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Abigail Adams

Epistolarian

Born: November 11, 1744, Weymouth, Massachusetts

Died: October 28, 1818, Quincy, Massachusetts

Biography

Abigail Adams was born in Weymouth, Massa-
chusetts, in 1744, to William Smith and Eliza-
beth (née Quincy) Smith. She, along with Bar-
bara Bush, has been the only woman to be both 
the wife and a mother of a US president. She 
did not receive any formal schooling, not un-
usual for young women at the time, and as a 
child was frequently ill with rheumatic fever. 
Her mother was from the prominent Massachu-
setts Quincy family and was also a cousin of John 
Hancock. She taught Abigail and her two sis-
ters, May and Elizabeth, to read and write, and 
the sisters had the advantage of their family’s 
large libraries, which included religious as well 
as secular works. Her father was a prominent 
minister, serving as minister of the Weymouth 
Congregational Church since 1734.

Adams first met her future husband, John, in 
1759, when he was brought to the parsonage by 
Richard Cranch, who was courting her sister 
Mary. Cranch also suggested that Adams read 
Shakespeare and other classics of literature, 
and the effects of her studies can be seen in how 
she quoted from authors in her letters. John 
graduated from Harvard in 1755 and then 
studied law. He did not begin considering Abi-
gail seriously until 1762. Her first known letter 
to him dates from August 11, 1763, signing with 
the pen name Diana. They eventually married 
in 1764, although her mother was apparently 

not happy that this match was with a country 
lawyer. They first settled in Braintree, Massa-
chusetts, on a small farm he had inherited and 
later moved to Boston, though they moved back 
and forth several times. Nine months after get-
ting married, she had her first child, one of six 
all together, of whom four lived to be adults. 
She had significant responsibility for managing 
the farm and the family’s finances while her 
husband was practicing law. When he went to 
Philadelphia in 1774 for the First Continental 
Congress, she stayed behind. During the 
Second Continental Congress in 1776 she 
penned her most famous words in a letter to 
her husband, “to Remember the Ladies.” In 
1777, her husband was subsequently appointed 
as a commissioner to France, and he remained 
in Europe without her for most of the next 
seven years. All the separations led to the trove 
of correspondence that has made her 
reputation.

In 1784, Abigail and her firstborn, also 
named Abigail, joined John in Paris and then 
left for England in 1785, where he became the 
first US minister to the Court of St. James. They 
both returned to the United States in 1788. Al-
though John was elected to the House of Repre-
sentatives from New York, he never served, as 
he soon became the first vice president of the 
new republic in 1789 and was reelected in 1793. 
Abigail spent part of this time with him in New 
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York and then Philadelphia, when the capitol 
was moved. He then narrowly defeated Thomas 
Jefferson to become the second US president in 
1797. They became the first residents of the 
White House in 1800, but of the entire time her 
husband was president, she was with him for at 
most 18 months. She nevertheless took her role 
as First Lady (a term not used until much later) 
seriously, and she saw herself as a public voice 
for the Federalist Party of her husband, in op-
position to Jefferson and his followers. She con-
tinued her correspondence with John and also 
wrote extensively to family and other political 
leaders. When John lost the 1801 election to Jef-
ferson, they retreated to Quincy, Massachusetts, 
where they had acquired the Peacefield house 
and farm some fourteen years earlier. Her let-
ters from this period reveal her enduring in-
terest in political issues, even as she devoted 
herself to family matters, including raising the 
children of her son John Quincy while he was 
off on diplomatic missions. She died of typhoid 
fever in 1818 and did not live to see her son be-
come president.

Analysis

Adams’s contribution to women’s writing rests 
on her phenomenal output as an epistolarian. 
More than 2,300 of her letters have been pre-
served, although originally she did not see their 
value. At one point, in 1774, she commanded 
that her husband “burn all these letters,” in case 
they should fall “from his pocket and thus ex-
pose” his “affectionate friend.” Many years later, 
when she learned that her daughter Abigail 
Adams Smith intended to save some letters for 
her own daughter, Adams was upset, arguing 
that they were “trash.” Fortunately for women’s 
history, many of the letters were kept by her 
daughter, son John Quincy, and sister Mary 
Smith Cranch.

Because of the long periods of separation, 
Adams was responsible for both the domestic 
sphere and the world of work, as she managed 
the family’s farm and investments while her 
husband pursued his political career. Although 
women in this time period had no property 
rights, she often referred to her home as her 
property. Thus, her famous call to her husband 
to “Remember the Ladies” as a plea for the 
Founding Fathers to consider establishing 
equal rights for women. She continued her ar-
gument by asking him to “not put such unlim-
ited power into the hands of the husbands” for 
“all men would be tyrants if they could.” She 
also threatened him with consequences: “If par-
ticular care and attention is not paid to the La-
dies we are determined to foment a Rebellion, 
and will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws 
in which we have no voice, or Representation.” 
Her husband dismissed her plea and responded 
that her “letter was the first Intimation that an-
other Tribe more numerous and powerfull than 
all the rest were grown discontented.” Never-
theless, he continued to seek her advice 
throughout his political career.

