
Chapter Two: 

“I climb the ‘Hill of Science’” 

 

 

 

I. Introduction 

 

Although Emily Dickinson is one of the distinctive figures resisting being 

pigeonholed easily, readers who are fascinated by the imagery in Emily Dickinson’s 

poetry, which is large in quantity and exquisite in quality, often feel surprised to find 

abundance of scientific vocabulary since science, even from today’s ideas about this 

term, can hardly be persuasively and consistently associated with the art of poetry.1 It 

is a common impression that while people engaged in positive and natural sciences 

read or write poetry for its mystic pleasure, poets, such as John Donne, John Keats, 

Alfred Tennyson and Edgar Allan Poe, to the contrary, usually express their alarm, if 

not always antagonism, at the development of science and the possibly negative 

effects on the spiritual realm of human mind. However, if Camille Paglia’s calling 

Emily Dickinson “Amherst’s Madame de Sade” (673) is apparently the feverish 

pursuit of sensational violence in the attempt to distinguish Dickinson from other 

poets, male and female alike, Rebecca Patterson’s opinion that the “multiplication of 

her scientific terms and certain peculiarities in her use of them are evidence that 

science itself held a strong fascination to her” (95) seems more frank and reasonable.  

Nevertheless, the study of Emily Dickinson’s poetry of science as a substantial 

                                                 
1 For instance, in her review of Contemporary Poetry and Contemporary Science, Diane Ackerman 
(2007) asks, “Is that interchange [between poetry and science] still a frontier?” The answer is, “On 
many campuses, yes—in part because departments have become matryoshka dolls of subspecialties, 
where one usually prospers by narrowing the view” (767). 
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topic in the arguably current “age of science” or “scientific triumphalism” (Wilson, 

Victorians 227) has not received as much attention as those from the perspectives of 

its philosophical implications, the relations with a general lyrical tradition in 

Romanticism or her often obscure existing manuscripts, which are regrettably 

insufficient in quantity. The persistent interests in excavating materials of and about 

the poet, such as the facsimile edition of her fascicles and herbarium, indicate a rather 

interesting situation for Dickinsonian studies. That the contour image of the subject 

matter is hard to be focused in a way forces critics of the poet to concentrate on her 

language and identity obediently in a modernistic fashion. Moreover, the efforts to 

zoom in the backgrounds of the subject reveal the need for flesh and blood, although 

the potential tracks somehow just seem pitifully albeit involuntarily narrow.  

Jacques Derrida posits in “The Pit and the Pyramid: Introduction to Hegel’s 

Semiology” that in “determining Being as presence (presence in the form of the object, 

or self-presence under the rubric of consciousness), metaphysics could treat the sign 

only as a transition [passage].” At the same moment, the transition serving as the 

“bridge between two moments of full presence” is not a permanent but only 

provisional reference (le renvoi provisoire). That is to say, the metaphysical bridge 

“can be lifted [relevée].” Since then,  

 

[t]he process of the sign has a history, and signification is even history 

comprehended: between an original presence and its circular reappropriation in a 

final presence. The self-presence of absolute knowledge and the consciousness 

of Being-near-to-itself in logos, in the absolute concept, will have been distracted 

from themselves only for the time of a detour and for the time of a sign. The time 



Chou 62 

of the sign, then, is the time of referral [le temps du renvoi]. (71-72)2  

 

It is important to dig into a sign for its further signification, but it is also important to 

be aware of its being a transition, a bridge between two moments of presence utmost. 

In order to distract the presence of Being in the absolute, a historical detour leads the 

way. Thus, in addition to examining the approaches that Dickinson scholars have 

chosen to her science poetry and the poet’s own direct imprints and records of 

scientific influences in the following exposition, a detouring but not so irrelevant 

perusal of a bigger but often neglected rim for that picture has to be considered. That 

is, what is the role science has played in the metaphysical and religious ideologies of 

the nineteenth century, especially in the poet’s Amherst? And above all, how Charles 

Darwin’s evolutionary theory participated in it should be our concern here, too.3

 

II. The Belle of Amherst on the Hill of Science 

 

The association of Dickinson’s poetry with science usually holds its grip from 

the poet’s formal schooling for about eight years (1840-1847 in Amherst Academy 

and 1847-1848, ten months in Mount Holyoke Female Seminary at South Hadley, also 

Emily’s first time being away from home). A close friend of the Dickinson family, 

Edward Hitchcock (1793-1864), a geologist known as the “pace setter,” whose work, 

The Elements of Geology went through thirty-one editions from 1840 to 1860,4 was 

responsible for the establishment of scientific education in Amherst College and 

                                                 
2 See also, Derrida, “Le Puits et la pyramide: Introduction à la sémiologie de Hegel,” Marges de la 
philosophie (1972) 82. 
3 In terms of social constructivism, the accumulation of knowledge suggests the need to revise people’s 
ideas of society. Science as one of the major epistemological clusters, its variations and alternations 
inevitably have a great impact on the making of a social identity. See Chapter 2 of Jan Golinski’s 
Making Natural Knowledge: Constructivism and the History of Science (2005) 47-78. 
4 See Frank X. Ryan, Introduction, Science and Religion (2002) xiii. 
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Amherst Academy and “put Amherst on even terms with Harvard and Yale” (Sewall 

343). In Sewall’s description, Hitchcock is a naturalist who “inspired a whole 

generation with a love of nature that combined a sense of its sublimity with an 

accurate knowledge of its parts and processes, as far as the natural sciences of the day 

knew them” (342-43). In addition, the founder and principal of Mount Holyoke 

Female Seminary, founded in 1837, was then Mary Lyon (1797-1849), a chemist 

herself, the protégé, and friend of Edward and Orra White Hitchcock (Edward’s wife 

was herself the one-time principal of the girls’ department at Amherst Academy), who 

believed that “women were as responsible as men for converting the world” (Baym 

139-41; Habegger, My Wars 156-57). Like Hitchcock, Mary Lyon “was at once a born 

scientist and a spiritual leader.” She “led her pupils to Christ—and taught chemistry” 

at the same time—in the Seminary (Sewall 362). Since Mary Lyon herself also used 

to attend Amherst Academy (in 1818) and Edward Hitchcock helped her a lot on the 

establishment of the Seminary, Mount Holyoke Female Seminary to some extent 

appeared like another “Hitchcockian institution.”5  

In other words, according to the formal schooling of Emily Dickinson, besides 

the traditional subjects such as grammar, rhetoric, and Latin, what influences her 

greatly as well are the sciences she had great chances to get exposed to. From 

“physical sciences such as physics, astronomy, chemistry, and geology, to biological 

sciences such as botany, physiology, medicine, and even psychology, to science in 

general (the largest category), plus mathematics and applied science or technology,” 

