
Chapter Three 

“The Spirit and the Dust” 

 

 

 

I. Introduction 

 

Before his inquiry of Darwin’s early construction of theory, Howard E. Gruber 

stresses that in the idea of creativity, purpose is indispensable for creative individuals. 

Being purposeful indicates a pluralism of events and processes; that is, one has to 

organize the formation of insights, the conditions of life and experience, and practice 

of overarching metaphors. The person doing creative work deserves the adjective 

because the person 

 

exhibits the continuous interplay of three loosely coupled sub-systems: the 

organizations of knowledge, of purpose, and of feeling. This interplay is 

displayed with particular clarity when the thinker undertakes to push ideas to 

their extremes, to abandon cautious middle-of-the-road strategies and instead to 

test the limits of his innovations. Sailing to the edge of one’s intellectual world 

does not happen by accident: it requires deep knowledge and a sense of direction. 

It is, moreover, so taxing an effort that it requires intellectual courage and, if not 

the ability to enjoy life at the edge, at least the resolve to endure it. (9-10) 

 

In previous chapters, juxtaposing the nitty-gritty of familiar and unfamiliar 

“scenes” to portray the ideological and material fonts for quenching the interest in the 

“lives of others” in the nineteenth century, we have delved into the epistemological, 

87 
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theological, and scientific imprints of the period and their transatlantic interactions, 

particularly if not exclusively, from the perspectives of and the links by George Eliot, 

with whom both Charles Darwin and Emily Dickinson have a close acquaintanceship, 

even though in rather different ways. Accordingly, those cultural imprints and 

ideological interactions illustrate how the epochal climates impact on the progress of 

creation in science and poetry for Darwin and Dickinson as creative individuals. The 

purpose of those “scenes” is to relocate the specific contextualization of creative and 

courageous Dickinson and Darwin on their own purposeful routes to be or become a 

poet and a naturalist as we usually view them nowadays. Following the 

nineteenth-century cult of science and its interrogation with and against that of the 

Church, we have further explored the poet’s background in scientific education and 

knowledge. A few attempts to regard Dickinson’s poetry under the scientific lens are 

also examined. These attempts show that not only does Dickinson’s work distinguish 

her from her contemporaries in terms of her literary framework but also reveals an 

idiosyncratic path that the poet chooses to understand the evolving physical world 

around her, instead of the contemporary popular but personal pursuit of ideal and 

spiritual transcendence.  

Moreover, observed from a bigger social and ideological picture, the growing 

debate concerning Darwin’s evolutionary arguments against every possible aspect in 

Victorian English society, mild or intense as they have been assumed, neglected, or 

mythicized, attract different versions of efforts to reject, adopt, or adjust the quakes 

brought by a shy country gentleman’s exciting discovery. Among those efforts of 

moderation, Emersonian Transcendentalism, emphasizing the importance of spiritual 

faculties, has provided us a precious clue, a clue which helps grasp the trends of the 

variation in atmospheric pressures in terms of the unique, if not idiosyncratic, 

intellectual climate in America since the nineteenth century. In other words, wherever 
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there is a wind of the materiality, there is a smell of the metaphysical—and vice versa.  

Imagine that there are two masses of air currants moving in opposite directions, 

one upward and one downward. The uprising air current causing higher atmospheric 

pressure usually leads to a clear sky, while the air current falling down and causing 

lower atmospheric pressure makes a gloomy day. Suffice it to say that Emerson’s 

appeal to the continuity of rising progress from the ground to the firmament, the 

preeminent James family in nineteenth-century America, including Henry the senior 

and his two distinguished sons, William and Henry, represents the complicated 

rupture under such a continuous rising, and Henry David Thoreau, one of Emerson’s 

disciples as well as one of Darwin’s strongest allies and exponents, gradually reveals a 

personal preference for the “insistence on the material agency” along his way and 

further away from Emerson.1 Of course, both the two forces still exist and always run 

in different, if not necessarily conflicting, directions for people like Francis Bowen 

mentioned in Chapter Two, who would rather treat science and metaphysics as two 

distinct realms that never converge and should not be confused. Even among those 

who hold dividing opinions and attitudes towards Darwin but nevertheless exert their 

earnest attempts to mend the gap between the highest and lowest points, such as 

displayed in the instances of the two American scientists, Louis Agassiz and Asa Gray, 

they are still likely to share with each other the faith or belief in order to save the 

space for some ultimate divine and almighty power.2  

For people in general, the characteristics of a weather forecast apply mainly to 

                                                 
1 Meeting Emerson in New York City in 1842, Henry James Sr., who believes in the invisible, is quite 
drawn to Emerson’s thinking, although the attraction is not fundamentally philosophical. For the 
relations between the Jameses and Emerson, Chapter Four of Louis Menand’s The Metaphysical Club 
offers a vivid and great discussion. As for how closely Thoreau shares his ideas towards nature with 
Darwin, see Laura Dassow Walls’s Seeing New Worlds (1995), especially Chapter Five. 
2 For the detailed discussions on the reception of Darwinian theory in America, Ronald L. Numbers 
points out in Darwinism Comes to America (1998), especially in Introduction, Chapter One and 
Chapter Two, that there can hardly be lucid boundaries between camps for and against Darwin in the 
nineteenth-century America. See also David L. Hull’s Darwin and His Critics (1973). 
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telling rain or shine, hot or cold without leaving much room for the observation on the 

movements of and changes in air masses, which are in fact the major factors that 

influence the weather. Similarly speaking, in order to understand how Darwinian 

evolution has been involved in Dickinson’s poetic creation, we need to solidify the 

formation of Darwinian evolution and look into the textures of those elements 

participating in such a formation as exhibited in Dickinson’s literary realization. That 

is, beyond the intertwining air masses within the open space where a variety of figures 

sits upon the notions of perplexity and preference concerning the ancient gulf between 

heaven and earth, the metaphorical imagery here certainly nurses certain abstract 

referential bounty couched in regulating principles and befuddling controversies. 

Likewise, it also brings in incarnate scientific as well as philosophical meditation over 

any observable phenomenon in the intellectual climate, as what W. B. Yeats depicts in 

“Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen” (#213), “We pieced our thoughts into philosophy, / 

And planned to bring the world under a rule” (207, lines 30-31), although in a less 

lamenting mood.  

To illustrate this trading process of essential spirituality for organic materiality, 

instead of special creation by an omniscient intelligence, Darwin chooses the road of 

the common origin, transmutations, and, of course, natural selection, meaning the 

“preservation of favourable variations and the rejection of injurious variations” (The 

Origin 68).3 In other words, what characterizes Emily Dickinson’s poetry by its 

evolutionary nature depends upon the subtle duo-track for distinguishing those 

thought identical (i.e., the common) and encompassing those treated different or even 

opposite (i.e., variations). However, the literary forces behind Dickinson’s poetics do 

not signify the occurrence in profitability of any variation, which motivates the 
                                                 
3 Since my focus is rather literary and historical in this study, for an understanding of modern 
Darwinian theories in biology, Ernst Mayr’s What Evolution Is (2001) will serve well for such a 
purpose.  
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effectiveness of Darwinian natural selection. Those forces, on the other hand, leave 

spawning space of artistic poise for deciding and then forecasting a choice of an either 

clear or cloudy sky. To borrow what Cherubino sings in “Voi che sapete” from Le 

nozze di Figaro by Mozart and da Ponte, “Ricero un bene, fuori di me” (something 

I’m seeking outside of me), through the walks of Darwinian evolution, we can learn 

Emily Dickinson’s spirituality, which is completely personal, totally opaque and 

mystic, yet still fully concrete and materialistic, as shown from something outside of 

her. That is where Charles Darwin comes in to the world of Emily Dickinson.4

 

II. Scientific Method and the Inference of History 

 

Before looking into the details about Darwin’s evolutionary theory and 

Dickinson’s evolutionary poetics, we may here consider the methodology that Darwin 

has adopted in his theorizing of evolutionary ideas. Through the brief discussion on 

Darwin’s methodology and the contemporary debates based on it, it will help us 

clarify and grasp the philosophical preoccupations in the reception of Darwinism that 
                                                 
4 As it is pointed out earlier in the Introduction, the interrelations between Darwinism and literature in 
the nineteenth century have been recognized in quite a few aspects, such as those by Gillian Beer and 
George Levine.  

Another new light from Gowan Dawson further shows that the odd pairing of science and literature 
in Victorian society may be attributed to the strict standards of respectability. That is, the moral images 
of the naturalists themselves were crucially relevant to establishing the credibility of Darwinism. 
Otherwise, they would be ganged up with the cliques of literary writers, such as Swinburne, Rossetti, 
Pater, and Wilde later, who adhered to the disturbing French aesthetic doctrine, “l’art pour l’art,” 
criticized by the sensualism and materialism in their works. Dawson suggests, “In a society already 
fissured by the shift from a hierarchical clerical culture to a more socially amorphous urban 
industrialism, it was essential for scientific naturalism to provide a new secular theodicy which might 
reconcile the expectations of a growing population with the changed realities of the nascent social order. 
Rather than being simply discarded, traditional religious values were instead naturalized, with law and 
uniformity supplanting theology as the guarantors of order in both the natural world and human 
society” (3). See Dawson, Darwin, Literature and Victorian Respectability (2007).  

In addition, the differences in social and literary contexts of England and America should be 
highlighted. Although Dawson’s focus is Victorian England, his argument may be cited to the use of 
comparison in the situation of the nineteenth-century America as well. To say it briefly here, due to her 
specific historical encounters, the secularity in America is rather a value instilled, not a process 
generated. 
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in part my reading of Dickinson’s evolutionary poetics stems from. 

