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     Introduction   
    Eliza   Richards    

   Unlike Charles Dickens  , “a man so imbricated in his age as to be synony-
mous with it,” Emily Dickinson does not obviously demand to be read 
within historical contexts.  1   Indeed, when asked to imagine Dickinson, 
readers may picture a woman dressed in white, sitting at a small desk in 
her bedroom, receiving “Bulletins all Day / From Immortality,”   and writ-
ing them down in the form of her “letter to the World / Th at never wrote  ” 
to her (F820 J827, F519 J441). A famously retiring poet, dubbed “Queen 
Recluse”   by her close friend Samuel Bowles  , Dickinson witnessed just a 
handful of her poems published   in newspapers and magazines during her 
lifetime, often without her permission (quoted in Sewall, 474). More of 
her poems circulated in letters to a diverse array of friends. But not even 
her sister Lavinia  , with whom she lived, knew of the extent of her opus 
until after her death, when hundreds of poems   were discovered, many of 
them neatly sewn into little booklets later known as fascicles  . Th is sce-
nario of consummately private poetic production framed the early publi-
cation of her “portfolio” poems, as one of her correspondents and earliest 
editors, Th omas Wentworth Higginson  , called them.  2   From 1890 to 1945, 
competing factions of Dickinson’s family   and friends off ered this treasure 
trove to the public bit by bit, in volume after volume, underscoring the 
poet’s eccentric, isolated genius all the while, setting terms of reception 
that endure to the present day. (Martha Nell Smith   discusses this history 
and argues for its continued relevance in  Chapter 26 .) 

 Th is image served Dickinson’s reputation well in the early periods of 
recognition. Turn-of-the-century readers were fascinated with her strange 
writings, which seemed “like poetry torn up by the roots, with rain 
and dew and earth still clinging to them” and presented to the public.  3   
Speculative biographies   followed the earlier family memoirs, as readers 
entranced by the riddling poems and letters sought to piece together a 
narrative of Dickinson’s outwardly uneventful, inwardly spectacular life. 
Who or what motivated the great crisis of the early 1860s that spurred 
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such a powerful outpouring of poems? Who was the “Master” addressed 
in three of her letter drafts; was he or she the motivating force? Until the 
present day – three book-length biographical studies and a historical novel   
entitled  Th e Secret Life of Emily Dickinson    (2011) have been published in 
recent years – people have enthusiastically inquired into the mysteries of 
Emily Dickinson, arriving at a range of more or less plausible, more or less 
intriguing answers.  4   

   If the fi rst decades of criticism cast Dickinson as an eccentric, idio-
syncratic genius, criticism of the mid-twentieth century confi rmed and 
extended that picture by casting her as a protomodernist  , a writer who 
had more to do with the twentieth century than with the one in which she 
lived. In the 1930s and 1940s the New Critics   sharply countered psycho-
logical and biographical studies, insisting that Dickinson’s work should 
be judged by “the poetic relation of the words” alone.  5   (Th eo Davis   off ers 
a fascinating analysis of New Critical   engagements with Dickinson in 
 Chapter 30 .) Dickinson’s compact, compressed “fusion of sensibility and 
thought” made Dickinson an ideal poet for these formalists  , who devoted 
their energies to intensive explications of individual poems, modeling an 
infl uential strategy of close reading that remains one of the most reward-
ing and commonly practiced approaches to reading Dickinson, especially 
in the classroom.  6   As much as close reading strategies have enriched the 
study of her complex poems, however, they have also tended to reinforce 
the tendency to think of her as work as context-less, as if her world of 
words swung free, its “Boundaries - forgot - ,”   like the spider in one of her 
poems whose web was swept away by a housewife’s broom (F513 J605). 
Th ese context-less readings themselves constitute a somewhat paradoxical 
historical context, for the formalist   strain in Dickinson criticism contin-
ues to fl ourish in transformed ways, allying itself with linguistic, psycho-
logical, philosophical, and even some historicist approaches.  7   