Fred D. White meticulously enumerates (121).6  

                                                 
5 In Sewall’s biography of the poet, he lists some textbooks used in Mount Holyoke, those among 
which were “many duplications” of Amherst Academy and the college and the atmosphere in Mount 
Holyoke. See Sewall 361-65. 
6 In the poet’s letter to Higginson, she wrote that “My mother does not care for thought” (L261, April 
25, 1862). However, according to Ackmann’s rediscovery of the documents from the early years of 
Monson Academy where Emily Dickinson’s mother, Emily Norcross (1804-1882) attended for over ten 
years, Emily Norcross in fact “received an impressive education that very few young women were 
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Following such a point of view, what distinguishes Emily Dickinson from her 

other contemporary writers—a poet who assimilates scientific terminology and its 

concepts abounded in her poetry, though incorporeal, ethereal, or soul-like as it may 

generally appear and has been accepted—is not a “transcendent understanding of and 

harmony with the cosmos,” but instead, the strong awareness or discerning of “an 

insurmountable gulf between our finite selves and the infinite cosmos” (White 123). 

Linked with this is what science achieves for Emily Dickinson’s poetry—“a clearer 

sense of what human beings can and cannot know,” that is, “the inaccessibility of 

ultimate reality” (White 125). In other words, Dickinson’s poetic experiments display 

not only emotional wonder via linguistic mechanism but also what White suggests, 

intellect-based skepticism, which is exactly “the driving force of scientific inquiry” 

(125).  

Promising as it reads, Fred White’s argument to some extent seems rather out of 

its more specific contexts in order to present a fuller view on how the topics of 

science interact with Dickinson’s poetic creativity. A Japanese Dickinson scholar, 

Hiroko Uno, nevertheless does designate a few more detailed contextual connections 

in Dickinson’s poetics in terms of science. In Emily Dickinson’s Marble Disc: A 

Poetics of Renunciation and Science (2002), Uno devotes the second part of her book, 

entitled “The Science of the Grave,” to interpretations of Dickinson’s science poems 

and their scientific contexts in four chapters, topics including “Sight,” “Optical 

Instruments and ‘Compound Vision’,” “Poetry of Science” (on Edward Hitchcock’s 

influences and his teachings of natural theology on the poet), and “Geology” (fossils, 

volcanoes, and stones) in order to deal with the poet’s meditations on the limitations 

                                                                                                                                            
permitted to obtain” (17). Among the courses open at Monson Academy, many were science courses, 
such as astronomy, chemistry, botany, physiology, geography, and algebra. Furthermore, Ellen Louise 
Hart also suggests in her recent work of editing that the word “thought” in Johnson’s transcription of 
the poet’s letter should be capitalized, that which indicates a special connotation for the poet, “not 
contemplation in general” (18-19). 



Chou 65 

of human eyes for the perception of reality, reality and the views amplified and 

gleaned through visual mechanical devices, the conflicts between faith and science, 

and the oxymoronic vitality via vestiges of the organic and inorganic. Throughout the 

chapters, by examining the scientific documents, textbooks and innovative scientific 

instruments during Dickinson’s lifetime, Uno investigates in-depth what the scientific 

lexicon in Dickinson’s poetry stand for in the poems and also tackles the expanded 

meanings ventriloquized through and beyond those scientific concepts and 

knowledge.  

For instance, the chapter “Sight” discusses the imagery of eye and sight in Emily 

Dickinson’s poetry. “Because the condition of her eyes was bad, Emily Dickinson 

must have become especially concerned with the theme of sight” (Uno 133). The 

poet’s concern with the theme of sight covers from her obsession with sight, the fear 

to lose it and the linguistic features of “eye” in her poems. According to Cynthia 

Wolff, the three Dickinson children and their mother all suffered from different 

symptoms of some recurrent eye diseases, and Emily herself was often under the 

pressure of the loss of eyesight before her undergoing treatment in Boston under the 

then leading ophthalmologist, Dr. Henry Willard Williams from late April to 

November 21 in 1864, and from April 1 to October in 1865 (Wolff 164-65, 581n2).7 

The poet’s habit to stay at home and engage in writing at night when everyone was 

asleep, it is said, has something to do with the shunning of strong lights outsides.  

Moreover, in Uno’s opinion, as exposited in her subsequent chapter, it is the 

poet’s eyesight ailment that cultivates her interest and obsession with sight/vision and 

the optical instruments flourishingly developed in the nineteenth-century such as 

telescopes, microscopes, and cameras. From there, Uno reaches a pretty similar 

                                                 
7 For more detailed information about Emily Dickinson’s eye ailment, see also Habegger 435-36, 
483-89.  
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comment as White’s as discussed previously: with the poet’s scientific knowledge and 

her personal experience applying with those optical instruments, Emily Dickinson all 

the more realizes “the limit of human capability” (155). On a further step, quoting 

from the poem “What Twigs We held by –”:  

 

What Twigs We held by – 

Oh the View 

When Life’s swift River striven through 

We pause before a further plunge 

To take Momentum – 

As the Fringe 

 

Opon8 a former Garment shows 

The Garment cast, 

Our Props disclose 

So scant, so eminently small 

Of Might to help, so pitiful 

To sink, if We had labored, fond 

The diligence were not more blind 

 

How scant, by everlasting Light 

The Discs that satisfied our sight – 

How dimmer than a Saturn’s Bar 

                                                 
8 In Franklin’s edition, most of the word, “upon” is transcribed as “opon,” which is based on Emily 
Dickinson’s original spelling in the manuscript. Some people may tend to naturalize the spellings in 
Emily Dickinson’s poems, but I will follow the texts as those in Franklin’s edition, although there is no 
apparent difference in meaning between “upon” and “opon.” 
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The Things esteemed, for Things that are! (Fr1046/J1086) 