Darwin did not commence his book from a lifeless Earth and tackle directly the 

“mystery of mysteries,” the origin of species, as the title of the book suggested. In the 

first chapter, “Variations under Domestication,” Darwin shows his readers that it is 

nothing unusual to witness the changes of animals under domestication through 

artificial selection. In other words, the transmutations of living creatures are widely 

observable, a requirement in John Herschel’s vera causa (true cause) ideals, instead of 

ad hoc hypothetical practices.5 “It seems pretty clear that organic beings must be 

exposed during several generations to the new conditions of life to cause any 

appreciable amount of variation; and that when the organization has once begun to 

vary, it generally continues to vary for many generations” (The Origin 8). After 

winning the readers’ nod to the two elementary components of his arguments, if not 

unlike two major characters of his “novel,”6 variation and selection, Darwin then 

continues his discussion in the second and third chapters, “Variation under Nature,” 

and “Struggle for Existence.” In these two chapters, he switches his scope, applying 

“the principles arrived at in the [first] chapter to organic beings in a state of nature” 

and showing how varieties “become ultimately converted into good and distinct 

species” and thereof “there is no essential distinction between species and varieties” 

(The Origin 38, 51-52, 223).7  

                                                 
5 A term that Newton has applied, verae causae, are causes “recognized as having a real existence in 
nature, and not being mere hypotheses or figments of the mind.” See John Herschel, A Preliminary 
Discourse on the Study of Natural Philosophy (1830) 144. 
6 Beer suggests, “Reading The Origin is an act which involves you in a narrative experience” (Darwin’s 
Plots 3). 
7 According to David N. Stamos, the “species problem,” whether Darwin thinks that species is real or 
arbitrary, can be seen as “the central problem of the Modern Synthesis” integrating Darwinian theory 
with Mendelian genetics. The work of the Moravian (Austrian) abbot and botanist Gregor Mendel 
(1822-1884) on the inheritance of distinct characters in peas, experiments done in the 1860s, was 
rediscovered in 1900. See Stamos, Darwin and the Nature of Species (2007) xii. For a more detailed 
survey of the Evolutionary or Modern Synthesis since the 1920s, see Chapter 9 of Bowler 325-46, and 
Chapter 10 of Larson (219-43). 
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Some attacks on or doubts about The Origin of Species, as mentioned earlier, are 

based on Darwin’s methodology.8 Darwin tried not only once to explain and defend 

for himself in terms of his methodology in dealing with biological studies. In a letter 

to another of his teachers at Cambridge, John Stevens Henslow, professor of botany 

and mineralogy, Darwin responded to Adam Sedgwick’s “misrepresentation” of his 

study: 

 

[…] In a letter to me & in the above notice [Sedgwick] talks much about my 

departing from the spirit of inductive philosophy.— I wish, if you [that is, 

Henslow] ever talk on subject to him, you would ask him whether it was not 

allowable (& a great step) to invent the undulatory theory of Light—ie 

hypothetical undulations in a hypothetical substance the ether. And if this be so, 

why may I not invent hypothesis of natural selection (which from analogy of 

domestic productions, & from what we know of the struggle of existence & of 

the variability of organic beings, is in some very slight degree in itself probable) 

& try whether this hypothesis of natural selection does not explain (as I think it 

does) a large number of facts in geographical distribution — geological 

succession — classification — morphology, embryology &c. &c. — I shd really 

much like to know why such an [sic.] hypothesis as the undulation of the ether 

may be invented, & why I may not invent (not that I did invent it, for I was led to 

it by studying domestic varieties) any hypothesis, such as natural selection.9

 

As Herschel himself, who once described Darwin’s theory as “the law of 

higgledy-piggledy,” admitted, even though it was regarded far from being a 
                                                 
8 See 57n20 in my Chapter One. 
9 Darwin’s letter to John Henslow on 8 May 1860, Darwin Correspondence Project, 26 Apr. 2008 
<http://www.darwinproject.ac.uk/darwinletters/calendar/entry-2791.html>. 
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generalization from experience and thus did not possess the proper inductive 

credentials, the undulatory or wave theory of light, however, rivaling with the particle 

theory of light supported inductively by facts within experience, was proved much the 

best theory of light because of its explanatory and predictive successes (Hull, 

“Darwin’s Science,” 171). Darwin, on the one hand, suggested that natural selection 

be an invention as hypothetical as the undulatory theory of light is, yet on the other 

hand, it did not mean that Darwin agreed the comments that Sedgwick lay upon him, 

that which Darwin’s theory of natural selection was not inductive generalization and 

thereof even not a legitimate scientific theory at all (Hull, “Darwin’s Science,” 169). 

On the contrary, by studying domestic varieties, Darwin in fact was led to, not 

invented, the theory of natural selection. He also added a new chapter in the beginning 

of the book, “An Historical Sketch of the Recent Progress of Opinion on the Origin of 

Species” since the third edition of The Origin (published in 1861) so as to eschew the 

accusation of being without foundation in his theorizing. Further still, the dilemma in 

the Britain since the 1820s of methodology for scientific researches and studies in 

Darwin’s case should no longer be a big problem a generation later (Hull, “Darwin’s 

Science,” 188). One of the important modern Darwinian biologists, Stephen Jay 

Gould also points out that “Darwin, I believe, sought to construct and defend a 

working method for the special subject matter of evolutionary inquiry—that is, for the 

data of history” (98-99, my italics).  

Consider Darwin’s formulation of rules for his inference of history. 10  

“Evolutionary theory is first a form of imaginative history” (Beer 6). Inference of 

history, or to certain extent, inferential interpretation in hindsight, does not always 

                                                 
10 Gould neatly expounds his four guiding principles in Darwin’s methodology of historical science: 
uniformity, sequencing, consilience, and discordance. See Gould, The Structure of Evolutionary Theory 
103-16. My emphasis here, nevertheless, should focus on the relationship of the nature of history, the 
process of inference, and the conclusive possibility for prediction.  
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have to be negative in its hypothetical sense. Subsuming its imaginative and creative 

quality as the subjunctive usually does, constructive knowledge formation does not 

necessarily run the risk of snatching widely things in the air that have not yet 

happened and thereof pursuing merely degrees of probability at most. What makes 

such an interpretation fascinating is that even though it is a way of reasoning based on 

the arranged collation of events in the past, it actually signifies a temporal standpoint 

from the present at least, if not definitely exclusive of the future, that is, the function 

of prediction.  

Take for instance Imre Lakatos’s scrutiny into the topic of history of science and 

philosophy of science. Lakatos paraphrases Kant’s dictum in order to explain “how 

the historiography of science should learn from the philosophy of science and vice 

versa” (original italics): “Philosophy of science without history of science is empty; 

history of science without philosophy of science is blind” (91). History of science 

adds the contents, which are rationally and empirically reconstructed, to the internal 

and external scaffolds of history with normative methodologies, or “logics of 

discovery,” that philosophy of science tends to provide. History itself belongs to the 

past; nevertheless, by making it a conception of spatial framework, that is, internal 

and external, the past not only serves as facts or evidences reconstructed in order to 

fill in the blanks along the causal trajectories of consequences, but the past also 

becomes one kind of rational construction of the present and even future in terms of 

the nature of science—in other words, not just “conjecture” but also “knowledge.” In 

the scientific context of the nineteenth century, complete knowledge of laws and 

conditions leaves no room for loose talk of chance, for Darwin specifically, which 

serves to “acknowledge plainly our ignorance of the cause of each particular 

variation” (The Origin 108). “An intelligence,” as the French astronomer 

Pierre-Simon Laplace had written in the introduction to his Théorie analytique des 
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probabilities (1847), 

 

that for one given instant could comprehend all the forces by which nature is 

animated and the respective situation of the beings who compose it, were she 

sufficiently vast to submit these data to analysis, would embrace in the same 

formula the movements of the greatest bodies of the universe and those of the 

lightest atom: nothing would be uncertain for her and the future, as the past, 

would be present to her eyes. (Qtd. in Schweber 334)  

 

Descartes stated to Mersenne his opinions of Galileo’s work, Dialoghi delle 

Nuove Scienze, saying that he found that Galileo’s philosophy was much better than 

common people because he not only avoided the errors of the old-fashioned tradition 

of Scholastics but also attempted to examine physical matters by the mathematical 

reasons (“des raisons mathematiques”). However, “il ne les a point examinées par 

order, & que, sans auoir confideré les premieres causes de la nature, il a seulement 

cherché les raisons de quelques effets particuliers, & ainsy qu’il a basti sans 

fondement.” Galileo has not examined any subject in order and has only sought the 

reasons of some particular effects without having considered the first causes of nature; 

therefore, he has built without foundation.11 If Galileo “has built without foundation,” 

the theorizing for the purpose of elucidating uncertain scenes/things inevitably raises 

a few questions concerning Darwin’s natural studies and Dickinson’s scientific poetics. 

In a sense, can the hypothetical theorizing itself serve as the foundation, off which 

more observations and analyses are set? Should the quality of being hypothetical be 

actually a bold and forward revision to shake off a few unreasonable impediments of 
                                                 
11 Descartes’s letter to Mersenne on 11 Oct. 1638. See René Descartes, Oeuvres de Descartes: 
Correspondance II 380. The translation here is based on Roger Ariew’s with slight modifications of my 
own. See Roger Ariew, “Descartes as Critic as Galileo’s Scientific Methodology” (1986), 77-90. 
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the previous conceptions to the conceptual risorgimento, a revision which seems so 

shockingly alternative and different that it somewhat outshines the vintage foundation 

established on those newfound as well as long-accepted evidences but at the same 

time blinds itself to observing eyes? May the row over the choice between induction 

and method of hypothesis, which is actually susceptible to the mutual reconciliation, 

be a Lilliputian representation of the debate between spirituality and materiality?  

Both Gillian Beer and Robert M. Young have pointed out the analogous, 

metaphorical, and even anthropomorphic descriptions of natural selection in Darwin’s 

rendering of the organic evolutionary mechanism (Beer 25-96; Young 79-125). For 

the publication of Emily Dickinson’s herbarium, Judith Farr and Richard B. Sewall 

have reiterated the biological science’s interactions with her intimate creations that 

make Dickinson a poet.12 To say that reticent Emily Dickinson is scientific does not 

mean exactly that via a thorough examinations and investigations the “Theory of 

Everything” in the sense of this term from modern physics can be uncovered. To 

suggest that Charles Darwin is literary does not indicate, either, that the 

nineteenth-century shy and timid man of science has to be forced to stay in Limbo of 

Dante’s Inferno as those sages in ancient Greece because the Nobel Prize in literature 

hadn’t been awarded by the time Darwin died. Nevertheless, scientific Dickinson and 

literary Darwin may be crossly established upon certain ignored historical contexts, 

which, on the one hand, nurture the development of poetic minds and observing eyes. 

                                                 
12 Judith Farr introduces a glimpse of the history of assembling a herbarium, “Assembling a herbarium 
was an exercise meant to encourage young botanists to identify the names of plants and flowers at a 
time when botany was an important subject in the school. Some of the earliest herbariums were made 
in Europe in the 1600s; under the influence of Charles Darwin (who himself maintained a specimen 
book drawing on his explorations) the practice intensified. Dickinson’s future editor, Thomas 
Wentworth Higginson, left four notebooks containing narratives of his own botanical expeditions, 
begun at age eighteen. They attempt systematic lists of pressed plants according to their Linnaean 
categories; less scientific efforts he called ‘rubbish’” (17). See Judith Farr, Preface and Richard B. 
Sewall, “Science and the Poet: Emily Dickinson’s Herbarium and ‘The Clue Divine’”(1992), in Emily 
Dickinson’s Herbarium: A Facsimile Edition 15-18 and 19-34, respectively. 
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Conversely, those historical contexts also help unglue the preconceived judgments 

about the literary and the scientific that have been binding adhesively as specific 

themes and forms of writing. 

