for the 

publication of his Beagle voyage journal, and soon married his wealthy Wedgwood 

cousin, Emma, in 1839. During this period, although it was the time Darwin felt more 

sure and reached the conceptual breakthrough about his evolutionary theory, 

especially after reading Thomas Malthus’s Essays on the Principle of Population, he 

in fact did not publish anything about it for twenty years (Larson 70-71), except two 

essays written in 1842 and 1844, now generally known as the foundations of The 

Origin of Species.17  

According to Larson, the reasons behind Darwin’s hesitation to finish his theory 
                                                 
17 “The Foundations of The Origin of Species” is the title given to the edition of the two essays by 
Darwin’s son, Francis. See Volume 10 of The Works of Charles Darwin, ed. Barrett and Freeman 
(1986). 
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of evolution and publish it, as shown in Darwin’s journals and correspondence, could 

be a few: among them, the awareness of the problematic divine action in the origin of 

species, Darwin’s worsening physical ailments, and also the death of his ten-year-old 

daughter in 1851 (70). Interestingly, these events in Darwin’s life at first accelerated 

his belief in agnosticism to some extent. However, while he began to doubt the 

importance and existence of an almighty Creator, he was also anxiously concerned 

about the impact of his new theory on those pious believers, his wife in particular 

(Larson 71). Thus, it is not until Joseph Hooker of the Linnean Society of London 

arranged the publication of Alfred Russel Wallace’s essay, which had the almost 

identical argument concerning the evolution of species, “On the Tendency of Varieties 

to Depart Indefinitely from the Original Type,” together with the two foundation 

essays by Darwin himself on July 1, 1858, that Darwin promptly started composing a 

more complete version of his evolutionary theory.18 The book was published one year 

later in November. As Gillian Beer remarks in her introduction to Charles Darwin’s 

The Origin of Species in the Oxford World’s Classics series, despite “his reluctance to 

publish (as he saw [mainly natural selection a theory developed still so far], 

prematurely) he yet could not bear to think of his idea drowned in his own death” 

(xvii).  

Of course, Darwin’s eagerness to publish his work seems quite incidental and 

abrupt, yet his reluctance to publish his theory which spanned twenty years (from late 

1830s when coming back from the Beagle trip to 1859, the publication) may be rather 

complicated because of the mixture of social climate and personal reservation (Hull, 

Darwin and His Critics 4-10). Four years after the publication of his “abominable 

                                                 
18 In his letter to Hooker dated July 5, 1858, Darwin said, “I can easily prepare an abstract of my whole 
work, but I can hardly see how it can be made scientific for a Journal without giving facts, which 
would be impossible. Indeed a mere abstract cannot be very short. Could you give me any idea how 
many pages of the Journal could probably be spared for me? […] If the Referees were to reject it as not 
entirely scientific, I could perhaps publish it as a pamphlet” (qtd. in Burkhardt 32).  
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volume” (i.e., 1863), Darwin advised a young scientist,  

 

I would suggest to you the advantage, at present, of being very sparing in 

introducing theory in your papers (I formerly erred much in Geology in that way); 

let theory guide your observations, but till your reputation is well established, be 

sparing of publishing theory. It makes persons doubt your observations. (Qtd. in 

Hull, Darwin and His Critics 10) 

 

There are many substantial concerns for Charles Darwin for sure to get his work 

published. One of the reasons behind Darwin’s reticence in publication is his attempt 

to be “scientific,” i.e., to provide sufficient empirical data and evidence, instead of 

putting forth only a “metaphysical principle” rather than a “scientific hypothesis.” In 

addition, he was also aware of the fate of some precursors of alternative hypotheses 

on species and evolution from Jean-Baptiste Larmark (Philosophie zoologique, 1809) 

and Robert Chambers. These early theorists, however, received almost nothing but 

ridicules from all sides after their books were published and reviewed. Darwin 

himself also criticized them, not really about their mistaken thought on the 

mechanisms for evolution but “for foisting their views on the scientific community 

without sufficient effort at careful formulation and verification” (Hull 10). However, 

one thing is certain after all. “Darwin kept up a dialogue with his various 

audiences—from clergymen to naturalists—until the end of his life,” not just through 

correspondence but also in the subsequent editions of The Origin of Species since the 

title was published (Endersby 4).19

Since The Origin of Species was written in a haste and served as an “Abstract” 
                                                 
19 Jim Endersby’s article in the Times Literary Supplement (16 March 2007) is a review of a reissue of 
the 1959 variorum edition of The Origin of Species edited by Morse Peckham and two collections of 
Darwin’s correspondence in 1866 and 1867 edited by Frederick Burkhardt and Duncan Porter. 
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(Darwin’s own Introduction 3) or one long argument, instead of a typical rigid 

scientific theory or treatise, 20  it was not “in a technical style nor copiously 

referenced,” but “closely followed the tone and form” (Waters 117) of his formal two 

informal essays, and thus had its appeal to the general educated readers, rather than 

merely professional naturalists or “men of science” at the time. The Origin of Species 

sold well then as it came out and received a “wonderfully favorable” review in the 

Times by Thomas Henry Huxley, this “hypothesis may or may not be sustainable 

hereafter, but its sufficiency must be tried by the tests of science alone […]” (qtd. in 

Larson 80). 