 

Uno points out that Dickinson also “realized the impossibility of seeing the other 

world after death by spiritual light (“by everlasting Light”), before we enter it (“Life’s 

swift River striven through”)” (155). Science enables the poet to see not only 

“thing-in-itself” but as well “thing-beyond-itself,” under the condition of the 

introjection of objective knowledge with subjective self. “Meshing hard science with 

subjective experience and imagination,” as Uno concludes, Emily Dickinson “was 

able to ‘see’ the world as refracted—or newly focused—through her field of so-called 

‘Compound Vision’” (211).9

Comparing Nina Baym’s view with the optimistic and revered attitude from 

White and Uno towards the statue of science carved by Emily Dickinson as solid and 

tangible, she has noticed the fissure between the pedestal and the statue fixed upon it 

and suggests that there is much more for second thought than quick admiration of the 

sheer synthesis between science and religion on the surface, which has long been a 

distinctive argument against the usual nineteenth-century trans-Atlantic conflict 

between the two. Most critics today often unequivocally recognize Dickinson’s 

idiosyncratic characters among her contemporary American writers. As Baym finds in 

her study, in nineteenth-century American society, there was a tendency for many 

women writers to develop “a conscious feminine esthetic as a gendered alternative to 

masculine science.” It is also noteworthy that about this same period, “women began 

to pursue scientific interests directly.” (171). Considering science as “a set of 

practices” rather than “a set of ideas” (Thornton 495), Baym cleverly contrasts the 

leading critical views that Emily Dickinson’s poetry of science is the “evidence of a 

                                                 
9 For the “Compound Vision” in Emily Dickinson’s poem, see “The Admirations – and Contempts – of 
time –” (Fr830/J906). The poem and the theme of “Vision” will be discussed in the following chapter. 



Chou 68 

heroic struggle to reconcile an abiding religious faith with the destabilizing 

implications of scientific findings” (136, my italics). In fact, instead of seeking for 

reconciliation between the two sides in her writings, Emily Dickinson, by using 

science as evidence that science cannot demonstrate the validity of such an “Amherst” 

way, simply turns the claims of ‘Amherst’ theology—using modern science to defend 

and promote religious belief—against those who advance those claims (136). 

Influential as Amherst’s science-heavy curricula10 were to the poet’s likely attempt to 

bring forth the moderation for the balance of the always-too-ready conflicts between 

scientific ideology and religious faith, Dickinson’s science poetry should actually be 

considered a challenge to the pretentious synthesis of science and religion. Hence, 

what she does is to widen the abyss between the former (science) as “knowledge of 

this world” and the latter (religion) as “faith in the next world” (136)—ergo her 

affiliation with science and against religion, as indicated in the poem, “Their Hight in 

Heaven comforts not – / Their Glory – nought to me – / ’Twas best imperfect – as it 

was – / I’m finite – I cant see –” (Fr725/J696, lines 1-4). In short, Dickinson 

concludes that “responsible science could not be put to the work of defending 

religion” and that “responsible theologians would not draw on science” (Baym 149).  

However, due to the diverging paths that American women of letters and women 

of science gradually journeyed on, as well as the probing trend of professionalization 

in academic disciplines (171),11 Emily Dickinson’s scientism in her poetry, as Baym 

                                                 
10 Since Edward Hitchcock and Mary Lyon held natural theology in their central concern about 
education as trainings for ministers or missionaries to be, students “had no choice but to learn science 
in sufficient depth to defend their theology” (Sewall 137). Therefore, all scientific learnings in Amherst 
Academy and Mount Holyoke Female Seminary could be said as “a form of religious education” 
(Wolff 82). 
11 Before the Civil War, theology was definitely the “trump card” for colleges in America like Harvard 
(est. in 1636) and Princeton (then College of New Jersey, est. in 1746), although the development of 
science in Europe and the United States had produced quite a few famous “scientists,” a more neutral 
term than “men of science” first coined by William Whewell (1794-1866, one of the major theorists of 
scientific method in the mid-Victorian era and Charles Darwin’s teachers in Cambridge, who also used 
the word, “consilience” in the vol. 2 of his Philosophy of the Inductive Sciences published in 1840) in 
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explains, muffles the difference of another light in the mode of affiliation with 

scientist and scientism practiced by other women, such as Almira Hart Lincoln Phelps 

(1793-1884), Elizabeth Cabot Cary Agassiz (1822-1907), and Maria Mitchell 

(1818-1889).12 Emily Dickinson is known for her reluctance to publish and she is 

even noted for her own seclusion, while those typical “women of science” all not only 

bravely enter “the print arena on behalf of science but also enthusiastically take up 

their “responsibility to society” as educators (149). In effect, as well as in terms of the 

effects, Emily Dickinson does, on the one hand, “use” science in her poetry, as the 

critics above mentioned; on the other, Emily does not “do” science, at least in the 

most rigid sense of the term means as Baym contends, despite the general agreement 

among most critics. “Certainly she adapts scientific language from time to time to 

nonscientific purposes” (150, my italics). What’s more, Emily Dickinson’s initiatives 

based on science in her poetic work turns out to become incommensurate to a “public 

intention”: 

 

If it were meant to be public, her affiliation with science against theology would 

become by far the most radical move of any woman I have looked at in this study. 