From my focus on the founding of Darwin’s evolutionary theory and Emily 

Dickinson’s poetics venturing onto the ideological arena of evolutionary thinking, 

from the phases of death, evolution, materiality and vision, I hope to argue for Emily 

Dickinson’s evolutionary poetics. Emily Dickinson’s poetics of pregnant simplicity, 

by perpetuating her quaint definitions or analogies of practices and emotions in life 

and bequeathing them with other varieties of assumed opinions, tends to spell out and 

also resolve any dichotomy as well as the staunch distinction between mind and 

matter, a controversy flared up again by the pervasive criticisms and concerns 

inveighing against the so-called Darwinian materialism and its potential effects on 

culture and society at large in the nineteenth century.  

 

III. Introducing Death 

 

“Survival of the most adapted” or “Survival of the fittest,” as Herbert Spencer 

stated in the first volume of The Principles of Biology (1864; 1:354, 444),13 implies 

the multiplication of life that is the fittest. Namely, life is the essential and basic root 

for modifications and adaptations. However, as the Latin saying goes, “Non est vivere 

sed valere vita est,” it is also generally accepted that life is not just staying alive but at 

the same time implies constant struggle, positive or tragic depending upon personal 

attitudes. In The Origin of Species, Darwin, instead of receiving life directly and 

                                                 
13 The Principles of Biology in 2 volumes (1864 and 1867; revised in 1898) is part of the 10-volume 
project of Herbert Spencer’s “system of Synthetic Philosophy” from 1862 through 1897. The other 
publications in this project also include, First Principles (1 vol.), The Principles of Psychology (2 vols.), 
The Principles of Sociology (3 vols.), and The Principles of Ethics (2 vols.). 
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dealing its origin (if existed) gleefully, offers a bleaker reminder to his readers a 

conclusion, borrowed the title of the book by the eighteenth-century Carl Linnaeus, 

about “oeconomia naturae” and “politia naturae,” the economy and polity of nature: 

 

Nothing is easier than to admit in words the truth of the universal struggle for life, 

or more difficult—at least I have found it so—than constantly to bear this 

conclusion in mind. Yet unless it be thoroughly engrained in the mind, I am 

convinced that the whole economy of nature, with every fact on distribution, 

rarity, abundance, extinction, and variation, will be dimly seen or quite 

misunderstood. We behold the face of nature bright with gladness, we often see 

superabundance of food; we do not see, or we forget that the birds which are idly 

singing round us mostly live on insects or seeds, and are thus constantly 

destroying life; or we forget how largely these songsters, or their eggs, or their 

nestlings, are destroyed by birds and beasts of prey; we do not always bear in 

mind, that though food may be now superabundant, it is not so at al seasons of 

each recurring year. (52-53) 

 

In this passage, Darwin spreads a life’s map as in the directions or dimensional 

signposts of “distribution, rarity, abundance, extinction, and variation,” which the 

cravings each organic being possesses inevitably have to follow in order to find its 

way and earn its position in nature. Nonetheless, the pivot here is “destroy,” 

destroying life or life being destroyed. Thus, the map put forth by Darwin is 

metaphorically termed, “Struggle for Existence,” whose connotation should suggest 

“dependence of one being on another” and more important, “not only the life of the 

individual, but success in leaving progeny” (53). That “Struggle for Existence” is 

metaphorical (other examples are “ascent” and “descent,” “progress” and “extinction”) 
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lies in exactly the indications of such a phrase do not point one way; “it is rich in 

contradictory elements,” as Gillian Beer argues (6). For example,  

 

The mistletoe is dependent on the apple and a few other trees, but can only in a 

far-fetched sense be said to struggle with these trees, for if too many of these 

parasites grow on the same tree, it will languish and die. But several seedling 

mistletoes, growing close together on the same branch, may more truly be said to 

struggle with each other. As the mistletoe is disseminated by birds, its existence 

depends on birds; and it may metaphorically be said to struggle with other 

fruit-bearing plants, in order to tempt birds to devour and thus disseminate its 

seeds rather than those of other plants. (The Origin 53)  

 

The manifold complexities shown à la page teach that death is the end of life, yet 

paradoxically they are also the fuels behind the expansion of life. Of course, it is 

crucial as well to understand that life as triggered by death has to participate in a 

competition-like network, the reason being that memberships of the same camp are 

not a guarantee of harmony and prosperity while life can be renascent by wearing or, 

literally, being eaten off. Interestingly, between the two points of extremities of 

homogeneity and heterogeneity, as in Shakespeare’s sonnet the poet asks, “Then how, 

when Nature calls thee to be gone, / What acceptable audit canst thou leave?”, from 

Darwin’s close observations of the natural world, interaction of surviving games in 

the organic world and invention of eternal spirits under Muses’s strokes find an 

exuberantly vivid and imaginative assimilation.  

Nevertheless, the motif behind the effects of Darwin’s biological mechanism for 

species to survive inevitably encounters challenges. Darwin enumerates one of the 

questions often raised by his readers about “transition:” why, “if species have 
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descended from other species by insensibly fine gradations, do we not everywhere see 

innumerable transitional forms” (The Origin 140)? Darwin explains the reason in 

Chapter IX of the book that “intermediate varieties, from existing in lesser numbers 

than the forms which they connect, will generally be beaten out and exterminated 

during the course of further modification and improvement” (226). Again, it is natural 

selection, although the imperfection of geological record is evident, that we face the 

lack of observable transitional or incipient species of sufficient number. Creatures 

living at this moment substantiate the optimal choices that Nature has been making. 

Those that do not go under modifications and reproduction to meet the gradual 

courses of natural changes should have been exterminated and have disappeared. 

“Any variation which is not inherited is unimportant for us” (12). Therefore, at a 

macroscopic level, the concept of transition, which is still one of the issues to be 

discussed in today’s evolutionary biology and paleontology, becomes a difficult 

concern of the “living history” in The Origin of Species since those transitions in 

terms of biological development belong to the somewhat irretrievable fossil past. 

Despite the attempt that Darwin, as an admirer of his another teacher, Charles Lyell 

(1797-1875) and influenced by Lyell’s theory of uniformitarianism, an idea 

emphasizing gradual and uniform processes of change,14 asserts that “the really 

governing conditions of life do not graduate away quite insensibly like heat or 

moisture,” it is after all the question of life that interests Darwin rather than a whole 

picture of the interconnections between life and death. The road from life to death, 

unlike either a traditional Great Chain of Being (“scala naturae”) 15  or the 

                                                 
14 In Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology (1830-1833) whose subtitle goes, “being an inquiry how far 
the former changes of the Earth’s surface are referable to causes now in operation,” suggests 
uniformitarianism to replace the former theory of catastrophism proposed by French anatomist Georges 
Cuvier (1769-1832) and William Buckland (1784-1856) in England, focusing on sudden and violent 
forces of change. Moreover, the subtitle also shows the belief that forces that worked in the past are 
also those working in the present. 
15 For instance, Alexander Pope in the Section VIII in Epistle I of An Essay on Man, writes: “Vast chain 
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phylogenetic Tree of Life,16 two destinations have been too familiar, yet how to start 

off and go on is basically an open field, implying possibilities as well as conflicts. 

Thus, it is not surprising that the ultimate manifestation of death—extinction of any 

species—turns out to be confusing for Darwin because extinction means the 

consequences after some catastrophic power and the dramatic failure of life for 

continual progress under the Wheel of Time. Even if it is struggle, at least it is visible 

and observable. The search for the transitions or missing links is much easier from the 

aspect of life, instead of death, which, by all means, seems to be an end. “Any 

variation which is not inherited is unimportant for us” (The Origin 12, my italics). 

This more or less illustrates and contrasts, too, the artists’ consciousness of mortality 

interwoven into “all human aspirations, their hope of political progress, of 

philosophical enlightenment, of religious comfort or of sexual ecstasy,” as in the 

example of the Liebstod, the eminent theme of Richard Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde, 

which was of no coincidence completed in 1859. Contrary to the “fascination of 

Darwin’s theory for Darwinian optimists” which was “in the concept of progress 

through struggle, Wagner, “with a realism which perhaps only comes to artists, saw 

the progress of his century—and ultimately of the human race—as one towards 

destruction” (Wilson, Victorians 236). 

                                                                                                                                            
of being! which from God began, / Natures ethereal, human, angel, man, / Beast, bird, fish, insect, what 
no eye can see, / No glass can reach; from Infinite to thee, / From thee to nothing.” Arthur O. Lovejoy 
points out that although the genesis of the idea can be traced back to Plato and Aristotle, it is “in the 
eighteenth century that the conception of the universe as a Chain of Being, and the principles which 
underlay this conception—plenitude, continuity, gradation—attained their widest diffusion and 
acceptance.” Still, in addition to the word “Nature,” the Great Chain of Being is “the sacred phrase of 
the eighteenth century, playing a part somewhat analogous to that of the blessed word ‘evolution’ in the 
late nineteenth.” See Arthur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being: A Study of the History of an Idea 
(1964) 180. The book is based on Harvard’s William James Lectures of 1933. 
16 Although in his notebooks and The Origin of Species there are branching diagrams as the “Tree of 
Life,” Darwin himself does not really offer an evolutionary genealogy himself. It is a fanatic proponent 
of Darwin, the German naturalist Ernst Haeckel (1834-1919), who draws the first “Tree of Life.”  
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Fig. 7. Darwin’s first “Tree of Life” (1837), diagram from Notebook B (170 x 97 mm.), 
page 36, from The Complete Work of Charles Darwin Online, 23 Nov. 2007 
<http://darwin-online.org.uk/EditorialIntroductions/vanWyhe_notebooks.html>. Darwin 
wrote the notebook, 280 pages in total, in brown ink with later annotations in grey. The 
texts below the sketch read, “[I think (top of the page)] Thus between A. & B. immens[e] 
gap of relation. C & B. the finest gradation, B & D rather greater distinction / Thus genera 
would be formed.— bearing relation [to ancient types.— (p. 37)].” The two notes in 
balloon, the first was written in brown ink, reading, “Case must be that one generation 
then should be as many living as now.” And the second note, in grey ink, reads, “To do 
this & to have many species in same genus (as is). requires extinction.” See Charles 
Darwin’s Notebooks, 1836-1844: Geology, Transmutation of Species, Metaphysical 
Enquiries, transcribed and ed. by David Kohn et al. (1987) 180. In The Origin of the 
Species, Darwin also offered a more detailed diagram and discussed it in Chapter IV, 
“Natural Selection.”  
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Three of Emily Dickinson’s letters, in late 1865, discussed a few deaths restlessly 

occurring. When the son and daughter of Martha Gilbert Smith, Susan Gilbert’s sister, 

died one after the other, Emily wrote to Elizabeth Holland, “[Susan] is still with the 

sister who put her child in an ice nest last Monday forenoon. The redoubtable God! I 

notice where Death has been introduced, he frequently calls, making it desirable to 

forestall his advances” (L311, early November). To Susan, who was still 

accompanying Martha then, Emily wrote, “We both are Women, and there is a Will of 

God – Could the Dying confide Death, there would be no Dead! Wedlock is shyer 

than Death. Thank you for Tenderness –” (L312, early December). When the Hollands 

lost a friend, Emily wrote a letter (L313) to Mrs. Holland and also probably sent Dr. 

