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67 Success is counted sweetest

187 How many times these low feet staggered –

193 I shall know why – when Time is over –

199 I’m “wife” – I’ve finished that –

211 Come slowly – Eden!

214 I taste a liquor never brewed –

216 Safe in their Alabaster Chambers – (two versions)

225 Jesus! thy Crucifix

228 Blazing in Gold and quenching in Purple

239 “Heaven” – is what I cannot reach!

241 I like a look of Agony,

243 I’ve known a Heaven, like a Tent –

248 Why – do they shut Me out of Heaven?

249 Wild Nights – Wild Nights!

250 I shall keep singing!

251 Over the fence –

252 I can wade Grief –

254 “Hope” is the thing with feathers –

258 There’s a certain Slant of light,

271 A solemn thing – it was – I said –

273 He put the Belt around my life –

274 The only Ghost I ever saw

280 I felt a Funeral, in my Brain,

285 The Robin’s my Criterion for Tune –

288 I’m Nobody! Who are you?

291 How the old Mountains drip with Sunset

303 The Soul selects her own Society –

311 It sifts from Leaden Sieves –

312 Her – “last Poems” –

315 He fumbles at your Soul

320 We play at Paste –

322 There came a Day at Summer’s full,

324 Some keep the Sabbath going to Church –

326 I cannot dance upon my Toes –

327 Before I got my eye put out

338 I know that He exists.

341 After great pain, a formal feeling comes –

365 Dare you see a Soul at the White Heat?

374 I went to Heaven –

378 I saw no Way – The Heavens were stitched –

389 There’s been a Death, in the Opposite House,

391 A Visitor in Marl –

401 What Soft – Cherubic Creatures –

414 ’Twas like a Maelstrom, with a notch,

425 Good Morning – Midnight –

435 Much Madness is divinest Sense –

441 This is my letter to the World

448 This was a Poet – It is That

449 I died for Beauty – but was scarce

451 The Outer – from the Inner

454 It was given to me by the Gods –

462 Why make it doubt – it hurts it so –

465 I heard a Fly buzz – when I died –

475 Doom is the House without the Door –

479 She dealt her pretty words like Blades –

486 I was the slightest in the House –

489 We pray – to Heaven –

492 Civilization – spurns – the Leopard!

501 This World is not Conclusion.
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348 I dreaded that first Robin, so,