But one is returned here to the poet’s aversion to publicity […] [; that is,] her 

refusal to enter the public arena in which the demonstration of scientific 

                                                                                                                                            
1833. When the Swiss zoologist Louis Agassiz accepted the appointment by Abbott Lawrence to 
establish a school of science for Harvard and came to America in 1848, his Harvard appointment has 
become the beginning of the professionalization of American science, in order to ensure the 
objectiveness of scientific studies from other nonscientific factors. See Menand 97-101. 
12 Almira Phelps, a woman’s educator, an anti-Darwinian, and the author of the highly circulated title, 
Familiar Lectures on Botany (1829), is the second woman after Maria Mitchell elected a member of 
the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS, established in 1848) in 1859. 
Elizabeth Agassiz, the second wife of Louis Agassiz, one of the founding fathers of the modern 
American scientific tradition, plays a key role in popularizing Louis’ s scientific findings. Maria 
Mitchell is the first professional woman astronomer in the United States, who discovered a comet in the 
autumn of 1847. For brief information about these three “women of science,” see Baym 214n1, 221n1, 
223n9.
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affiliation by women was meant to make a cultural difference. Dickinson carries 

her persona as scientific amateur to the ultimate degree, refusing to perform on a 

public stage for public consumption. From this exigent framework, of course, 

Dickinson’s work is also the ultimate expression of an amateur poet. (151)  

 

Throughout the whole book, Baym draws on the lives and works of some 

nineteenth-century American women who can be said to participate in the practical 

establishment of a modern society for the United States inspired greatly by science 

and its progressive functions. Within their frame of understanding, science is, for 

those women, not “a masculine violation and savaging of nature’s female body, a 

Western colonization of non-Western peoples and spaces, or a misogynist dismissal of 

women” (196), as claimed in the feminist attacks of the 1980s and early 1990s. On the 

contrary, the developments in science and technologies are “literally transporting 

humankind from the dark ages, through modernity, toward a perfect future” (196); 

science is “the highest expression of human intellect” (4) and “an ally in their struggle 

for respect and recognition” (196). It is a laudable entertainment to understand the 

role women in the nineteenth century (once) played in the United States. Nevertheless, 

the general conclusion from Baym herself in the book, that women of letters and 

women of science gradually chose differently along the way of development has not 

yet offered a fuller answer to the question she raises in the beginning of her book: 

“how and why the sciences were made available to women, by women” since it is 

always “men of science,” with its very literal meaning after all (3)?13 Thus, “a 

                                                 
13 Or, science is also described as “a world without women,” as the title of David Noble’s book (1992) 
implies. Baym’s study, as well as her previous works on American female novelists in the nineteenth 
century, definitely opens an often-neglected area of American women’s scientific texts in 
nineteenth-century America proper. However, if we regard the nineteenth-century America as a close 
branch of European tradition of science (for United States was born as late as in the later half of the 
eighteenth century), perhaps there will be a more rewarding gendered picture of science. For 
discussions on gender in science, please see, for example, Londa Schiebinger, Nature’s Body: Gender 
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distinctly feminine or feminist voice in science […] that might reveal a direct 

challenge to the masculinist biases of science” (Price Herndl 217) is hardly to be 

found then. As for the case in Emily Dickinson, which had the chance but failed to be 

a substantial possibility becoming a “direct challenge” due to the poet’s personal 

reservation about printing and publication,14 Baym’s palpable conclusion is by all 

means evident since Baym’s concern seems less with that how scientific concept or 

practice influenced American women of letters in their writings than with “examining 

how women began to work in and with professional science” (Price Herndl 218).  

Moreover, in Baym’s exposition, it makes a contradiction. While her purpose is 

nonscientific, through her poetry Emily Dickinson no doubt offers the most radical 

reaction by using scientific knowledge as her weaponry in order to contest natural 

theology formulated by the mainstream and patriarchal figures and institutions in 

Amherst, such as Edward Hitchcock and Mary Lyon’s Mount Holyoke Female 

Seminary, tending to develop the synthetic and harmonious relations between science 

and religion.15 Emily Dickinson’s purpose, on the one hand, is indeed nonscientific, 

yet only when referred in a “practical” way—mainly, she did not publish her work 

and had it circulated as widely as possible to establish an ideology as pervasive as her 

contemporaries. In other words, Baym’s dealing with the representations of science in 

those women’s writings inevitably shows too early a retreat of the avant-gardes of 

women’s affiliation with science that just set off for she is rather pessimistic about 

nineteenth-century women’s career as scientists and she also tries to avoid typical and 

                                                                                                                                            
in the Making of Modern Science (1993), which also offers a few of related literature in 214n9. 
14 Although Baym’s book serves more as a collection of the surveys on the individual women of 
science and their liaisons with sciences, the first chapter, “Print and Women’s Scientific Affiliations,” 
presumably, throughout her book, becomes a leading chord among her texts examined. 
15 In the first of his 14 lectures on science and religion, “Revelation Illustrated by Science,” Hitchcock 
wrote: “The leading object, which I propose in the course of lectures which I now commence, is to 
develop the relations between geology and religion. […] I place geology first and most conspicuous on 
the list, because I know of no other branch of physical science so prolific in its religious applications.” 
See Edward Hitchcock, The Religion of Geology and Its Connected Sciences (1854) 1. 
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simple feministic arguments to support those women’s choices as scientists 

 

III. A Diverging Path of Truth 

 

According to Wolff, Amherst, not unique among other New England towns, 

remained “one of the last outposts of America’s Puritan past” and the Puritanical 

beliefs passed down from the founding ancestry of the new country “enjoyed their 

final hours of supremacy” (66). In the late eighteenth century and first three decades 

of the nineteenth century, the newborn country experienced its second religious 

revival, or the Second Great Awakening.16 The three children of Edward and Emily 

Norcross Dickinson were surely submerged in the rippling waves of church teachings 

when growing up. In the poet’s childhood, “belief seemed all but inevitable; by the 

time she died in 1886, agnosticism and even atheism had become easier positions to 

justify intellectually” (Eberwein, “Is Immortality True?” 69). Behind the reemphasis 

on the abiding of religious creeds, however, is usually connected in parallel to the 

waning of belief and the mellowing secularism. It is not difficult to find the poet’s 

witnesses of the omnipotent Creator’s fluctuating situation in her poems, such as the 

one composed around 1859, in which the speaker responds mischievously to the 

slogan-like phrase, “Going to Heaven!” (Fr128/J79):  

 

Going to Heaven! 

I don’t know when – 

                                                 
16 Actually, secularism stimulated by the war of independence was just one of the many factors that 
fueled America’s Second Great Awakening. Among other crucial factors, the growth of Unitarianism 
also daunted the orthodox Calvinists, including Emily Dickinson’s grandfather, Samuel Fowler 
Dickinson. See Habegger, My Wars 10-11. In an essay devoted to Emily Dickinson, Allen Tate reminds 
that in America, “the important thing to remember about the puritan theocracy is that it permeated, as it 
could never have done in England, a whole society” (“Emily Dickinson” 17). 
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Pray do not ask me how! 