 Starting in the 1960s, New England religious life off ered one of the ear-
liest historical and intellectual contexts for analyzing Dickinson’s poetry – 
particularly Puritanism   and Calvinism  , the Second Great Awakening  , 
and Transcendentalism  .  8     Although the range of theological frames for 
reading her work has multiplied over the years, there is no abatement of 
interest in the topic. It is clear that Dickinson’s poetry is an exercise in 
“nimble believing,” but it is not as clear how to defi ne that process or 
the goals of her rigorous but open-ended spiritual inquiry.  9   It is therefore 
not surprising, and certainly not redundant, that dozens of articles and at 
least four monographs published recently have concentrated on spiritual 
issues: on religion’s role in Dickinson’s writing process, on the “problem 
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of human suff ering,” and on Dickinson and “hymn culture.”    10   Several of 
the essays in this volume take up the question of Dickinson’s engagements 
with religious traditions and writings: Jane Donahue Eberwein   writes on 
Dickinson’s New England heritage; Emily Seelbinder   examines the par-
ticular copy of the King James Bible   that Dickinson owned; Joan Kirkby   
discusses ideas about death   and immortality   in the poet’s time; and James 
McIntosh   evaluates her confl icted thinking about Christian traditions.   

 Feminist criticism   initiated a comprehensive revolution in Dickinson 
studies in the 1970s and 1980s, as scholars became increasingly interested in 
fi nding ways of locating Dickinson’s complex verbal artifacts within their 
gendered cultural surroundings. From Susan Gilbert   and Sandra Gubar’s   
landmark study  Madwoman in the Attic      (1979), to Margaret Homans   and 
Cristanne Miller’s   deconstructionist-inspired   readings of Dickinson’s lan-
guage and poetic practice, to Cheryl Walker   and Joanne Dobson’s   histori-
cist   studies of Dickinson’s relation to her female contemporaries, feminist 
criticism   opened Dickinson studies to new forms of historically, politi-
cally, and psychologically infl ected approaches.  11   Mary Loeff elholz   off ered 
a Lacanian reading not only of Dickinson, but also of her feminist critics 
in 1991; Martha Nell Smith’s   1992 study  Rowing in Eden    powerfully raised 
the possibility of Dickinson’s same-sex attraction   to and love for Susan 
Dickinson   as a motivating force in her poetic production  ; and Elizabeth 
A. Petrino   explored the relationships between Dickinson and her popu-
lar female poetic peers in 1998.  12   Th ough studies of gender   and sexuality 
have become increasingly alloyed with other approaches in recent years 
(as Shira Wolosky   in  Chapter 16  argues they should be), the conceptual 
frameworks established by the feminist legacy   in Dickinson criticism are a 
powerful force that continues to shape work on a range of topics today. 

 Because Dickinson’s poetry was so long approached through medita-
tive, presentless, dislocated modes of reading, the energies drawn from 
historicist   and cultural approaches have taken time to infuse that intensely 
private and individualized atmosphere. If Dickinson was long fi gured as 
“the exception,” and if she continues to impress readers as startlingly origi-
nal, critics have nevertheless been increasingly fascinated with the ways 
in which she comments on contemporary events and surroundings.  13   
Barton St. Armand’s   landmark study  Emily Dickinson and Her Culture    
(1984) helped inaugurate the historical trend  , with chapters on Victorian 
death rituals, the popular hobby of scrapbooking, and the aesthetics of 
John Ruskin  .  14   Shira Wolosky’s   study of Dickinson and the U.S. Civil 
War   appeared the same year and set the terms for an ongoing inquiry 
into the poet’s oblique commentary on the war that continues unabated 
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today (Faith Barrett   has contributed an excellent essay on the topic for 
this volume).  15   During the late 1980s and 1990s, substantial work on 
Dickinson’s relation to popular literary culture, abolitionist and feminist 
rhetoric, and visual culture emerged.  16   Th ese pioneering studies persua-
sively demonstrated that although her work may be private, it nevertheless   
registers important intellectual, social, and political currents of her time. 