505 I would not paint – a picture –

506 He touched me, so I live to know

349 I had the Glory – that will do –

507 She sights a Bird – she chuckles –

350 They leave us with the Infinite.

508 I’m ceded – I’ve stopped being Theirs –

509 If anybody’s friend be dead

510 It was not Death, for I stood up,

511 If you were coming in the Fall,

351 I felt my life with both my hands

352 Perhaps I asked too large –

328 A Bird, came down the Walk –

512 The Soul has Bandaged moments –

513 Like Flowers, that heard the news of Dews,

518 Her sweet Weight on my Heart a Night

520 I started Early – Took my Dog –

528 Mine – by the Right of the White Election!

536 The Heart asks Pleasure – first –

544 The Martyr Poets – did not tell –

546 To fill a Gap

547 I’ve seen a Dying Eye

569 I reckon – when I count at all –

570 I could die – to know –

572 Delight – becomes pictorial –

575 “Heaven” has different Signs – to me –

581 I found the words to every thought

585 I like to see it lap the Miles –

587 Empty my Heart, of Thee –

593 I think I was enchanted

599 There is a pain – so utter –

601 A still – Volcano – Life –

606 The Trees like Tassels – hit – and swung –

607 Of nearness to her sundered Things

613 They shut me up in Prose –

617 Don’t put up my Thread and Needle –

627 The Tint I cannot take – is best –

640 I cannot live with You –

642 Me from Myself – to banish –

646 I think to Live – may be a Bliss

650 Pain – has an Element of Blank –

657 I dwell in Possibility –

670 One need not be a Chamber – to be Haunted –

675 Essential Oils – are wrung –

690 Victory comes late –

709 Publication – is the Auction

711 Strong Draughts of Their Refreshing Minds

712 Because I could not stop for Death –

721 Behind Me – dips Eternity –

728 Let Us play Yesterday –

741 Drama’s Vitallest Expression is the Common Day

754 My Life had stood – a Loaded Gun –

762 The Whole of it came not at once –

784 Bereaved of all, I went abroad –

797 By my Window have I for Scenery

824 The Wind begun to knead the Grass – The Wind begun to rock the Grass

861 Split the Lark – and you’ll find the Music –

875 I stepped from Plank to Plank

889 Crisis is a Hair

909 I make His Crescent fill or lack –

985 The Missing All – prevented Me

986 A narrow Fellow in the Grass

1021 Far from Love the Heavenly Father

1071 Perception of an object costs

1072 Title divine – is mine!

1129 Tell all the Truth but tell it slant –

1263 There is no Frigate like a Book

1304 Not with a Club, the Heart is broken

1311 This dirty – little – Heart

1412 Shame is the shawl of Pink

1498 Glass was the street – in tinsel Peril

1515 The Things that never can come back, are several –

1545 The Bible is an antique Volume –

1551 Those – dying then,

1562 Her Losses make our Gains ashamed –

1593 There came a Wind like a Bugle –

1598 Who is it seeks my Pillow Nights –

1601 Of God we ask one favor,

1651 A Word made Flesh is seldom

1670 In Winter in my Room

1705 Volcanoes be in Sicily

1732 My life closed twice before its close –
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Note on the Author and Editor

EMILY DICKINSON was born in the United States in 1830, the second child of Edward Dickinson, a lawyer and politician in the western Massachusetts town of Amherst. Unusually for a young woman of the period, she received a challenging education in the modern curriculum of co-educational Amherst Academy. She then went on to study at Mount Holyoke Female Seminary, one of the first degree-granting institutions for women, but she returned home after one year. Except for visits to Washington, Philadelphia, and Boston, Dickinson spent the rest of her life at home in Amherst. She enjoyed a passionate friendship with her sister-in-law Susan Gilbert Dickinson, who was the preferred first reader of her poetry, and in the early 1860s she suffered some emotional torment, possibly connected to a figure she called the ‘Master’. But it is the story told by the poetry which is the story worth reading.
Dickinson began writing poetry seriously in the late 1850s, and during her flood period of 1862–3 (also a time of crisis for the nation, plunged into a bitter Civil War) she was writing more than a poem a day. Her refusal to compromise her highly condensed expression and idiosyncratic punctuation meant that her works were mangled by editors until she withdrew from the ‘auction’ of publication. At the time of her death in 1886 only about one per cent of her 1,775 known poems had been published. In 1955 an accurate edition finally appeared.

The strongest influences on Dickinson’s poetry are the Bible and Shakespeare. As a religious sceptic since adolescence in a community whose social and spiritual life was based on churchgoing and revivalism, she wrote many poems about being shut out of a lost heaven. As an innovative woman poet in a male literary culture, she sought out literary ‘sisters’: Elizabeth Barrett Browning, the Bronte¨s, George Eliot, George Sand. She herself has in turn become a guiding figure for recent women’s writing. One of the two great nineteenth-century American poets (together with Walt Whitman), Dickinson looks startlingly modern today: her pure, fierce complexity seems the missing link between the metaphysical  poetry of the seventeenth century and the fragmented demands of the modern.

HELEN McNEIL is the author of the critical and biographical study Emily Dickinson (Virago and Pantheon, 1986). Amongst other critical works and broadcasts, she has published on Elizabeth Bishop and Sylvia Plath (Plath explicitly acknowledged her debt to Dickinson). An American who has worked in Britain for some years, she is a lecturer in American Literature at the University of East Anglia. She edited Edith Wharton’s short stories, Souls Belated and Other Stories for Everyman.