Josiah Holland a two-stanza poem, beginning “Not all die early, dying young – / 

Maturity of Fate / Is consummated equally / In Ages, or a Night –” (Fr937/J990). Not 

only in actual encounters with death in the poet’s life do we understand “his frequent 

calls,” but also in Emily Dickinson’s poetry, the image, static or kinetic, of death just 

pulsates poignantly in the readers’ voice and mind. “Because I could not stop for 

Death – / He kindly stopped for me – / The Carriage held but just Ourselves – / And 

Immortality.” (Fr479/J712); “The World – feels Dusty / When We stop to Die / We 

want the Dew – then – / Honors – taste dry –” (Fr491/J715); “I heard a Fly buzz – 

when I died – / The Stillness in the Room / Was like the Stillness in the Air – / 

Between the Heaves of Storm” (Fr591/J465); “Death is like the insect / Menacing the 

tree, / Competent to kill it, / But decoyed may be” (Fr1783/J1716).  

Ted Hughes, in the introduction to his selections of Emily Dickinson’s poetry, 

identifies the poet’s “Holy Trinity”: whatever it was that lay beyond her frightening 

vision, the crowded, beloved Creation around her, and Death. In addition to the poet’s 

outer life, such as that of love and that of religious dilemma of New England, into 
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which Dickinson’s poetry engages devotedly, there is another rather obscure 

experience that “throws the characteristic aura of immensity and chill over her ideas 

and images.” From this recurring physical but almost trance state, “there opened to 

her a vision—final reality, her own soul, the soul within the Universe—in all her 

descriptions of its nature,” although she “never presumed to give it a name.” The 

mystery, a “final revelation of horrible Nothingness,” starring through the poet’s life, 

its speech is poetry and its only solution, death. “Death obsessed her, as the one act 

that could take her the one necessary step beyond her vision. Death would carry her 

and her sagacity clean through the riddle. She deferred all her questions to death’s 

solution” (Hughes 157-59). Death is Dickinson’s answer to the mystic vision because 

“Through easy Miracle of Death – / The Way ourself, must come –” (Fr369/J499). It 

is not necessarily the hurling motivation for the struggle for existence, a dictum 

suggesting the cruelty of the livings and life in tatters, but at the same time, ennobled 

tangling of lugubriousness, comforts, silence, and choices. Furthermore, although 

Hughes’s opinion about death as Emily Dickinson’s solution sounds like a terminal on 

a journey, it is more appropriate to treat the solution of the poet as a station or an 

event in the middle helping lead to the next destination—in other words, a transition. 

That explains why the poet could not stop for Death because Death should never be a 

stop, explains why the world feels dusty because the sudden halt of motion 

encourages disturbance against torpid conventions, and explains a fly’s buzz in the 

stillness of the room because the air-dynamic effects caused by a flying fly are 

certainly the “Heaves of Storm.” On Emily Dickinson’s route of evolution, compared 

with that of Darwin’s, life and death, definitely right there, are no longer the two 

destinations of fixity. As same as Darwin’s disbelief that creatures are created 

individually and separately, for Emily Dickinson, life and death, love and despair, 

light and dark, are the variations of a common origin, the feature of Nature with 
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which Dickinson shares while others do not, nevertheless not impending the poet’s 

stature of idiosyncrasy.  

Dickinson lumbers out brilliantly with a series of “not this because of that” in the 

first half of the six-stanza poem (Fr355/J510) composed around 1862. 

 

It was not Death, for I stood up, 

And all the Dead, lie down – 

It was not Night, for all the Bells 

Put out their Tongues, for Noon. 

 

It was not Frost, for on my Flesh 

I felt Siroccos – crawl –  

Nor Fire – for just my marble feet 

Could keep a Chancel, cool – 

 

And yet, it tasted, like them all, 

The Figures I have seen 

Set orderly, for Burial, 

Reminded me, of mine –  

 

Death, night, frost, and fire, these are the “figures” that everyone is able to sense and 

experience. Even if this unique racking impulse of emotion arisen in the occasion of a 

burial acts and feels very similar with all of them, the poet still can understand so 

clearly the salient and objective differences that it is none of them; nevertheless, it 

“tasted, like them all” and “reminded” the poet of the old experience of burying or 

perhaps being buried by some people, in either case, “after-death.” At the moment of 
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witnessing this “after-death,”  

 

As if my life were shaven, 

And fitted to a frame, 

And could not breathe without a key, 

And ’twas like Midnight, some – 

 

When everything that ticked – has stopped – 

And space stares – all around –  

Or Grisly frosts – first Autumn morns, 

Repeal the Beating Ground –  

 

But, most, like Chaos – Stopless – cool – 

Without a Chance, or spar – 

Or even a Report of Land – 

To justify – Despair.  

 

In the second half, the poet moves to the subjunctive, describing the “after-death” 

situation by associating it with a Procrustean experience, but even graver because the 

space available, the frame to which one is forcibly fitted, is tightly locked and thereof 

keeps air and light from coming in and out, as at the midnight. Any trace of 

disturbance, time that ticked and ground that was beating, has seemingly stopped and 

been revoked. But remember what the poet has just informed us of. Do not mistake it 

as death, and the quietness on the surface is actually punctuated by “Stopless – cool” 

Chaos, the status without any opportunity, support, and specification of the location. 

The last word of the poem, “Despair,” can be regarded as the offering of an answer, or 



Chou 108 

a “key,” to this poem of riddle or definition. Nonetheless, such a key does not lead us 

too far but very likely becomes an anti-climax tinged with slight ambiguous verbose, 

if impressive, quality. The “one key,” after all, constricts the vitality of the poem into 

something as the poem suggests, “life being shaven and fitted to a frame.” We have to 

pay attention to the connection between Death and Despair. If Death is where we 

begin and then afterwards from there we run into Despair at last. Do those words such 

as “frame,” “space,” “ground,” and “land” remind us of the relation between Death 

and Despair? Guided by the poet’s literary puissance, a concerted push into the spatial 

vocabulary not only informs the readers a process of final destination in a way, but in 

fact exhibits some temporal as well as spatial routes of evolution in our interpretation. 

 

IV. Routes of Evolution 

 

It is nowadays commonly assumed that Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species 

is the most provocative embodiment of evolutionary biology, which is itself “a 

historical science, concerned with examining and understanding the past as well as the 

present” and proceeding from “observed facts and found data more than from 

controlled experimentation” (Quamen 176). However, throughout the five hundred 

pages of the first edition of Darwin’s “abominable volume” (a popular pronoun for the 

book taken from Darwin’s letter to his cousin William Darwin Fox on 23 September 

1859), the term “evolution” in fact appears nowhere at all albeit with a different form 

in the last word of the last sentence in the last chapter,  

 

There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having been 

originally breathed into a few forms or into one; and that, whilst this planet has 

gone cycling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a 
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beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are 

being, evolved. (The Origin, 1st ed., 490)17

 

Why doesn’t the word “evolution” appear in the first edition of The Origin of 

Species? Quamen suggests that that term “carried undesirable connotations, in 1859, 

related to a sort of mystical unfolding or unrolling of forms” (201). The first record of 

the use in the entry, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is from a poem by 

the seventeenth-century poet and philosopher, Henry More, and its use in biology also 

begins around the second half of the seventeenth century.18 Among those who have 

used this term in their treaties on and about natural history before Charles Darwin, 

Erasmus Darwin (the grandfather of Charles), Charles Lyell, and Herbert Spencer, for 

instance, all mentioned the word and applied its concept in their works. The term 

“evolved” in Darwin’s concoction, not without its metaphorical and even poetic 

quality, can definitely be read from today’s knowledge about such a word in its 

blatant scientific pitch.  

However, as the definitions from the example of Samuel Johnson’s 

eighteen-century English Dictionary (1755), the meaning of the verb itself implies an 

apparent valuable undertone, “to unfold; to disentangle,” which has been neglected in 

the reading of the word as becoming almost the zeitgeist of the nineteenth century, a 

process or progress in terms of knowledge and ideas influenced by the interactions 

between new sciences and religious traditions discussed in the previous chapters. In 

                                                 
17 In and since the second edition of The Origin, that “breathed into a few forms or into one” was later 
revised by Darwin into “breathed by the Creator into a few forms or into one.”  
18 Of course, the meaning of such a term “evolution” gradually differs from its previous connotations 
since the publication of The Origin of Species in 1859. In France, where a few of the crucial ideas 
concerning the development of the natural history are born, the word “évolution” is introduced to 
French around the sixteenth century for military usage to indicate the development of spatial situation. 
After the mid-eighteenth century, it acquires the meaning of temporal change, transformation or 
development. As for “théorie de l’évolution,” the theory of evolution, itself primarily outlined by 
Lamarck, very likely comes from the translation of English since 1859. 
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Noah Webster’s An American Dictionary of the English Language (1861), a 

dictionary that Emily Dickinson herself frequently used, it also quotes a sentence 

from Matthew Hale of the seventeenth century under the entry, “Evolve,” “The 

animal soul sooner evolves itself to its full orb and extent than the human soul.” As 

Beer suggests in her important contribution to the studies of the rhetorical language in 

Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species, evolutionary theory brings together “two 

imaginative elements implicit in much nineteenth-century thinking and creativity,” 

which are the fascination with growth and the concept of transformation (97). In order 

to gain access to knowledge and truth under some proper methodology, the 

nineteenth-century entanglement between science and philosophy, in Michael Ruse’s 

words, illustrates “the extent to which the members of our network used the physical 

sciences as guides and ideals when working in the nonphysical sciences,” as well as 

“the way underlying philosophical commitments crucially influenced positions that 

on the surface appeared purely scientific” (Darwinian Revolution 46). 

Correspondingly, the presentation of any scientific proposition is always ready to 

adopt the rhetorical and narrative frameworks typically used in literature. “As a 

growing system of knowledge expressed in familiar words, science was in effect a 

variety of literature” (Otis, Introduction, xvii). The “endless forms most beautiful and 

most wonderful,” to some extent, are the exhibition of the act of unfolding or 

unrolling “from so simple a beginning,” that is, one of the main points in Darwin’s 

book, a common origin of species. Not only is it the big idea that Darwin tries to put 

forth to his readers here, but also his accreting evidence of his observation and the 

purposive literariness that he chooses in order to solidify his argument and move his 

readers. 