 In the twenty-fi rst century, contexts for the study of Dickinson have mul-
tiplied as never before. Domhnall Mitchell’s    Monarch of Perception    (2000) 
considers Dickinson’s work in relation to contemporary contexts such as 
railroads  , domestic space, and autograph anthologies. Alfred Habegger’s   
biography  ,  My Wars Are Laid Away in Books    (2001), takes a decidedly cul-
tural turn. In  Dickinson’s Misery: A Th eory of Lyric Reading    (2005), Virginia 
Jackson   deconstructs the iconography of Dickinson as the isolated lyric 
poet and powerfully raises the question of precisely what contexts are 
appropriate for reading her work; P á raic Finnerty   examines cultures of 
reading and performance surrounding Dickinson in  Emily Dickinson’s 
Shakespeare    (2006); Aife Murray   undertakes a full-scale excavation of the 
lives of the family’s servants   and their infl uence on Dickinson’s work in 
 Maid as Muse    (2009). In  Winds of Wil  l  (2010), Paul Crumbley   explores 
the ways democracy informs the poet’s work. In the same year, Robin Peel   
published the fi rst book-length study of the impact of nineteenth-century 
sciences   – paleontology  , natural theology  , geology  , astronomy  , and so 
forth – on Dickinson’s thinking. Most recently, Cristanne Miller’s    Reading 
in Time: Emily Dickinson in the Nineteenth Century    (2012) situates the 
poet within nineteenth-century literary culture, examining the ways 
she engages contemporary forms, conventions, and writing practices.  17   
Other recent book-length studies address Dickinson’s international   recep-
tion, her engagements with textiles and clothing, and her critical recep-
tion   history since 1960.  18   A special issue of  Th e Emily Dickinson Journal    
(19.1) in 2010, edited by Daniel M. Mannheim   and Marianne Noble  , 
focused on her reading of a broad range of writings that circulated in 
her time. Articles and book chapters have treated Dickinson’s legacy in 
the American schoolroom, her sense of interior space, her engagements 
with new technologies such as photography and telegraphy, her interest 
in news and current events, Darwin’s infl uence, her portrayal and under-
standing of animals, and her global sensibility.  19   Th is is just a sampling of 
the recent outpouring of work on Emily Dickinson in historical contexts 
that shows no sign of dwindling, and Magdalena Zapedowska   off ers an 
admirably concise and comprehensive overview of the multiplying trends 
in Dickinson studies from 1955 to the present in  Chapter 31 . Studies of 
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the philosophical, linguistic, and scientifi c contexts for Dickinson’s writ-
ing are all in the works, and there are certainly others of which I am not 
yet aware. As Mary Loeff elholz   astutely notes in her essay for this vol-
ume, “a Dickinson who can remain our contemporary must increasingly 
be pried away from modernism and affi  xed to practices more  au courant ,” 
and historicism   is certainly an  au courant  current in Dickinson studies 
today. In part because her work for so long seemed impervious to cultural 
contexts, critics are now fascinated with what seems like a great reservoir 
of unexplored engagements with the events, ideas, social movements, pol-
itics, arts, education, religion, everyday practices, environments, enter-
tainments, and writings of her time. 

 Ongoing innovations and insights in editorial studies have informed 
many of these contextualizations and serve as an important context them-
selves (both Gabrielle Dean   and Alexandra Socarides   take up this impor-
tant topic in their essays for this volume). Dickinson’s manuscripts   – her 
fascicles  , unbound poems, scraps, and letters – have undergone intense 
scrutiny in the past few decades. Insights and hypotheses abound regard-
ing the organization and chronology of the writings, the lineation of the 
poems, her tendency to include multiple word choices even in fi nal drafts, 
and Dickinson’s material practices more generally. Since Th omas Johnson’s   
revolutionary scholarly edition, which treated seriously Dickinson’s own 
idiosyncratic punctuation, capitalization, syntax, and word variants  , a 
number of editorial projects have opened possibilities for scholarly inquiry 
and raised new questions about the best ways to represent Dickinson’s 
manuscripts. R. W. Franklin   fi rst made many of the manuscripts avail-
able to the broader public in 1981, when he published facsimiles in  Th e 
Manuscript Books of Emily Dickinson   ; critics were newly able to analyze 
lineation, word location, and other nuances of the manuscript   page, 
which is especially important for a poet who declined to publish   (or at 
least, to “print” – critics have suggested she made a distinction) during 
her lifetime. In 1995, Marta Werner   drew attention to the scraps and frag-
ments of Dickinson’s writing, reproducing them within her editorial study 
and encouraging readers to speculate about the choices that resulted in 
the forms in which they appear. Innovative digital projects   such as  Emily 
Dickinson’s Correspondences: A Born-Digital Textual Inquiry      and  Radical 
Scatters: Emily Dickinson’s Late Fragments and Related Texts, 1870–1886    con-
tinue to make new presentations of Dickinson available, which constitute, 
as well as enable, new interpretations of her texts.  20   In the fall of 2013, 
Harvard University Press will launch the  Emily Dickinson Archive   ; avail-
able to the public around the world, the site will pair manuscripts with 
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transcriptions and other resources, enabling new scholarship and fresh 
directions in teaching. Readers are making new sense of Dickinson in the 
digital age. 