Chronology of Dickinson’s Life



	Year
	Age
	Life




	1830
	 

	Emily Dickinson born 10 December in Amherst, Massachusetts, USA, the second child, after Austin (1829–95), of lawyer Edward Dickinson and Emily Norcross Dickinson




	 
	 

	 




	 
	 

	 




	1833
	3

	Lavinia (‘Vinnie’) her sister born (d. 1899)




	 
	 

	 




	 
	 

	 




	1840
	10

	Grandfather Dickinson moves to Ohio; Edward sells his half of the family home, The Homestead, and the family move to another house in Amherst. Emily and Lavinia enter Amherst Academy, where students are taught a ‘modern’ curriculum including astronomy and pre-Darwinian geology




	 
	 

	 




	1842
	12

	Her father elected State Senator; re-elected 1843




	 
	 

	 




	1846
	16

	Religious revival in Amherst; Dickinson expresses doubts to her friend Abiah Root




	1847
	17

	Enters Mount Holyoke Female Seminary




	 
	 

	 




	 
	 

	 




	1848
	18

	Withdraws from Mount Holyoke




	 
	 

	 




	 
	 

	 




	1850
	20

	Another religious revival in Amherst; her father and Lavinia and her friend, Susan Gilbert (1830–1913), join First Church of Christ




	1851
	21

	Travels with her sister to Boston




	1852
	22

	Her father, standing as a conservative Whig candidate, is elected to the US House of Representatives




	1853
	23

	Amherst–Belchertown railway opens, promoted by her father




	1854
	24

	Family visits Washington DC




	1855
	25

	Visits Washington and Philadelphia with her sister




	 
	 

	Edward moves his family back into The Homestead; Dickinson will stay here for the rest of her life. Defeated in November’s election, Edward sets up law partnership with Austin




	 
	 

	Health of mother declines; henceforth Dickinson and Lavinia run household




	1856
	26

	Austin joins First Church and marries Susan Gilbert who becomes intimate friend of Dickinson’s




	1857
	27

	Emerson lectures in Amherst and stays with Austin and Susan; Dickinson does not attend and gradually begins to withdraw from society




	1858
	28

	Writing poetry seriously




	1859
	29

	Meets Catherine (Kate) Scott (later Anthon); they are close friends for six years




	1860
	30

	Rev Charles Wadsworth visits her




	1861
	31

	Springfield Republican prints poem ‘I taste a liquor never brewed’ altered and titled ‘The May-Wine’




	 
	 

	 




	1862
	32

	In 1862–3 writes about 300 poems but undergoes a personal crisis. Shares Amherst’s grief for loss of men killed in the Civil War




	 
	 

	Thomas Wentworth Higginson discourages her from publishing her poems




	 
	 

	 




	1864
	34

	In Boston for seven months for eye treatment. Two more poems printed




	1865
	35

	About a thousand poems written by the end of this year




	1866
	36

	Springfield Republican prints ‘A narrow Fellow in the Grass’ in a much-altered form




	1867
	37

	Austin supervises building of new First Church opposite his house




	1872
	42

	Edward Dickinson resigns as Treasurer of Amherst College and Austin succeeds him




	1873
	43

	Edward elected to Massachusetts House of Representatives as independent candidate




	1874
	44

	Edward dies suddenly in Boston. Austin and Susan’s third child Gilbert, born




	1875
	45

	Mother Emily henceforth bedridden with paralysis




	1876
	46

	Helen Hunt Jackson (1830–85), Amherst-born poet, becomes literary friend and begs her to publish




	1878
	48

	‘Success is counted sweetest’ published anonymously at Jackson’s urging




	 
	 

	Samuel Bowles, editor of Springfield Republican, dies




	 
	 

	 




	1880
	50

	Judge Otis Lord calls frequently at The Homestead and discusses marriage but is turned down




	 
	 

	 




	1882
	52

	Mother Emily dies




	 
	 

	Rev Charles Wadsworth dies




	 
	 

	Austin begins long affair with Mabel Loomis Todd




	1883
	53

	Nephew Gilbert dies




	1884
	54

	Judge Lord dies




	 
	 

	First attack of kidney disease




	1885
	55

	Helen Hunt Jackson dies




	 
	 

	 




	1886
	55

	Dies of kidney disease




	1890
	 

	First selection of poetry published
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