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Preface

Nowadays, with the voluminous publications on Emily
Dickinson, the study of the most prominent, most puzzling
aspect of Dickinson’s poetry—her style, still lacks profundi-
ty though some tentative efforts have been made; while in
China, the study of her style is all but a blank.

The notorious ambiguity of Emily Dickinson’s poetry is
due to various reasons, of which the first is possibly her
“queer” style that is said to have stunned back numerous
readers. Facts call for a comprehensive, in-depth study on
the characteristic features of Dickinson’s poetry to prove
beneficial both to foreign literature teachers in general and
to Dickinson lovers in particular. Hence the present book,
of which the author flatters himself by thinking that the ef-
forts he has made have been worth it.

Style speaks authorial intention; it speaks itself ( from
the other, of course) as well. French naturalist Georges-
Louis Leclerc Comte de Buffon (1707 - 1788 ) observed,
“Le style c‘est 1" homme meme” ( “Style is the man him-
self”) (de Buffon, 1753), which the present book values
as its rationale.

Since the publication of Dickinson’s Poems, First Se-
ries in 1890, more than one century has passed, and critical

works have mainly been incited by and directed to
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Dickinson’s “strange” style, which may be considered sort of style-speak-
ing, that is, her style speaks through the critics.

Emily Dickinson was hailed by the public in 1890s, although in the
meantime she was fiercely criticized by most critics for her bizarre style.
But after a pouring of divergent criticisms in the first decade of the 20" cen-
tury, she was almost “forgotten” (Price, 1912) in 1912. Then, with the
publication of The Single Hound (1914) , Emily Dickinson was again heat-
edly discussed since 1915. The major concern of the 1920s is with the rea-
sonableness of her irregularities, and Emily Dickinson was so much defen-

“
o-

ded by the growing number of critics that some complained that she was
verrated” ( Harold Monro, 1925). Up to the 1930s, with many books of
her poetry published and studied since the 1920s, the significance of Emily
Dickinson has been universally confirmed—she was now regarded as “a
major American poet” (A.C. Ward, 1932), “among the finest poets in
the language” ( Conrad Aiken, 1935), and a “poetic genius” ( Yvor Win-
ters, 1938). Only one anthology of Dickinson’s poetry was published in the
1940s ( Bolts of Melody, 1945) , when critics who had got accustomed to
her style undertook a diligent but calm study. The publication of The Poems
of Emily Dickinson ( variorum edition) in 1955, edited by Thomas H.
Johnson, touched off an unprecedented fruitful Emily Dickinson criticism
and studies, which are still going on vigorously. In the 1950s, Dickinson
was recognized as “ perhaps the greatest of all women poets” ( Spiller,
1955) ; in 1960s, a poet who “bridged the gap” between other important
poets ( Waggoner, 1965) ; and in 1970s, she was even seen as more influ-
ential than Walt Whitman (1819 — 1892) in the second quarter of the twen-
tieth century (Thurley, 1977). By 1980s, her literary status as one of the
major poets ever writing in the English language had been firmly estab-
lished (Reeves, 1980) , and critics in this decade tended to find greatness
even in Emily Dickinson’s supposed deficiencies or apparently queerness.
The trend dominant in 1990s was the manuscript criticism which concerned

emphatically with the textual importance of Dickinson’s poetry. This trend



has clearly crossed the turn of the century and is still popular today.

This book is devoted to a detailed analysis of Dickinson’s style and its
significance in her poetry. Besides an examination of the different styles
presented in the major versions of Dickinson’s poetry published over the
hundred years, and a survey of the development of Dickinson’s style, con-
siderations are emphatically paid to the features and significance of her
rhyme patterns, punctuation ( dash), syntactic habits, wording, and the
way she provides her poems with or without titles.

Emily Dickinson was not a feminist, still less a radical one; it was her
gender awareness that greatly influenced her selection of style. Being a sen-
sitive woman with a keen love for the world but living in the patriarchal so-
ciety, she naturally chose to “Tell all the Truth but tell it slant—"
(P1129), in order not to be hurt at the same time. As a family-minded,
well-educated , normal woman of a middle-or upper-class family, she chose

poetry and a unique style as her best means of expression, and expressed
herself at the most profound.
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Chapter One
Dickinson the Poet

The Homestead that Samuel Fowler Dickinson built in
1813 on Ambherst’s Main Street is Amherst’s most famous
dwelling today. For it was in this house that Samuel Fowler
Dickinson’s brilliant, peculiar, never-married granddaughter
Emily Dickinson was born, lived for the better part of her
life, and died at age 56. Today she is assigned to the very
first rank of America’s poets. Literary pilgrims come from all
comners of the world to the Homestead, now a National His-
toric Landmark maintained by Amherst College, to pay hom-
age to her. And each year since late 20th century in Am-
herst, May 15, the anniversary of her death, is celebrated
as reverently as if it were a saint’s day. Before initiating an
investigation into her works, it is necessary to first take note

of her background.

1.1. Biographical Knowledge

Emily Elizabeth Dickinson( 1830 — 1886) was born in
the village of Amherst, Massachusetts, on December 10,
1830, to a family well known for educational and political
activity. Along with her younger sister Lavinia Norcross
Dickinson( 1833 -~ 1899) and elder brother Austin Dickin-
son( 1828 — 1895), she experienced a quiet and reserved
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