 Th is proliferation of cultural, political, social, intellectual, and editorial 
frames has generated a need for a volume that orients readers to the shift-
ing, unsettling, expanding world of Emily Dickinson. Th ough complete 
coverage is of course impossible, I have aimed at comprehensiveness and 
balance in the book’s design, while asking contributors to draw on their 
extensive expertise to off er fresh insights into their topics. Th e outstanding 
essays that make up this volume off er lasting contributions to Dickinson 
scholarship. Several of the essays break new ground in crucial yet under-
studied areas: see especially Elizabeth Hewitt   on economics  , James 
Guthrie   on the law  , Sandra Runzo   on popular culture  , Paul Crumbley   
on Dickinson’s democratic poetic  s, Jed Deppman   on her philosophical   
engagements, Sabine Sielke   on the natural sciences  , and Melanie Hubbard   
on nineteenth-century theories of language. Essays that cover more famil-
iar topics bring fresh insight grounded in impressive levels of original 
research: Domhnall Mitchell   on Amherst  ; Eleanor Elson Heginbotham   
on the Dickinson library; Angela Sorby   on Dickinson’s education  ; David 
Cody   on eighteenth-century infl uences, particularly Dickinson’s inter-
est in Sir Th omas Browne’s   writings; Elizabeth A. Petrino   on Romantic 
infl uences  ; Joan Kirkby   on periodical reading  ; and P á raic Finnerty   on 
Shakespeare   as well as transatlantic women writers. 

 Some essays are particularly striking for their innovative methodo-
logical approaches: Margaret Freeman’s   emphasis on Dickinson’s trans-
formations of nature   into metaphor  , Cristanne Miller’s   comparative 
approach to metrical innovation  , Alexander Nemerov’s   striking com-
parison of the use of “pentimento” in Winslow Homer’s   paintings and 
Dickinson’s poems. Other contributions stand out for off ering a provoc-
ative argument even while presenting a responsible overview of a topic: 
Emily Seelbinder   stresses the importance of the aberrant spelling of a 
single word for understanding Dickinson’s engagements with the King 
James Bible  ; Mary Loeff elholz   emphasizes Dickinson’s competition with 
her female contemporaries over writing a “modern” form of literature; 
Sabine Sielke   argues that Dickinson critiques the limitations of scientifi c 
inquiry  , championing poetry’s alternative forms of knowledge; Cindy 
MacKenzie   thinks about the ways Dickinson’s letters   are haunted by the 
writer as well as by her readers; Th eo Davis   challenges the longstanding 
assumption that Dickinson’s poems were strange and incomprehensible 
to her earlier readers while estranging common understandings of new 
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critical modes of inquiry; and Th omas Gardner   traces the ways that writ-
ers since Dickinson have engaged in conversations with her poetry in 
their own work  . 

 Several of the scholars contributing to this volume live and work out-
side the United States, one indication of Dickinson’s growing reputa-
tion around the world. In  Chapter 33 , Domhnall Mitchell   discusses this 
global expansion of interest  , off ering an overview of the trends in inter-
national reception and the challenges posed by translating Dickinson 
into very diff erent languages and cultures. It is my hope that this volume 
abets the expanding circulation of Dickinson’s work by off ering accessi-
ble and well-informed critical insights to students, teachers, and scholars 
everywhere. 

 If the book itself could continue expanding, many more essays might 
have been written: on Dickinson’s fascination with foreign places  , for 
example, or on her deep engagement with the fl ora and fauna that popu-
lated her immediate surroundings. Her family relationships and close 
friendships, many of them mediated through her extraordinary letters  , 
merit more extensive treatment than they could receive here. Luckily, 
readers can look to studies that lie outside the scope of this volume, and 
I begin to off er suggestions for additional reading in the notes to this 
introduction. Other recommendations are available in the list of further 
readings, arranged by chapter, at the end of this book. Th ere is much to 
off er here as well, however, and I hope readers linger over the information 
and ideas in this volume, off ered by a thoughtful, innovative, and deeply 
knowledgeable group of scholars.    
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