Indeed I’m too astonished 

To think of answering you! 

Going to Heaven! 

How dim it sounds! 

And yet it will be done 

As sure as flocks go home at night 

Unto the Shepherd’s arm! (lines 1-10) 

 

In this poem, Emily Dickinson probably cleverly compares those who believe “Going 

to Heaven” or “going home” (line 19) to the leaves of a tree (the “they” and “them” in 

lines 24 and 27). By ending the poem with a satirical relief for the speaker still would 

like to “look a little more / at such a curious Earth,” 

 

I’m glad I don’t believe it 

For it w’d stop my breath – 

And I’d like to look a little more 

At such a curious Earth! 

I am glad they did believe it 

Whom I have never found 

Since the mighty autumn afternoon 

I left them in the ground. (lines 20-27) 

 

Moreover, the questions and reflections on “God” become much more direct in 

wording and candid in tone, especially those composed around and after the American 

Civil War (1861-1865), such as a mocking retelling version of Jacob’s wrestling with 
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the Angel in the Bible as “the bewildered Gymnast / Found he had worsted God!” 

(Fr145/J59, c.1860),17 “And perish on the Day / Himself is borne away / From 

Mansion of the Universe / A lifeless Deity.” (Fr796/J836, c.1864),  

 

This is a Blossom of the Brain –  

A small – italic Seed 

Lodged by Design or Happening 

The Spirit fructified –  

[…]  

When it is lost, that Day shall be  

The Funeral of God, 

Opon his Breast, a closing Soul 

The Flower of Our Lord – (Fr1112/J945, c.1865)  

 

and  

 

Those – dying then, 

Knew where they went – 

They went to God’s Right Hand – 

That Hand is amputated now 

And God cannot be found – 

                                                 
17 In Emily Dickinson’s letters as well as her poetry, she inverted quite a few times this biblical motif. 
For example, in her letter to Mrs. Sarah Tuckerman for the death of Sarah’s husband, Edward, Emily 
ends her letter by writing, “I will not let thee go, except I bless thee” (L1035, mid March, 1886), while 
the original lines in the Bible spoken by Jacob are “I will not let thee go, except thou bless me” 
(Genesis 32.26). Emily Dickinson also uses the same inversion in her letter to T. W. Higginson (L1042, 
spring 1886). It is noticeable that these letters were written just a few months before the death of the 
poet, who suffered from illness. Even so, Emily Dickinson still kept her sense of humor after all. See 
Habegger, My Wars 621. For a more detailed discussion about Emily Dickinson’s inversions of biblical 
allusions, see Richard S. Ellis (1999).  
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The abdication of Belief 

Makes the Behavior small – 

Better an ignis fatuus 

Than no illume at all – (Fr1581/J1551, c.1882) 

 

In her last enigmatic note to Higginson in the spring of 1886, who was ill as the poet 

herself, Emily also raised two questions: “Deity – does He live now? My friend – 

does he breathe?” (Leyda 2:470; Wolff 534). It is not easy to decide whether “Deity” 

and “My friend” in the note are appositions, if the note serves as a typical 

Dickinsonian inquiry of the colonel’s health in a playful manner. Nevertheless, the 

equivocal question that comes to readers for the referent, “Who is the Deity?” may be 

valid in the sense either as a true or rhetorical question. 

Despite the fact that Calvinist Christianity occupied a dominant post in Amherst 

of the Connecticut Valley in the nineteen century and her family members were all 

gradually converted to the Christian Faith, Emily Dickinson, notwithstanding, once 

showed her dissent in her youth during her short stay in Mount Holyoke Female 

Seminary and was seen in the eyes of Mary Lyon and the benefactor of the Seminary, 

Hannah Porter as an impenitent or a “no-hoper.”18 She even chose not to follow and 

step on the Path of Truth throughout her life with her family and friends.19 To a 

                                                 
18 According to the institutional journal kept during the terms of 1847-1848, it was customary to have a 
ceremony for each new school year, on which students would be assigned to their appropriate 
“classes:” those who were saved and were able to profess their faith (“professor”), those who had some 
basis for thinking they were in preparation for grace (“have a hope”), and those who did not yet “have a 
hope” (“impenitent” or “no hope”). See Habegger, My Wars 199. One of the most well-known 
anecdotes in Emily Dickinson’s youth is that she was the only one who remained seated (a 
“hardhearted impenitent”) when Mary Lyon asked any of the girls of the Seminary to stand up if she 
wanted to be a Christian. See Clara Newman Turner, “My Personal Acquaintance with Emily 
Dickinson,” in Sewall 265-301, esp. 269.  
19 Edward Dickinson died in Boston on June 16, 1874, and a simple funeral was held after three days, 
but Emily “stayed in her room with the door cracked open.” Moreover, out of the religious reason, she 
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degree, when seen as a factual trope, that God’s hand was “amputated” or at least 

loosened its grip in her poem does make it easier for Emily Dickinson to stay put in 

the whirlpool of Congregationalism. Also it is certainly not without contextual clues 

and reasons for the poet’s decision. For example, in Paul Boyer’s study on the 

intimate mutual influences between the establishment of religious societies and 

morality formation in American urban settings in the nineteenth century, the revival 

fires “licked very close to the towns, but could not find inflammable material in them” 

(Boyer 10; Wolff 66). The United States was becoming rather urban from its rural 

history in the mid-nineteenth century. Great social changes along with the blooming 

of cities due to both domestic and overseas immigration inevitably caused “radically 

new and different ways of thinking about God and society,” and thus contributed to an 

in-between period of transition (Wolff 66, 260), the perfect literary situation “when a 

once firm and mighty tradition was losing its vitality and opening for the poet new 

freedoms, some exalting, some terrifying” (Sewall 19; Tate 23, 25).  

