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Preface

It gives me great pleasure to write a short introduction
to this volume. During his recent stay in England Dr Li
Zhimin and I had many long and enjoyable discussions
of the poems he has so admirably translated here. We
usually met either in my rooms in Christ's College or,
when the weather permitted, under the trees in the gardens
nearby. He has an excellent intuitive understanding of
English poetry and a particularly keen ear for shades of
meaning which a less sophisticated reader might easily
miss. He also has a true poet's understanding of the way
meanings can be communicated by sound, rhythm and
the shaping of a stanza. I very much hope that as a result
of his work in so skillfully translating and annotating these
poems, many Chinese readers will be able to share his
appreciation of some of the most significant English-

speaking poets of the past hundred or so years.

Dr John Rathmell,
Christ's College, Cambridge
December 2002
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Dicginson

Introduction: Emily Dickinson (1830-1886) was born in
Amherst, Massachusetts, where she spent most of her lifetime.
Emily composed nearly 1,800 poems, of which only eight were
published while she lived. Four years after her death a small se-
lection of her poems was published in 1890 but it was not until
1955 that a complete collection of her poems appeared. Since
that date Emily has been regarded as one of America's greatest
lyric poets.

Emily's subjects were love, death, nature, immortality and
beauty, and her greatest lyrics were on the theme of death. Emily
applied irregular rhythm and off-or slant-rhymes in her poetry.'

! The Majority of "introductions" in this book are rewritten or directly
quoted from: 1) Oxford Companion to 20* century poetry (Oxford Uni-
versity Press, Oxford and New York, 1996); 2) The Norton Anthology of
American Literature (W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., New York and
London, 1979).

Emily Dickinson
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THE LAST NIGHT THAT SHE LIVED

e

The last night that she lived,
It was a common night
Except the dying'—this to us
Made nature different.

We noticed smallest things,

2 Things overlooked before,
By this great light upon our minds
ltalicized?, as 'twere.

As we went out and in

Between her final room

And rooms where those to be alive
Tomorrow were?, a blame

53 That others could exist

% ‘ While she must finish quite,
L& | A jealousy for her arose

Q( So nearly infinite.*

I Except the dying: it was an ordinary night except for the fact that we
knew she was dying.

2 By ../Mtalicized: by the illuminating light of our knowledge that she was
about to die, small things took on greater significance.
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3 where those to be alive/Tomorrow were: rooms where stood those people
who would (unlike her) still be alive tomorrow.

4 2 blame...infinite: a sense that they were wrong to continue living when
she was about to terminate ("finish quite") her existence; but also a sense
of jealousy that the dying woman would soon be approaching eternal life
("so nearly infinite").

Emily Dickinson
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We waited while she passed;

it was a narrow time.

Too jostied were our souls to speak®.
At length the notice came.

She mentioned, and forgot®;

Then lightly as a reed

Bent to the water, struggled scarce,
‘ Consented, and was dead’.

And we, we placed the hair

4 And drew the head erect;

L And then an awful leisure was®,
Belief to regulate®.

555 \ 5 It was...to speak: the passage to death is likened to a narrow corridor in
E | which people cannot easily pass by each other. "Jostled" also suggests lack
5 \ of calmness, the distress of those witnessing her final hours of life.

% \ 6 She mentioned, and forgot: she uttered some words and then forgot what

she was saying.

7 Consented, and was dead: yielded peacefully, acquiesced tranquilly in
her death.

% an awful leisure was: after all the agitation and anxiety people feel relieved.
9 to regulate: to go back to normal life.
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THERE'S BEEN A DEATH IN THE
OPPOSITE HOUSE

There's been a death in the opposite house
As lately as today'. '

1 know it by the numb look

Such houses have alway.

The neighbours rustle in and out?;
6 The doctor drives away.

A window opens like a pod,
Abrupt, méchanically;

Somebody flings a mattress out.
1 The children hurry by;
! They wonder if it died on that®.
\ | used to, when a boy*.

The minister goes stiffly in

As if the house were his

And he owned all the mourners now®,
And littig, boys besides®;

B\ s | 1As lately as today: only a few hours ago.

2 Rustle in and out: go busily to and fro but with affected quietness as ifto
respect the dead person.

3 They...on that: the children vulgarly wonder if the dead person ("it") died
on the mattress that has been thrown out of the window (presumably for
hygienic reasons).
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T used to, when a boy: Emily Dickinson confesses to have had the same
sort of curiosity as a child (but attempts to preserve her anonymity by
pretending she is male).

3 as if...now: ironically hinting at the minister's self importance.

And little boys besides: and also, perhaps, the choirboys from the church.

Emily Dickinson




TSI S HLREAREE

And then the milliner’, and the man
Of the appalling trade®

To take the measure of the house®.
There'll be that dark parade

Of tassels and of coaches soon.
It's easy as a sign—

The intuition of the news™

In just a country town.

-

o \ 7 milliner: maker of hats and ribbons—hinting that people are thinking as
‘ much about what they will wear at the funeral as about more religious

| matters.

N ~ % the man...trade: the undertaker (a pall is the material draped over the

coffin).

\ 9 This line implies measuring the body for the coffin, but also perhaps
assessing the wealth of the bouse and how much he can charge for his
services.
10 The intuition-of the news: in a sleepy country town a death is an exciting
event, an opportunity for talk and gossip.
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ONE DIGNITY DELAYS FOR ALL'

One dignity delays for all,
One mitred afternoon,
None can avoid this purple?,
None evade this crown.

Coach it insures and footmen,
Chamber, and state, and throng,
Bells also in the village

As we ride grand along.®

What dignified attendants,
What service when we pause,
How loyally at parting*

Their hundred hats they raise®!

How pomp surpassing ermine
When simple You and |
Present our meek escutcheon®
And claim the rank to die!

S
1 One...all: however humble or poor we may be, we can all count on being

treated to the dignified ceremony of a funeral and all its accompanying
pomp. A certain irony in "delays" which implies that we have to wait until
we die to be treated so grandly.

2 purple: it is the royal colour in England.

3 This stanza describes the funeral procession.

4 parting: parting from life.