As for the case of publication for Emily Dickinson, the poet once suggested, 

“Publication – is the Auction / Of the Mind of Man –” (Fr788/ J709), in spite of the 

fact that Susan sent a few of Emily’s poems to various newspapers and magazines for 

printing (Hart and Smith 64) and around eleven poems were published during the 

poet’s lifetime.21 Archibald MacLeish once remarked that no one can read Emily 

Dickinson’s work “without perceiving that he is not so much reading as being spoken 

to.” In this way, it seems to MacLeish, there is nothing “more paradoxical in the 
                                                 
20 Although it was the content of his book that Darwin thought might cause attacks from his 
contemporaries, the attacks he received, from his former geology teacher, Adam Sedgwick, and John 
Stuart Mill, for instance, were mainly on his methods. “Darwin’s theory is not inductive,—not based on 
a series of acknowledged facts pointing to a general conclusion,—not a proposition evolved out of the 
facts, logically, and of course including them” (Sedgwick, “Objections to Mr. Darwin’s Theory of the 
Origin of Species,” qtd. in Hull, “Darwin’s Science,” 168). Also, in a letter Sedgwick wrote to Darwin 
on Nov. 24, 1859 in order to thank Darwin for a copy of The Origin, Sedgwick said, “I have read your 
book with more pain than pleasure. Parts of it I admired greatly; parts I laughed at till my sides were 
almost sore; other parts I read with absolute sorrow; because I think them utterly false & grievously 
mischievous—You have deserted—after a start in that tram-road of all solid physical truth—the true 
method of induction—[…].” See Hull, “Darwin’s Science,” 168-91. The letter is quoted from Darwin 
Correspondence Project, 26 Apr. 2008 <http://www.darwinproject.ac.uk/darwinletters/calendar/entry- 
2548.html>. 
21 They are, by the year of printing, “Sic transit gloria mundi” (Fr2/J3), “Nobody knows this little rose” 
(Fr11/J35), “I taste a liquor never brewed” (Fr207/J214), “Safe in their alabaster chamber” 
(Fr124/J216), “Flowers - Well - if anybody” (Fr95/J137), “These are the days when birds come back” 
(Fr122/J130), “Some keep the Sabbath going to church” (Fr236/J324), “Blazing in gold and quenching 
in purple” (Fr321/J228), “Success is counted sweetest” (Fr112/J67), “A narrow fellow in the grass” 
(Fr1096/J986) and again, “Success is counted sweetest.” See the Variorum Edition of The Poems of 
Emily Dickinson, Appendix 1, vol. 3, 1531-32. 
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whole history of poetry […] than Emily Dickinson’s commitment of that live voice to 

a private box full of pages and snippets tied together with little loops of thread” (19). 

Cynthia Wolff, discussing the voice of Emily Dickinson, raises a few questions to the 

“problem of publication”: Why did Dickinson not publish? Did Dickinson want to 

publish but fail? Is her inability to get her poetry into print the sign of an unreceptive 

society? Or, is it some symptom of a neurotic nature? Dickinson did have 

opportunities to get her poetry published during her lifetime since a few of her close 

friends, Samuel Bowles, Josiah Holland, Thomas Nile, and Higginson, all worked as 

editors and invited Dickinson’s contributions earnestly to some extent. Or, the poet’s 

good friend, Helen Hunt Jackson, who got many of her own novels published, also 

encouraged Emily to do so, too. What’s more, during Dickinson’s lifetime, every town 

of any size “had its printers, and Emily Dickinson’s society was a culture not merely 

of the written word, but of the printed word” (Wolff 240). The implications of the 

poet’s failure to publish “are magnified and rendered significant by the conversational 

imperative of her poetry;” in other words, although the questions concerning the 

problem of publication cannot be exhaustive but still must be entertained, Wolff 

thinks, “[w]hat demands our full analytical attention is the Voice of the verse” (164). 

 

__________ 

 

Robert McClure Smith admits in his The Seductions of Emily Dickinson that 

while some critical studies that try to relate Emily Dickinson to her contemporary 

culture are interesting and informative, “it would be more difficult to argue that they 

are particularly revelatory” because of “the implicit determinism of their method” 

(19). To a degree, such a statement is true because as long as Emily Dickinson serves 

as the focal points of the studies, the pervasive observations on the time and space 
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around the poet as certain departures of investigation do not always highlight the 

“certain Slant of light” (Fr320/J258) of the poet, but very likely blur the silhouette of 

the poet by the enhancement of the contrasting colors closely linked. In this study of 

Emily Dickinson and Charles Darwin, what I intend to do, on the contrary, is a 

venture upon the body and mind from dealing with the mutual texts and characters. 

Again in George Eliot’s words, by recalling the incidents of the biographies with “as 

much particularity as we may” and the contexts where evolution has been introduced 

and developed, we are able to reconsider Emily Dickinson’s poetics as manifestly 

illuminating in her choices of topics and above all, evolutionary in her artistic 

pageant. 
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