Emily Dickinson, even though her poetry has been recognized for its latent and 

manifest influence from the nineteenth-century scientific developments and the 



Chou 111 

societal responses to them, does not mention evolution directly, either, nor in her 

extant correspondence, which was mostly destroyed and left quite little in quantity 

after it was “settled before morning broke that Emily would not wake again this side” 

(Leyda 2:472).19 About 1876, however, there is one word, the same as Darwin’s, 

“evolved” in a three-stanza poem that Emily originally wrote in pencil starting with 

“Summer – we all have seen –” appearing on the one side of a leaf of stationery. The 

poem is recognized in its latest version:  

 

Summer – we all have seen – 

A few of us – believed –  

A few – the more aspiring 

Unquestionably loved –  

 

But Summer does not care –  

She goes her gracious way 

As eligible as the Moon 

To the Temerity –  

 

Deputed to adore –  

The Doom to be adored 

Unknown as to an Ecstasy 

The Embryo endowed – (Fr1413/J1386) 

 

The manuscript of the poem includes both two sides of the same stationery with 

a separate slip of paper attached subsequently, which the final version of the poem in 
                                                 
19 These words are from the diary entry on Saturday, May 15 by Austin, Emily’s brother.  
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both Johnson’s and Franklin’s editions are mainly based on, although two editors’ 

editorial decisions are rather different. In line 8, Johnson’s version reads “To our 

Temerity –”, while Franklin decides to follow the original version on the front side of 

the stationery, “To the Temerity –”. The stark difference between the two editors 

appears in lines 9-10. Perhaps out of the concern of the repeating “adore” in the ends 

of lines 9-10, Johnson omits line 9 “Deputed to adore –” in the original version, 

makes the old line 10 as 9, and interpolates a new line 10 from the slip, “The 

Affluence conferred,” in which the past participle “conferred” was previously written 

as “evolved.” As for Franklin, he keeps mostly the text as it originally is on the front 

page due to the uncertain order of the back of and the slip attached to the 

manuscript.20  

 

Deputed to adore – 

The Doom to be adored (Fr1413 [final], lines 9-10) 

 

The Doom to be adored – 

The Affluence conferred –(J1386, lines 9-10) 

 

Created to adore – 

The Affluence evolved – (lines 9-10 on the slip) 

 

The alternative reading of the original lines 9-10 on the slip is thus “Created to 

adore – / The Affluence evolved –”. Although the “Doom” in line 10 of the final 

                                                 
20 “Conferred” is just one of the three possible options for replacing the original “evolved” in Emily’s 
manuscript. The other two are “bestowed” and “involved.” See Variorum Edition, vol. 3, 1233. Another 
possible but slight reason for Franklin to give up the lines 9-10 may be metrical. Since the poem is 
basically iambic, the often (albeit not always) stressed second syllable in the word “affluence” is not fit 
nicely.  
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version comes from the original text on the front, as well as from being underscored 

and the previous word “Lot” canceled by the poet, these changes turn out to be quite 

some interesting similarities in content with the conclusion in Darwin’s The Origin, 

both indicating the grandeur of nature, its dynamic furtiveness, and the acts of 

growing.  

For instance, the word “Summer” is an odd insertion to the whole poem. With its 

trochaic beginning, the poem does not at all follow the general metrical pattern 

throughout. Instead of trochees, the following lines are all iambic. Such oddity, 

especially also from the first stanza, where “Summer,” being “seen,” “believed,” 

“aspired,” and “loved” by different groups of “us,” has been received from positively 

to passionately, successfully makes “Summer” stand out and thus activates the 

mediation between the images of the poem in which meanings are to be unfolded 

Moreover, the poet suddenly changes the point of view to the beloved “Summer” as 

female and describes her rather cold attitude and detachment toward “us” emotionally 

as well as physically, “But Summer does not care - / She goes her spacious way” 

(lines 5-6), even though line 4 begins with a regular iamb, showing the superficial 

correspondence of Summer to main metrical frame the poem is constructed.  

From poems such as “My Garden – like the Beach –” (Fr 469/J484), “From 

Cocoon forth a Butterfly” (Fr610/J354), “I reckon – When I count at all –” 

(Fr533/J569), “A something in a summer’s Day” (Fr104/J122), and “Without a 

smile – Without a throe” (Fr1340/J1330), Judith Farr, in a manner not too different 

from her earlier The Passion of Emily Dickinson (1992), intimately associates her 

reading of Emily Dickinson’s complex vision of summer with the poet’s garden and 

her relation with her sister-in-law, Susan. In Dickinson’s poems, according to Farr, 

summer “could summarize the consummate rapture of fruition, the triumph of the 

blossoming soul or blooming garden,” but “is not without a certain darkness.” In 
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addition, comparing with other seasons, summer, which “can mean sensuous 

fulfillment, a release from the stern requirements of reason and analysis,” is “both 

goddess and article of faith” for the poet as “initiate of a religion of nature” as in 

Dickinson’s early poem, “Summer – Sister – Seraph! / Let us go with thee!” 

(Fr22/J18). Therefore, “She goes her spacious way,” figuring as a woman and “having 

established what seems a fond connection with the gardener-speaker,” summer can 

also “abruptly abandon” and become one kind of “feline betrayal” that hurts, as 

disappointingly shown in the lines from a poem to Susan, “Now I knew I lost her - / 

Not that she was gone - / But Remoteness travelled / On her Face and Tongue” 

(Fr1274/J1219) (Farr, Gardens 280-86).  

“While some who attended the funeral knew she had been a poet, all knew that 

Emily Dickinson was a gardener” (Gardens 3). Because of the knowledge in botany, 

the important role that plants and flowers play in Emily Dickinson’s poetry, and the 

customary punning on the “aesthetic associations between ‘posies’ [flower] and 

‘poesie’ [poetry]” for mid-Victorians (Gardens 4), the key to a successful reading of 

an individual Dickinson lyric will “depend on one’s knowledge of the background 

and identity of a plant or flower or of weather and climatic conditions to which the 

poet may familiarly allude” (Gardens 9). The advantage but also the problem in 

Farr’s botanical and affective reading of Dickinson’s poetry, as Habegger points out, 

is that her interpretation follows rather abuttingly the “vast nature symbolism and 

Victorian culture” (rev. of Gardens 536), which provides the banner under which the 

poet’s own platoon of graspable metaphors rides. Farr attends too closely but blindly 

to some refutable opaque but not untraceable biographical frames of the poet, such as 

the likely addressee of Dickinson’s Master Letters, and turns away from the new 
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aspects from the recent discoveries of the poet’s life.21 Among all the new lights on 

Emily Dickinson’s life, her sixty-six-page herbarium and her botanical instruction in 

the youth and her allusions to classical sources inspired by her contemporary 

novelists are among some examples of the relevant scholarship that Farr disregards in 

her book (rev. of Gardens 537).22  

Therefore, back to Emily’s poem, while we parry Farr’s distillation of the 

summer in the poem temporarily, the metaphorical embodiment in the summer 

espouses an evolutionary energy, which tucks into the ideological flow of Emily’s 

narrative poems or poetical narratives. “Deputed to adore –” suggests an existing 

submissive authorization or appointment for respect and worship, but on the other 

hand, “Created to adore –” opens a determined free will in the both facets of destiny 

and beginning. Religious as it may seem, but not necessarily in the specific sense of 

Christianity, for it implies the same ambiguity in the conclusion of Darwin’s first 

scientific torrent of “the Abstract” on the evolution of organisms.  

Hence, “The Affluence evolved” can be read in its active voice as well as passive 

voice, instead of “The Doom” only to be accepted passively. The ending enjambment, 

“Unknown as to an Ecstasy / The Embryo endowed –” depends on whether one 

chooses the beginning or the end, in spite that they all bring out ecstasy in an 

unknown situation under the temerity of summer’s way or lunar force. The reluctance 

of Charles Darwin to his abominable volume and the theory in it should not be 

                                                 
21 Habegger’s review of The Gardens of Emily Dickinson in a way serves as errata for Farr. He 
mentions quite many mistakes about the dates and events concerning Emily Dickinson’s life including 
the poet’s death date and her brother Austin’s. 
22 In Habegger’s biography of Emily, he puts young Emily’s collection of pressed plants possibly begun 
when she was fourteen under the botanical education in the nineteenth-century America. Young Emily 
would probably assemble her poems (“fascicles,” meaning bouquets of flowers) in the way as she 
followed typical procedures of nomenclature, systematics and organizations in botanic science. Her 
declining interest in the artificial system reveals in some of her science poems. The habit in field work 
to collect plants changes to another form as Emily goes out the house less and less. “In this and other 
ways, the poet turned from nature and the outdoors to the conservatory of the imagination.” See 
Habegger, My Wars 154-61. 
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restricted by that it “has cost me so much labour,” but to some degree a concern about 

the psychological sustainability instead. Darwin added a postscript in the letter to his 

Cousin Fox, “Remember if ever you can find out whether a cross between any two 

coloured horses produces a dun, I shd particularly wish to hear” (Darwin’s letter to 

Fox, 23 September 1859, my italics). The trials of ideas in words of Emily Dickinson 

show the poet’s preoccupation and crossing of materials she can fetch aesthetically. 

On the side of Emily Dickinson, her reluctance that her reader garnering in her poetry 

sails among the ocean of material objects, where they are often too overwhelmed by 

themselves as real things, as those barnacles, mollusks, shells, pigeons, insects, plants, 

etc. of Darwin.  

A recent article has thrown light on the likely interpretation of Emily Dickinson’s 

poetry, in which the poet demonstrates her unique reasoning over the representations 

of nature. In “Darwinian Dickinson: The Scandalous Rise and Noble Fall of the 

Common Clover” (2007), James R. Guthrie reads Emily Dickinson’s “bee-flower” 

poems. While inevitably following the metatropical tradition in the nineteenth century, 

Dickinson’s “bee-flower” poems actually call a halt to the tragic and unfair nature 

between bees and flowers and thereof turn to a rather comic and whimsical quality 

with the inspiration from the contemporary Darwinian thinking.  

The anthropomorphized flowers and bees in the nineteenth century are often 

used to stand for the passivity of womanhood and the manly dominion in literary 

scenes of courting rituals, as shown in one but not the only example by Margaret 

Fuller (1810-1850) saying in 1839 that  

 

Woman is the flower, man the bee. She sighs out melodious fragrance, and 

invites the winged laborer. He drains her cup, and carries off the honey. She dies 

on the stalk; he returns to the hive, well fed, and praised as an active member of 
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the community. (Chevigny 279)23  

 

Nevertheless, published and circulated widely in both Europe and America in the 

second half of the nineteenth century, The Origin of Species provides another 

possibility of structuring pattern in the author’s observation concerning the 

relationship between flower and bee. That is, instead of being the pattern that one 

should outweigh the other, “bees and flowers benefit equally from pollination” 

(Guthrie, “Darwinian Dickinson,” 75, my italics). Darwin explains his “natural 

selection,” the mechanism of evolution fuelled by the struggle for existence, by giving 

an example of the case about two kinds of clovers (the common red clovers and 

incarnate clovers) and bees (the hive-bees and humble-bees). He suggests, from such 

an example, that the “physiological division of labour” that no naturalist (like Darwin 

himself) doubts and any experienced gardener (Emily Dickinson, for instance) should 

know enables a flower and a bee to “slowly become, either simultaneously or one 

after the other, modified and adapted in the most perfect manner to each other, by the 

continued preservation of individuals presenting mutual and slightly favourable 

deviations of structure” (The Origin 79).  