By all means, what then was this “perfect literary situation” composed of? In 

addition to those conditions native in and unique for Americans, such as the diversity 

of population, the mobility by social changes and also the Civil War,20 since the 

eighteenth century, as Jane Donahue Eberwein points out, the three major “culprits 

arraigned,” usually are: manifestations of sentimental and Transcendental 

romanticism, Higher Criticism broaching theological rethinking by European 

                                                                                                                                            
did not and could not attend the memorial service on June 28 in the Amherst First Church (now First 
Congregational Church), either. See Habegger, My Wars 562. 
20 The Civil War undoubtedly raised the question on antebellum dogmatism in religious beliefs. Louis 
Menand explains the connection between dogmatism and violence by drawing the example from the 
Civil War hero and later a jurist, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. (1841-1935), the son of Dr. Holmes 
(1809-1894), the poet, physician, and dean of the Harvard Medical School: “It is that certitude leads to 
violence. […] people who think that their rightness justifies them in imposing on anyone who does not 
happen to subscribe to their particular ideology, dogma, or notion of turf. If the conviction of rightness 
is powerful enough, resistance to it will be met, sooner or later, by force. There are people like this in 
every sphere of life, and it is natural to feel that the world would be a better place without them” (61). 
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(especially German) biblical scholars outside the Church, and above all, the 

incitement of the scientific revolution by Charles Darwin and other naturalists in the 

circle of evolutionary theory (“Is Immortality True?” 68-69). Charles Hodge’s defense 

for religion and his appeal to an “Irenicum” (peace or conciliation) between the two 

parties signify the collision to the extreme by his answer to “our question, What is 

Darwinism?”(my italics): “It is Atheism” (49). 

 

IV. Science, Metaphysics, and Transcendentalism  

 

Before the publication of Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species, the debate 

between empirical experience and spiritual knowledge had been an incessant one in 

the realm of philosophical speculations such as Immanuel Kant’s Critiques. However, 

probably not until the popularization of traveling and a maturing discipline in the 

eighteenth century called geology, whose pioneers were eager to measure the world 

by observing everything organic and inorganic as well as everywhere physically 

accessible and inaccessible did the conflict gradually emerge out of the surface. The 

reason was apparently that specimens and fossils collected from the travels irresistibly 

treaded on the unspeakable repugnance in the Church, that is, the questioning incurred 

most ferociously by Charles Darwin’s dangerous idea, of the origin of species, 

including Homo sapiens who would like to know the truth. It was a common scene for 

both the nineteenth-century England, where the Church and the clergy still had 

tremendous power (Wilson, Victorians 227-32), and the arising country rooted in New 

England, where Puritan piousness was regarded as the only binding, albeit not 

necessarily driving, force of such a formation of society. 

In order to understand more about the debate between science and religion in 

America in the nineteenth century, there are at least two important lines of 
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investigation. The Origin of Species is definitely the most obvious and enduring focus, 

but American Transcendentalism, “the most important force in American intellectual 

life during the great middle-third of the nineteenth century” (Barbour, Introduction 1), 

which flowered with Emerson in the 1840s, is also an even more dominant subject.21  

In the ending chapter, “Prospects,” of his Nature (1836/1849), raising the issue 

of “the original—and probably the best—systematic expression of the 

transcendentalist philosophy,” Emerson suggests in the last sentence that “The 

kingdom of man over nature, which cometh not with observation,—a dominion such 

as now is beyond his dream of God,—he shall enter without more wonder than the 

blind man feels who is gradually restored to perfect sight” (55).22 On the one hand, 

what Emerson tends to do is a pursuit of total spirituality, which is still not too far 

away from religious experience in general. Moreover, the kingdom of man over 

nature, “which cometh not with observation,” also seems to agree less with the side of 

empiricist knowledge than with the realm of divinity when he said in the 

“Introduction,” “We must trust the perfection of the creation so far, as to believe that 

whatever curiosity the order of things has awakened in our minds, the order of things 

can satisfy” (27). In other words, any curiosity toward the order of things should be 

satisfied through the access of nature in people’s minds, instead of some solution 

sought externally. On the other hand, passages that repetitiously express the mixture 

of matter, spirit and nature are dispersed so pervasively off and on throughout 

Emerson’s Nature that it is not uneasy to snatch a handful, 

                                                 
21 Although American Transcendentalism was after Kant, it is definitely rather a distorted and diluted 
form of the German thought to fit in the American context. Even Emerson’s “Transcendental” is 
probably a conflation of Kant’s notions of the word as an adjective (an inferential method) and a noun 
(things beyond cognition). See Joel Porte and Saundra Morris eds., Emerson’s Prose and Poetry (2001) 
97n9. Also see, for example, Frederick Ives Carpenter, “Transcendentalism” and H. C. Goddard, 
“Unitarianism and Transcendentalism” in American Transcendentalism 23-34, 159-177, and Frank X. 
Ryan, x-xi. 
22 The texts of Nature quoted here are based on the 1849 edition. 
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Every natural fact is a symbol of some spiritual fact. Every appearance in nature 

corresponds to some state of the mind, and that state of the mind can only be 

described by presenting that natural appearance as its picture. (35, Chapter IV. 

Language) 

 

Each creature is only a modification of the other; the likeness in them is more 

than the difference, and their radical law is one and the same. A rule of one art, or 

a law of one organization, holds true throughout nature. So intimate is thus Unity, 

it is easily seen, it lies under the undermost garment of nature, and betrays its 

source in Universal Spirit. For, it pervades Thought also. (42, Chapter V. 

Discipline) 

 

It is, in both cases, that a spiritual life has been imparted to nature; that the solid 

seeming block of matter has been pervaded and dissolved by a thought; that this 

feeble human being has penetrated the vast masses of nature with an informing 

soul, and recognized itself in their harmony, that is, seized their law. In Physics, 

when this is attained, the memory disburthens itself of its cumbrous catalogues 

of particulars, and carries centuries of observation in a single formula. (47, 

Chapter VI. Idealism) 

 

Emersonian idealism and its role as the statute of significance and imagination in 

the “American Renaissance” have been typically incorporated as an American 

tradition in the nineteenth century, at least in a light of the literary and critique.23  
                                                 