The result is, after Guthrie’s meticulous discussion over the eight-stanza poem 

composed around 1862 or 1863, “There is a flower that Bees prefer -” (Fr642/J380), 

the five “distinct emotional and material advantages from [the flower’s] courtship by 

the bee” inhabiting Emily Dickinson’s unconventional critical reflection over the 

literary conventions, which contribute to the clover’s spectacular rise from an 

anonymous and reticent commoner to a confident and generous queen:  

 

                                                 
23 See also Margaret Fuller, Life Without and Life Within: Reviews, Narratives, Essays, and Poems 
(1859) 349 and Charles Capper, Margaret Fuller: An American Romantic Life, vol. 1 (1992) 288. 
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it is she who assumes dominion over him, rather than vice-versa; “post-coitally,” 

the bee’s respect for the flower increases, rather than decreasing; the brevity and 

transience of the pollinator’s visits enable the flower to enjoy a higher degree of 

variety in her sexual liaisons; it is she, not the bee, who receives public 

recognition for her industry and perseverance; and, finally, rather than remaining 

passive and static, the heroine of the poem, a red clover, enacts a sort of travel in 

her own right, translated into terms emphasizing social rank, sexual success, and 

a near-universal fame. (“Darwinian Dickinson,” 75-78) 

 

However, as Guthrie points out later in his article, although the natural 

competitions and conflicts between different organic creatures, such as bees, 

butterflies, and humming bird in the poem’s first two stanzas, may seem Darwinian, 

the poem in fact “finally does not emphasize a Darwinian mutuality in the relationship 

of bee to flower, man to woman” (“Darwinian Dickinson,” 85). Consequently, the 

queenly red clover, now “The Bravest – of the Host - / Surrendering – the last - / Nor 

even of Defeat – aware - / When cancelled by the Frost -” (last stanza), is no longer a 

subjection to her possible suitors, needless to say that she has very likely become a 

thorough subject without any mutual benefitedness, as the lesson taught in The Origin 

of Species. According to Guthrie, this resembles an ideal image of a poet for the poet, 

whose characteristics are gradually shown with the turning-over qualities from 

reservation and convention to confidence and boldness, along with a possible, if not 

necessary, choice of self-seclusion. Thus, Guthrie’s reading of the poem “helps 

support the argument that Emily Dickinson may have been much more interested in 

pursuing fame than she was usually willing to admit” (“Darwinian Dickinson,” 88).  

Although other choices of poems in Guthrie’s article, except for “There is a 

flower that Bees prefer –,” are those composed in the late years of the poet (after 



Chou 119 

1870’s), such as “A Clover’s simple Fame” (Fr1256/J1232) 24  and “A Bee his 

Burnished Carriage” (Fr1351/J1339), 25  more general survey throughout Emily 

Dickinson’s poems leads us to be aware that the “bee-flower” theme, under the 

framework of Guthrie’s analysis, that is, the possible influence from Darwinian ideas, 

is in fact dealt with passim.26  

One of the key messages in Darwinian theories is that, in addition to the random 

variations of species, the selection by Nature is random as well. The act of unfolding 

itself can be construed as opening a door for further development, although the 

random selecting process may not tell of any specific tendency toward predicament or 

predilection. At this point, conditions that influence the past or govern the present 

should be considered in order to reveal the relationships between species and 

variations; “when under nature the conditions of life do change, variations and 

reversions of character probably do occur; but natural selection,” which is continually 

trying to economize (i.e., to reduce and save) in every part of the organization, “will 

determine “how far the new characters thus arising shall be preserved” (The Origin 

121-22, 15). Also, the chance for any advantageous variations to inherit is also 

important, although for Darwin then, the laws “governing inheritance are quite 

unknown; no one can say why a peculiarity in different individuals of the same 

species, or in individuals of different species, is sometimes inherited and sometimes 

not so” (The Origin 13).  

                                                 
24 The text referred in Guthrie’s article is based on the “A version” among the three variants (two in 
part) in Franklin’s Variorum Edition, which reads, “The Clover’s simple Fame.” Johnson also follows 
this version for his 1955 and 1960 editions. In Franklin’s Reading Edition, the editor uses the other two 
revisions and makes the poem as two four-line stanzas, instead of eight lines as one stanza. 
25 There are two variant versions from the manuscripts. In Franklin’s Reading Edition, the poem 
comprises three four-line stanzas, and in Johnson’s, one stanza of twelve lines, which is based on the 
“A version.” The alternatives (mainly in capitalization and punctuation) in Franklin’s Reading Edition 
are based on the both two manuscripts.  
26 See also, for instance, “Because the Bee may blameless hum” (Fr909/869, c.1865 or 1864) and 
“What shall I do when the Summer troubles –” (Fr915/J956, c.1865 or 1864). 
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Therefore, when Darwin writes that “Nature cares nothing for appearances, 

except in so far as they may be useful to any being” (The Origin 69) from 

reproduction, modification, variation, inheritance and preservation, it is necessary to 

keep in mind that although Darwin tends to calculate a set of specific rules for better 

comprehension about the secrets of organisms and one of his inspirations for the 

current rules is Malthus’s mathematical concern over the growth of populations, it 

does not mean that the set of rules is good and ready for straightforward application, 

say, to the sexual competitions and the uses of surviving strategies. Under the 

condition of randomness, any intentional explanation of purpose cannot be merely 

defined by its function. Rather, we need to consider whether the concept we 

temporarily call a purpose has its base in directions, directions that include both the 

paths once appeared this way and further proceed under alternative contexts, no 

matter how similar or different between now and then. 

 

V. Materiality of the Vision 

 

In an early valentine written in 1852, Emily Dickinson juxtaposes the 

atmosphere of mortality, the pride of victory, and sorrow of joy oddly together and 

link them tautly albeit not abstrusely with the speaker’s science education or 

experiences to be regarded scientific from today’s point of view.  

 

Sic transit gloria mundi 

“How doth the busy bee” 

Dum vivamus vivamus 

I stay mine enemy! — 
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Oh veni, vidi, vici! 

Oh caput cap-a-pie! 

And oh “memento mori” 

When I am far from thee 

 

Hurrah for Peter Parley 

Hurrah for Daniel Boone 

Three cheers sir, for the gentleman 

Who first observed the moon — 

 

Peter put up the sunshine! 

Patti arrange the stars 

Tell Luna, tea is waiting 

And call your brother Mars — 

 

Put down the apple, Adam 

And come away with me 

So shal’t thou have a pippin 

From off my Father’s tree! 

 

I climb the “Hill of Science” 

I “view the Landscape o’er” 

Such transcendental prospect 

I ne’er beheld before! — 

 

Unto the Legislature 
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My country bids me go, 

I’ll take my india rubbers 

In case the wind should blow. 

 

During my education 

It was announced to me 

That gravitation stumbling 

Fell from an apple tree — 

 

The Earth opon it’s axis 

Was once supposed to turn 

By way of a gymnastic 

In honor to the sun — 

 

It was the brave Columbus 

A sailing o’er the tide 

Who notified the nations 

Of where I would reside 

 

Mortality is fatal 

Gentility is fine 

Rascality, heroic 

Insolvency, sublime 

 

Our Fathers being weary 

Laid down on Bunker Hill 
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And though full many a morn’g 

Yet they are sleeping still 

 

The trumpet sir, shall wake them 

In streams I see them rise 

Each with a solemn musket 

A marching to the skies! 

 

A coward will remain, Sir, 

Until the fight is done; 

But an immortal hero 

Will take his hat and run. 

 

Good bye Sir, I am going 

My country calleth me 

Allow me Sir, at parting 

To wipe my weeping e’e 

 

In token of our friendship 

Accept this “Bonnie Doon” 

And when the hand that pluck’d it 

Hath passed beyond the moon 

 

The memory of my ashes 

Will consolation be 

Then, farewell Tuscarora 
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And farewell Sir, to thee. (Fr2/J3) 

 

In a way, this poem does not read like a typical nineteenth-century “valentine,” 

except its last three stanzas, in which a comparatively clear addressee of the valentine 

shows up.27 The general playful, lively and comical tone of the whole nonplussing 

poem is quickly drawn out by the contrasting Latin phrases the poet used: “Sic transit 

gloria mundi” (So the glory of the world passes away), “Dum vivamus vivamus,” 

which is apparently the typography of “Dum vivimus vivamus” (Let us live while we 

live), “Oh veni vidi vici!” (I came, I saw, I conquered), “caput [mortuum] cap-a-pie” 

([death’s] head, from head to foot) and “memento mori” (remember thy death). In the 

first stanza,  

 

Sic transit gloria mundi 

“How doth the busy bee” 

Dum vivamus vivamus 

I stay mine enemy! – 

 

while the beginning line of the poem serves as a reminder of mortality, the second line, 

a question, implies the typical assiduousness for sustaining life. The following line, 

shifting the mood of overloaded labor, the speaker appeals to an Epicurean motto, 

Dum vivimus vivamus, for the enjoyment of life because “mine enemy” has been 

                                                 
27 “Sic transit gloria mundi” appeared in the Springfield Republican on 20 February 1852 with a brief 
comment from the editor, “The hand that wrote the following amusing medley to a gentleman friend of 
ours, as ‘a valentine,’ is capable of writing very fine things, and there is certainly no presumption in 
entertaining a private wish that a correspondence, more direct than this, may be established between it 
and the Republican.” The “amusing medley” and “a valentine” in quotation marks somehow imply an 
impression, at least according to the editor, that the poem was quite a valentine in a traditional sense. 
For the discussion on Emily Dickinson and the nineteenth-century valentine writing, see Vivian R. 
Pollak, “Emily Dickinson’s Valentines” (1974), 60-78. 
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detained and restrained. The second stanza, going vice versa to a degree, seems to 

complete a fuller circle of the speaker’s feeling. 

 

Oh veni vidi vici! 

Oh caput cap-a-pie! 

And oh “memento mori” 

When I am far from thee 

 

The pride and victorious statute of the speaker, posturing as a guardian hero (or 

heroine?) who kindly defrays the formidable cost to remind the protégé or valentine 

of the omnipresent threat of death, suggests the blood-staining scenery of decapitated 

corpses cap-a-pie, not without an ironic directness actually because the only lost but 

obvious part of victim’s body is the head.  