23 On the cover of David S. Reynolds’s Beneath the American Renaissance (1989) line up portraits of 
Thoreau, Poe, Hawthorne, Whitman, Emerson, Dickinson, and Melville. While the attempt to construct 
a version of literary tradition (“beneath”) is obvious, the subtitle of the book, The Subversive 
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However, when considered from the aspect of social politics, Emerson’s 

contributions to the debate on science and religion—whether it should be the 

partitioning or joining of the two—appear less provocative but rather posing for 

grabbing attention due to being in a rather marginal position.24 Francis Bowen 

(1811-1890), in spite of finding in Emerson’s Nature “beautiful writing and sound 

philosophy,” criticized it in 1837 (i.e., one year after its publication) for “the effect is 

injured by occasional vagueness of expression, and by a vein of mysticism, that 

pervades the writer’s whole course of thought” (371). As Bowen, the Alford Professor 

of Natural Religion and Moral Philosophy at Harvard (1853-1889) later, proposes in 

The Principles of Metaphysical and Ethical Science Applied to the Evidences of 

Religion (1855) a sharp distinction between science and metaphysics by following 

David Hume’s classification of the objects of knowledge into “Relations of Ideas” and 

“Matters of Fact” (3). For him, the essential difference between metaphysical science 

and physical science lies respectively in the logic within each. The reasoning method 

for religion or metaphysical science is determined by intuition or “the inner light,” 

while that for physical science is “careful and anxious observation” and “a cautious 

induction” (20). The solution as such which is “cloth[ed] in the terminology of 

Kantian metaphysics” is truly a “confusion of the two methods in our own times” (15). 

Anyone who neglects and omits the distinction “shall not be encircled with the glory 

                                                                                                                                            
Imagination in the Age of Emerson and Melville, pinpoints two referential points, viz. Emerson and 
Melville, as the contextual signposts of the age. See also, Mary Loeffelholz, “‘Question of Monuments’: 
Emerson, Dickinson, and American Renaissance Portraiture” (1998), 445-69. 
24 Reynolds puts Emerson’s popular imaginative and dramatic sermonizing under “a larger change in 
the style of popular religious discourse” in the nineteenth-century America since the Second Great 
Awakening. However, a reverend with the same kind of expressive and poetic style, who made an 
impression on Emily Dickinson and thus “initiated one of her vital friendships” when she visited 
Philadelphia after three weeks in Washington (1855), Rev. Charles Wadsworth (1814-1882), the same 
as Emerson’s case, should be another exception, at least one of the many. According to the record, the 
first lecture Emerson gave in Amherst on December 16, 1857, for example, did not cause great 
satisfaction among his audiences. See Reynolds 15-24; Habegger, My Wars 330-34; Sewall 115, esp. 
n15.  
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of a martyr” but ‘died as the fool dieth’” (20).  

As for those opposing to the partitioning of science and religion but their unity 

instead, they drew their inspiration from Hegelianism, in which evolution preceding 

Charles Darwin was the “very pulse and current.” Among the advocates, there are 

ebullient Edward Hitchcock and Louis Agassiz, whom we have mentioned earlier, 

along with two other professors, Joseph LeConte (1823-1901) and James Thomson 

Bixby (1843-1921).25 It is worthwhile, at the same time, to remind ourselves that in 

England, George Eliot (then as young Mary Ann Evans) herself had translated David 

Friedrich Strauss’s Leben Jesu, kritisch bearbeitet (1835)26 and Ludwig Andreas 

Feuerbach’s Wesen des Christenthums (1841) into English in 1846 and 1854 

respectively, both writings that were “attempts to interpret Christianity in the light of 

Hegel’s philosophy” (Wilson, Victorians 349). Strauss’s book gave a meticulous 

examination of the Bible and tended to distinguish (i.e., to “select” from) the 

historical and unhistorical elements of Christ’s life represented in the (“surviving”) 

Four Gospels (Rignall 420-21). Belonging to the German High Criticism, the 

methodology in Feuerbach’s work was to “reduce […] the false or theological 

essence” and to “emphasize instead the true or anthropological essence” of religion. 

(Ermarth in Rignall 121-22). 

 

                                                 
25 A student of Agassiz, Joseph LeConte was Professor of Geology and Natural History at the 
University of California at Berkeley (1869-1901), the university which he helped organize with his 
brother, John. The Unitarian, James Thomson Bixby was Professor of Religious Philosophy at 
Meadville Theological School (founded in Pennsylvania in 1844; later moved to Chicago and became 
affiliated with the University of Chicago in 1926) and chairman of the Liberal Minister’s Association. 
See Ryan xiii-xv; and “Joseph LeConte” and “Meadville Lombard Theological School,” Wikipedia, The 
Free Encyclopedia, 27 July 2007 and 17 June 2007, <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Le Conte> 
and <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meadville_Theological_School>. 
26 Janet Browne, historian and biographer of Darwin, points out that Strauss’s Life of Jesus is “one of 
the texts most likely to sow doubt in the minds of British church-goers in the first half of the nineteenth 
century” (26). 
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V. Toward a Poetics of Evolution 

 

An interpretative outline of the nineteenth-century debate from the angle of the 

Transcendentalism in New England may seem off the mark, considering that 

Emersonian Transcendentalism is hardly found in the ongoing debate now and Emily 

Dickinson appears to be never an enthusiastic participant. There is never a 

pied-à-terre outside the Homestead within the Connecticut Valley for a reclusive poet 

as seen traditionally, although her obscure figure and intriguing work have become a 

certain kind of literary fascination. Therefore, when Emerson mentions the key of 

Reason to the “delicious awakenings” in life’s moments from the example of poet, as 

a small piece of floating wood for a drowning votary, we are ready or hasty to accept 

an operative definition of poet in an Emersonian way:  

 

In a higher manner, the poet communicates the same pleasure [of “a low degree 

of the sublime”]. By a few strokes he delineates, as on air, the sun, the mountain, 

the camp, the city, the hero, the maiden, not different from what we know them, 

but only lifted from the ground and afloat before the eye. He unfixes the land and 

the sea, makes them revolve around the axis of his primary thought, and disposes 

them anew. Possessed himself by a heroic passion, he uses matter as symbols of 

it. The sensual man conforms thoughts to things; the poet conforms things to his 

thoughts. The one esteems nature as rooted and fast; the other, as fluid, and 

impresses his being thereon. (45, my italics) 

 

The passage probably presents itself the gist of romanticism in an American 

version. If, say, Wordsworth teaches his readers how to feel and fulfill one’s affective 

life with objects perceived and rendered, the Emersonian lessons concerning the 
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external stand in dire need of turning around the axis of one’s primary thought which 

esteems nature as “fluid.” Emily Dickinson was given Emerson’s first collected verse, 

Poems (1844), by Benjamin Franklin Newton (1821-1853), whom she regarded as “a 

gentle, yet grave Perceptor, teaching me what to read, what authors to admire, what 

was most grand or beautiful in nature” (L153),27 but she did not mention Emerson at 

all except for John Keats, Robert and Elizabeth Browiing, John Ruskin, Thomas 

Browne, and especially Shakespeare28 when introducing herself to Higginson about 

her readings later. When Dickinson’s poem “Success is counted sweetest” composed 

around 1859 appeared as the last short poem in A Masque of Poets, the anonymous 

reviewer suggested on the poet’s forty-eighth birthday (10 December 1878) in The 

Literary World that “if anything in the volume was contributed by Emerson, we 

should consider these lines upon ‘Success’ most probably his” (qtd. in Leyda 2:303). 