The next three stanzas almost diminish instantly the serious and classical fear 

from the previous image of death. The guardian suddenly transforms into a child-like 

tone to “Hurrah for Peter Parley / Hurrah for Daniel Boone,” 28 together with “Three 

cheers sir, for the gentleman / Who first observed the moon —” in the third stanza.29 

The fourth and fifth stanzas,  

                                                 
28 Peter Parley was the nom de plume of Samuel Griswold Doodrich (1793-1860), a writer who wrote a 
popular series of books, such as Tales about the Sun, Moon, and Stars (1837), The Tales of Peter Parley 
about America (1841), A Glance at the Physical Sciences; or the Wonders of Nature, in Earth, Air, and 
Sky (1844), and The Wonders of Geology (1845), introducing geography, astronomy, biography and 
folktales to the young. Daniel Boone (1734-1820), the pioneer of Kentucky, was a name “celebrated 
wherever men admire courage, or love to read stories of individual sacrifice and daring” (12). For a 
nineteenth-century configuration of Boone, see George Canning Hill’s book among the biography 
series particularly for the young, Daniel Boone, The Pioneer of Kentucky: A Biography (1860).  
29 In the 2nd edition of Tales about the Sun, Moon, and Stars (1837), there are 10 chapters on the moon. 
For example, “Well, then! By help of a telescope, we get views of the moon that are wonderfully 
minute; and such are the daily improvements that are now making in telescopes, that it is almost 
impossible to say with what distinctness we shall come to see objects in the moon” (Chapter 2, 9-10), 
and “The ‘Tuscan artist’ alluded to by the poet [Milton in Paradise Lost] is Galileo , often reputed the 
inventor of the telescope; and who , at least, in the year 1608, or 1609, constructed one, and published 
accounts of the discoveries he made with it” (Chapter 4, 16). 
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Peter put up the sunshine! 

Pattie arrange the stars 

Tell Luna, tea is waiting 

And call your brother Mars — 

 

Put down the apple Adam 

And come away with me 

So shal’t thou have a pippin 

From off my Father’s tree! 

 

by “put[ting] up the sunshine” and “arrang[ing] the stars,” but also telling Adam to 

“[p]ut down the apple” and “come away with me,” the knowledge of natural science 

(sunshine, stars), mythological allusions (Luna, Mars), as well as ecclesiastic ideas 

(apple, Adam, my Father’s tree), are all at the disposal of the speaker, although a more 

careful perusal in the following nine stanzas highlights a reading of the “progressive” 

transformation both in physical and mental aspects. These nine stanzas, a further 

expansion of the speaker’s scientific education and religious reflection sandwiched 

between the comical beginning section and the mournful ending section, are delicately 

preluded by the sixth stanza,  

 

I climb the “Hill of Science” 

I “view the Landscape o’er” 

Such transcendental prospect 

I ne’er beheld before! — 
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Such a stanza serves an interesting illustration to the poet’s exposure to the 

contemporary scientific and ideological cultures as discussed in the previous chapters. 

However, the four lines, seeming to describe the speaker’s scientific enlightenment, 

are enfolded with a complex of double references due to the vocabulary used, when 

closely examined line by line and as a separate stanza. The poet materializes the 

scientific experiences, including the field of gravitation (stanza 8), astronomy (stanza 

9), and geography (stanza 10) in the subsequent three stanzas, comparing them to 

climbing the hill and thus being able to “view the Landscape o’er.” Moreover, such 

experiences, being “transcendental,” are completely fresh and strange ones for the 

speaker for they are the prospect that “I ne’er beheld before” (24).  

On the one hand, from a position of highness, a hill enables its climber to see 

much more clearly those material objects which are either too close or too big in a 

parallel viewing horizon. The speaker apparently recognizes such scientific 

experience as alleged and positive by using words like “Legislature” (stanza 7), 

“education” (stanza 8), “honor” (stanza 9), and “brave” (stanza 10). Even more, a 

self-proving attitude can be found in the tenth stanza mentioning the “brave” 

Columbus, who “notified the nations / Of where I would reside” (39-40). On the other 

hand, the preposterous prospect from the “Hill of Science” enthralls the speaker and 

thus allows the speaker an opportunity to correct the natural way of seeing things and 

transcend the old innate slant on the world.  

When we go back to Darwin’s The Origin of Species, in his Introduction, for 

instance, Darwin points out the limit that the contemporary naturalists might meet in 

order to tackle the causal relation of organic phenomena. 

 

Naturalists continually refer to external conditions, such as climate, food, etc., as 

the only possible cause of variation. In one very limited sense, as we shall 



Chou 128 

hereafter see, this may be true; but it is preposterous to attribute to mere external 

conditions the structure, for instance, of the woodpecker, with its feet, tail, beak, 

and tongue, so admirably adapted to catch insects under the bark of trees. (4-5) 

 

And Darwin talks about his observation meticulously on a variety of pigeons in the 

first chapter of The Origin of Species, those kept by himself and also pigeon clubs in 

London.  

 

The diversity of the breeds is something astonishing. Compare the English 

carrier and the short-faced tumbler, and see the wonderful difference in their 

beaks, entailing corresponding differences in their skulls. The carrier, more 

especially the male bird, is also remarkable from the wonderful development of 

the carunculated skin about the head, and this is accompanied by greatly 

elongated eyelids, very large external orifices to the nostrils, and a wide gape of 

mouth. The short-faced tumbler has a beak in outline almost like that of a finch; 

and the common tumbler has the singular inherited habit of flying at a great 

height in a compact flock, and tumbling in the air head over heels. (19-20)30

 

The two excerpted passages above, when read carefully, have at least one similarity 

with Emily Dickinson’s brutal valentine, “Sic transit gloria mundi.” The descriptions 

in each work from both two writers, playing the role as a naturalist or scientist of 

some kind, are filled with dissected parts of organic bodies. The difference between 

them is that Emily Dickinson’s is comparatively more conceptual and classicized 

while the victims under Darwin’s eyes and pens are birds with specific names, whose 

                                                 
30 Besides the two kinds of pigeons in this “gobbet,” this paragraph also contains depictions in detail of 
the distinct features of other ten kinds of pigeons.  
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beaks, skulls, eyelids, orifices, mouths, feet, skins, etc., are particularly highlighted 

according to their differences. Without doubt, these are the views as seen through the 

aids of innovative new optical instruments, which functionally overcome human’s 

“fastidious microscopic eye” (Malthus 133).  

However, through those instruments, people are able to see everything even more 

objectively and in panorama or detail since almost nothing is missed under the effects 

of magnification and concentration. In other words, objects ranging from living 

creatures to inorganic compositions are under scrutiny with a more unified attitude 

and intention. There is no need anymore to borrow any other unexplainable and 

unidentified solution to make a reasonable and better analysis and explanation. By 

focusing on the objects, or subject matters for study, observations are more accurate, 

inferences more objectively based, and conclusions methodically proved. A 

materialistic point of view towards nature, Darwinism with its naturalistic quality has 

thus been hailed, as well as hissed, as one of the influential contributions in scientific 

development and as that which has undergirded the establishment of the modern 

epistemological Babel Tower. Everyone is living in a Darwinian world. Whether one 

reads Darwin or not is not a problem at all because by cultural osmosis an educated 

person should be vaguely aware of Darwin, who not only “loves you” but is also “for 

everyone.”31  

Emily is loved by and for everyone, too, at least based on my own experiences 

talking with people who read poems. Young Dickinson’s valentine seems bloody and 

untypical, but it is still a “valentine.” People’s love for Emily Dickinson, on the other 

hand, is more literal than that for Darwin, which is more conceptual. In her works, 

                                                 
31 George Levine describes in the preface for Darwin Loves You that his son gave him a bumper sticker 
that read, “Darwin Loves You.” And as mentioned earlier, American biologist, David Sloan Wilson’s 
book suggests that Darwinian ideas are the most promising and reasonable answers to our questions in 
daily life about this living world. Also see 29n34 in my Introduction. 
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Dickinson observes and collects animals and plants carefully and she writes about 

them, too. In her herbarium, she assembled a few kinds of narcissuses in one page. 

Among them, one was called “Narcissus, poeticus,” which might attractively catch up 

the beats of the poet’s heart. She wrote about a “gold and crimson,” “opal and gray” 

guest, of ermine his doublet, who “reaches town at nightfall” (Fr44/J15). In twelve 

poems composed from age six and twenty to fifty-three, just three years before she 

must go in now that “fog is rising,”32 she witnessed that an American migratory 

songbird, bobolink, which first joined the short procession of the leaving 

Summer/Sister/Seraph (Fr22/J18),33 and finally was gone himself, leaving the poet to 

swagger alone, allowing those “Presbyterian Birds” to resume their meeting 

(Fr1620/J1591). All these show how Emily Dickinson deals with the real world in a 

creatural attitude, different from the romantic tradition that any living organism 

becomes the “cultural” basis or background for poetic and metaphorical 

transformation of the quotidian. Nature is not an object to be feared, admired or 

praised; for Emily Dickinson, Nature is the reality to be observed, read, and 

interpreted, yet not in the way of the subjective dissecting and reduction as typical 

science does. Therefore, when she participates in themes seeming privy and intimate 

to the apparent world of phenomenon, such as love and vision, these abstract thematic 

                                                 
32 “I must go in, the fog is rising” is said to be the last words of Emily Dickinson. The twelve poems 
are “A brief, but patient illness –” (Fr22/J18), “‘Lethe’ in my flower,” (Fr54/J1730), “I keep my 
pledge.” (Fr63/J46), “We should not mind so small a flower” (Fr82/J81), “Heart not so heavy as mine” 
(Fr88/J83), “I’ll tell you how the Sun rose –” (Fr204/J318), “Some keep the Sabbath going to 
Church –” (Fr236/J324), “What would I give to see his face?” (Fr266/J247), “‘Nature’ is what We 
see –”(Fr721/J668), “No Bobolink – reverse His Singing” (Fr766/J755), “The Way to know the 
Bobolink” (Fr1348/J1279), and “The Bobolink is gone – the Rowdy of the Meadow –” (Fr1620/J1591). 
Johnson did not identify the year that the poem “‘Lethe’ in my flower” was written, and Franklin made 
it around 1859. 
33 In Johnson’s edition, three stanzas constitute the poem, “The Gentian weaves her fringes –” (J18), 
but Franklin makes each stanza a poem of one single stanza, “The Gentian weaves her fringes –” 
(Fr21), “A brief, but patient illness –” (Fr22), and “In the name of the Bee –” (Fr23). Although there is 
only a blank space between each of the three in Emily Dickinson’s Fascicle I, she drew lines of 
separation and distinguished them from typical stanza breaks on earlier sheets. See Franklin’s Variorum 
Edition, vol. 1, 79-80. 
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Fig. 8. One page from Emily Dickinson’s Herbarium (57) including several kinds of narcissus 

specimens: (1st row, left to right) Narcissus 6-1, Narcissus 6-1, Narcissus, poeticus 6-1, (2nd 

row) Narcissus 6-1, Narcissus 6-1, Narcissus 6-1, (3rd row) [unlabeled, onion], [unlabeled, 

cream scabious], Pisum, sativum 16-10, and Hypericum, perforatum 12-5. 
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strands in her writings should still be resonate with the wellsprings of a materialistic 

reality of its own accord. Perhaps it is not enough to say that there is something with 

Darwin’s and Dickinson’s minds but more appropriately, something with their eyes, 

just exactly like the school of nineteenth-century Paris-based painters. 

When Darwin responds to the issue of difficulties that might be fatal to his 

evolutionary theory through natural selection, he discusses organs of extreme 

perfection and complication by the examples of the eye and the swimbladder in fishes 

for flotation and respiration. In the beginning, he confesses that to suppose that the 

eye, “with all its inimitable contrivances for adjusting the focus to different distances, 

for admitting different amounts of light, and for the correction of spherical and 

chromatic aberration” could have been formed by natural selection, “seems […] 

absurd in the highest possible degree.” However,  

 

if numerous gradations from a perfect and complex eye to one very imperfect 

and simple, each grade being useful to its possessor, can be shown to exist; if 

further, the eye does vary ever so slightly, and the variations be inherited, which 

is certainly the case; and if any variation or modification in the organ be ever 

useful to an animal under changing conditions of life, then the difficulty of 

believing that a perfect and complex eye could be formed by natural selection, 

though insuperable by our imagination, can hardly be considered real. (The 

Origin 152).  

 

Again, the mechanism natural selection still signifies the qualities of being useful, 

prone to vary, inherited from the imperfection and simpleness to perfection and 

complex. Darwin also mentions teasingly the power of people’s imagination, which 

even holds us back from believing natural selection, even though his establishment of 



Chou 133 

natural selection is based upon facts. The imagination he refers to here is the scarce 

possibility to “avoid comparing the eye to a telescope” (The Origin 154). The subtext 

throughout Darwin’s comments here manifests in the two rhetorical but ambiguous 

questions (The Origin 154), “But may not this inference be presumptuous? Have we 

any right to assume that the Creator works by intellectual powers like those of man?”  

Uno has stated the important position that the eye, sight and vision, together with 

a few inventions of the contemporary optical instruments occupy in Emily 

Dickinson’s poetry. In “We grow accustomed to the Dark –” (Fr428/J419), the poet 

offers a dialectic of idea about being in the Dark and the somatic experiences during 

the Light: 

 

We grow accustomed to the Dark –  

When Light is put away – 

As when the Neighbor holds the Lamp 

To witness her Good bye – (lines 1-4) 

 

It is the present moment when “we” grow accustomed to an extremely different and 

opposite situation, that is, the Dark. Therefore, light originating from the lamp for 

“us” should indicate a “Good bye” of a female neighbor. The poet, rather than 

completing the process of growing accustomed to the Dark,34 keeps reminding the 

reader that  

 

A Moment – We uncertain step 

For newness of the night –  

                                                 
34 Each stanza (5 in total) in this poem, except for the first, contains the word, “and,” showing the 
connection of actions and movements as well as indicating logical results.  



Chou 134 

Then – fit our Vision to the Dark – 

And meet the Road – erect – (lines 5-8) 

 

Even if our steps become uncertain in the Dark, as soon as we fit our Vision to it, we 

can still “meet the road” and walk erectly. “The Bravest” will “learn to see” (line 16), 

and as they do it,  

 

Either the Darkness alters – 

Or something in the sight 

Adjusts itself to Midnight – 

And Life steps almost straight. (lines 17-20) 

 

The Darkness changes things in sight or maybe things “adjust” themselves to the 

Darkness. Those changes come either structurally from the environment or 

individually from the things in the environment, should not alter the meaning of life a 

bit. However, it is not the cliché that life goes on because the steps of Life are 

“almost” straight, since sometimes it “hit[s] a tree / directly in the Forehead” (lines 

14-15). This poem can certainly be read metaphorically as a comfort for those who 

lose their beloved. Nevertheless, when viewed under an evolutionary aspect, life does 

not just go on, but actually dances with ghosts, some invisible entities but right 

there. 35  Habit-forming proves effective because it guarantees a quicker and 

unconscious reaction and solution to situations encountered. But as long as the 

surroundings alter into their newness, it not only just hurts, but sometimes fatal. Isn’t 

                                                 
35 In Chapter 8 of Evolution for Everyone, David Sloan Wilson uses the analogy, “dancing with 
ghosts,” to emphasize that although environment “has a huge effect on the organism,” adaptations 
sometimes may be still “mismatched with their current environment” (53, 57). For a medical/clinical 
illustration of this “dancing with ghosts” concept, Sharon Moalem’s Survival of the Sickest (2007) 
offers some interesting and insightful information. 
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“straight” the gesture of the once-lived in the coffin? Such a delicate twist in the poem 

shows Emily Dickinson’s acute awareness of the relationships between life and death, 

light and dark through an evolution-like but not necessarily Darwinian process, which 

the poet may further illustrate in the “Compound Vision.” 

 

The Admirations – and Contempts – of time – 

Show justest – through an Open Tomb – 

The Dying – as it were a Hight36

Reorganizes Estimate 

And what We saw not 

We distinguish clear – 

And mostly – see not 

What We saw before – 

 

’Tis Compound Vision – 

Light – enabling Light – 

The Finite – furnished 

With the Infinite – 

Convex – and Concave Witness – 

Back – toward Time – 

And forward – 

Toward the God of Him – (Fr830/J906) 

                                                 
36 Franklin keeps the spelling, “Hight,” in Emily Dickinson’s manuscript (Fascicle 40), while Johnson 
naturally corrects the spelling into “Height.” See Fig. 9. 
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Fig. 9. The poem, “The Admirations – and Contempts – of time –” in Emily Dickinson’s 

Fascicle 40 (about 1864), including 21 poems, from The Manuscript Books of Emily 

Dickinson, ed. R. W. Franklin, vol. 2, 987. 
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At first, the description of the ability or function to see for the eye is quite similar 

in Darwin’s and Dickinson’s. For Darwin, the eye, deriving from some nerves 

becoming sensitive to light, appears at different degrees of complexity due to the 

practical utilities of its owner. No matter in what forms the eye appears, it still “sees.” 

For Dickinson, the eye “sees” for sure, but does not “see” everything. Therefore, 

provided that the eye is in different forms and phases, its function, in operation at 

different levels, still exists and thereof secures its name. The naturalist’s satisfaction 

comes from the discovery of the origin of the eye, the organ common in every kind of 

creature, by going through its history and status quo. The poet’s satisfaction, if it 

could be called that, is gained by comparison, comparing the situation now and then. 

On the other hand, for the poet, the mystery of the eye nonetheless contributes to the 

alternative episode that the naturalist has got. 

The time of seeing not just delights people but also causes doubts, as the time 

means both “Admirations” and “Contempts” for the spectators. With the help of some 

tomb-shape convex-concave lens or other optical instruments consisting of convex 

and concave lenses, the spectators, now, are able to “distinguish clear” “What We saw 

not” (lines 5-6). The reorganizations of the “Estimate” images indicates that the 

images at the present are not entirely new, so the correct verb is “distinguish,” instead 

of “see” as that in line 7. Moreover, it is because of their antiquity, the spectators also 

lose the sights and views of “What We saw before” (line 8). These coexisting attitudes 

and situations all originate from “an Open Tomb,” together with “the Dying,” which 

voices the most intriguing tone for this stanza. From an optical instrument to an open 

tomb, this association looks rather free and random, since there is probably only the 

shape that works as the link. When reading the second stanza, we are able to realize 

that the poet’s gestures are neither metaphorical nor metaphysical at most. Instead, 

what the spectators experience is the moment when the Living and the Dying, the 
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Finite and the Infinite, two moving directions of time all show up simultaneously. 

Such a vision is no longer a straight and single one, but a double, a compound.  

Introducing this “Compound Vision” from lights transmitting and transfixing 

through the lenses that collect and disperse, the poet links together the objective 

experience of observation via the use of a scientific instrument and the spectator’s 

subjective experiences in life about space and time. Nothing only exits in people’s 

spiritual mind, nor on the surface of material world. Moreover, such an experience 

surpasses the boundary of time, as well as the specific moment of absolution. It is 

illuminated right here when we read Emily Dickinson’s letter to Mrs. Elizabeth 

Holland, “God seems much more friendly through a hearty Lens” (L492, about March 

1877), or a letter to Mabel Loomis Todd to thank her for a panel of Indian pipes, “To 

duplicate the Vision is almost more amazing, for God’s unique capacity is too 

surprising to surprise” (L769, late September 1882). 

 

 

Fig. 10. Indian pipes on the cover of Emily Dickinson’s 
Poems (1890, First Series). The painting is by Mabel 
Loomis Todd herself, who, together with T. W. 
Higginson, is the editor of this collection, from 
Common-place: Victorian Flower Power, 17 April 
2008 <http://www.common-place.org/vol-07/no-01/ 
ingram/>. 

 

VI. Never Mind and Doesn’t Matter 

 

Death is a Dialogue between 

The Spirit and the Dust. 

“Dissolve” says Death, 
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The Spirit “Sir 

I have another Trust” –  

 

Death doubts it – 

Argues from the Ground – 

The Spirit turns away 

Just laying off for evidence 

An Overcoat of Clay. (Fr973/J976) 

 

As far as the influences that Darwinian evolutionary theories bring up, some 

would say one of the most crucial influences should be that Darwin’s theories 

completely disrupt the boundary between human and apes, and even human and 

animals. From head to toe, human beings are also one member of the animal 

communities. This idea appears in young Darwin’s notebooks. He pondered around 

1837, when he was twenty-eight years old, that “People often talk of the wonderful 

event of intellectual Man appearing,” on page 207 in the Notebook B, but “the 

appearance of insects with other senses is more wonderful. its [sic.] mind more 

different probably & introduction of Man.” “Nothing compared to the first thinking 

being,” although it is “hard to draw line” (Notebooks 222-23). Despite the old Latin 

saying, “divino ore versus cœlum attentus” (“with divine face, turned towards 

heaven”), Darwin writes in the Notebook C (page 77, about 1838), Man is 

“Mammalian—his origin has not been indefinite—he is not a deity” (Notebooks 263). 

Therefore, “Natura non facit saltum,” or “Nature makes no leap” (The Origin 

158) is the phrase that Darwin borrows from Linnaeus to relocate his own 

evolutionary theories with Charles Lyell’s uniformitarianism and emphasize the 

formation of accumulating factors that vary, not sudden intervention of mystic powers. 
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In other words, “Nature is prodigal in variety, but niggard in innovation,” as Milne 

Edwards well expressed (The Origin 158). In the light of Emily Dickinson’s poetics, 

that Nature makes no leap suggests an effort to blur the traditional distinctions and 

boundaries between any binary concepts or objects, since they all belong to one 

Nature, which can be both universal and specific, through her poetic practices, which 

mean much more than certain language games. Death is just one phase of life, yet 

both Spirit and Dust ought to accompany and belong to it. 
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