Although that was meant as praise, Susan Dickinson, the poet’s sister-in-law, regretted 

mentioning the publication of the poem to Emily because the poet went so white 

(Habegger, My Wars 559). Habegger attributes Emily’s reaction to her refusal to 

publish, but it is also likely to view it as a response to the grave misinterpretation. 

Emily herself sent the manuscripts to the editor of the volume herself and even a few 

more after the episode of “sweet success” after all.  

To sum up, “Emily Dickinson was strongly influenced by science and scientific 

devices […]. She did not, however, blindly trust them as so many people did; she was 

skeptical and almost afraid of their influence upon her inner world” (Uno 168). This 

conclusion may be very likely also derived from Dickinson’s attitude towards  

                                                 
27 To Edward Everett Hale, dated January 13, 1854. 
28 In terms of Shakespeare, Higginson wrote to his wife after his interview with Emily Dickinson 
August 16, 1870 that Emily Dickinson “read Shakespeare & thought why is any other book needed” 
after long disuse of her eyes (L342b). And when Higginson mentioned some books in his letter, 
Dickinson replied, “‘Bells and Pomegranates’ I never saw but have Mrs Browning’s endorsement. 
While Shakespeare remains Literature is firm – ” (L368, November 1871). For a further exploration of 
Shakespeare for Emily Dickinson, see Páraic Finnerty, Emily Dickinson’s Shakespeare (2006). 
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Fig. 6. Four pages from A Masque of Poets edited by George Parsons Lathrop (1851-1898), 

which includes Emily Dickinson’s “Success,” from Making of America Books Project (MOA, 

University of Michigan Library), 16 August 2007 <http://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/t/text/text-id 

x?c=moa;idno=AAS25 38>. The complete images of the book are also available on the Text 

Archive of Internet Archive <http://www. archive.org/details/masqueofpoets00lathrich>. 
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religion. As Jennifer Michael Hecht posits in the grand history of doubt, if Keats is 

“the great doubting poet of the first half of the [nineteenth] century,” Emily Dickinson 

would take “the prize for the second half;” she, too, is “a Cheshire Cat of a doubter, 

welcoming ambiguity, playful, but extremely serious” (425). Apart from his insistence 

on the primacy of things, Emerson’s concept of nature as text “is rooted in the Puritan 

heritage,” and the traditions of typology and hieroglyphics from ancient Egypt 

(Hagenbüchle, “Sign and Process,” 137, 141-42). 29  Therefore, a transcendental 

Dickinson is not always convincing when we deal with her science poetry for there is 

hardly any science or the scientific in New England’s transcendental visions as in 

Emily Dickinson’s poems. Still more, the highly sensitive minds who could only 

convey their passions and agonies among the intimates and acquaintances suffered 

from the most severe blows directly on their tower of beliefs. The awkwardness in 

their linguistic heritages assuredly is burgeoned from the nineteenth-century scientific 

revolution, Darwinian evolution—one of the most forcible tides to the shores of 

ideological continent—which signifies a dynamic world of “constant change, of flux, 

of new relations within nature” (Banfield 175). It is the moment when the 

twenty-nine-year-old Charles Darwin shows a gradual decline in attention to 

metaphysical topics but towards a materialistic perspective in his Notebook N (1838),  

 

To study Metaphysic, as they have always been studies appears to me to be like 

puzzling at Astronomy without Mechanics. –Experience shows the problem of 

the mind cannot be solved by attacking the citadel itself. –the mind is function of 

body. –we must bring some stable foundation to argue from. – (Notebooks 564) 

 
                                                 
29 Hagenbüchle, borrowing from Irwin, points out that “The rediscovery of the world of ancient Egypt 
in the wake of Champollion’s decipherment of the Rosetta stone in 1822 was, no doubt, an important 
acquisition to the American nineteenth-century mind” (“Sign and Process,” 142). 
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Provided that, for instance, among the turbulences of the nineteenth-century 

scientific-religious discourses, it is the “wreck of the Deutschland” we have to look 

into for the referral history of Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844-1889),30 then, what is 

the “Rosebud” for Emily? In fact, Emily Dickinson is scientific enough because her 

work, when read carefully without losing in its inner tracks, dominantly grapples with 

its epochal ideological background—the evolutionary concept in the nineteenth 

century configured most importantly by Charles Darwin. In the both meanings of the 

word, “contemporary,” being of about the same age and the present time, Emily 

Dickinson’s poetics was and is evolutionary without fear, although it is no longer in 

the typical sense that we perceive Darwinism today. In terms of a common origin or 

descent, in her poetry, Dickinson shows her findings of the “missing links” or 

transitions to unfold the growing “tree” of ideas as well as objects and moderate the 

rigid dichotomies between materiality and spirituality. To be sure, “open me 

carefully,” the ending line of the poet’s letter to Susie complaining that “Why cant I 

be a Delegate to the great Whig Convention?” (L94, original italics), does not at all 

imply the fragility of the poet but the reminder for her reader of a terrain that is too 

obvious to be noticed, too affirmative to be assured. 

                                                 
30 The allusion to G. M. Hopkins here may seem strange and pointless since Hopkins is hardly to be 
called scientific. Nevertheless, Darwinism, as a popular scientific discourse in the nineteenth century, is 
without doubt one of the specific concerns for the priest-poet. For example, see Zaniello (1988) and 
Banfield (2007). 