Some have interpreted her views on women’s 
rights to include suffrage, although there is 
little hint of that in her writings. What is clear, 
though, is that she believed women had the 
right to own property, and in a remarkable dem-
onstration of independence she wrote a will in 
1816, with most of her personal bequests to 
women relatives, even though the laws at that 
time meant that it had no legal standing. She 
also bought property in her husband’s name 
while managing the family farm.

Adams, like her husband, was also vehe-
mently opposed to slavery, despite having grown 
up in a home in which her father owned four 
slaves. In 1774 she wrote that she “most sin-
cerely” wished that “there was not a Slave in the 
province.” In the same letter in which she asked 
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for remembering the ladies she claimed that 
“the passion for Liberty cannot be Eaquelly 
Strong in the Breasts of those who have been 
accustomed to deprive their fellow Creatures of 
theirs.” In 1791 she wrote to her husband about 
a neighbor’s complaint regarding her enrolling 
a young African American man in an evening 
school: “I have not thought it any disgrace to my 
self to take him into my parlor and teach him 
both to read and write.” Adams, however, was 
not a fan of immigration and supported the 
Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798, which un-
doubtedly contributed to her husband’s defeat 
in 1801.

Adams often expressed her concern that she 
had not received a formal education. In a letter 
to her sister in 1809, who would “well know” 
what their early education was, she explained 
“it was not the fashion for Females to know 
more than writing, and Arithmatic.” She argued 
that public education should be available to 
girls as well as to boys. As she wrote her husband 
in 1778, “you need not be told how much fe-
male education is neglected, nor how fashion-
able it has been to ridicule female learning.” 
She regretted the “narrow contracted educa-
tion of the females” in this country. Adams ulti-
mately believed that access to education would 
also better prepare women for the roles of wives 
and mothers.

Achievements

Adams is most remembered for her 1776 letter 
to her husband, in which she urged him to “Re-
member the Ladies” in the “new code of laws.” 
She was an early advocate of women’s rights, an 
abolitionist, and a supporter of education for 
women. Her writings provide great insight into 
the making of the nation that became the 
United States.
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Kate Chopin

Fiction Writer

Born: February 8, 1850, St. Louis, Missouri

Died: August 22, 1904, St. Louis, Missouri

Biography

Kate Chopin was born Katherine O’Flaherty on 
February 8, 1850, in St. Louis, Missouri, into a 
socially prominent family with roots in the 
French past of both St. Louis and New Orleans. 
Her father, Thomas O’Flaherty, an immigrant 
from Ireland, had lived in New York and Illinois 
before settling in St. Louis, where he prospered 
as the owner of a commission house. In 1839, 
he married into a well-known Creole family, 
members of the city’s social elite, but his wife 
died in childbirth only a year later. In 1844, he 
married Eliza Faris, merely 15 years old but, ac-
cording to French custom, eligible for mar-
riage. Faris was the daughter of a Huguenot 
man who had migrated from Virginia and a 
woman who was descended from the Charlev-
illes, among the earliest French settlers in 
America.

Kate was one of three children born to her 
parents and the only one to live to mature years. 
In 1855, tragedy struck the O’Flaherty family 
when her father, now a director of the Pacific 
Railroad, was killed in a train wreck; thereafter, 
Kate lived in a house of many widows—her 
mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother 
Charleville. In 1860, she entered the St. Louis 
Academy of the Sacred Heart, a Catholic insti-
tution where French history, language, and cul-
ture were stressed—as they were, also, in her 
own household. Such an absorption in French 

culture would influence Chopin’s own writing, 
an adaptation of French forms to American 
themes.

Chopin graduated from the Academy of the 
Sacred Heart in 1868, and two years later she 
was introduced to St. Louis society, becoming 
one of its ornaments, a vivacious and attractive 
girl known for her cleverness and talents as a 
storyteller. The following year, she made a trip 
to New Orleans, and it was there that she met 
Oscar Chopin, whom she married in 1871. After 
a three-month honeymoon in Germany, Swit-
zerland, and France, the couple moved to New 
Orleans, where Chopin’s husband was a cotton 
factor (a businessman who financed the raising 
of cotton and transacted its sale). Oscar Chopin 
prospered at first, but in 1878 and 1879, the pe-
riod of the great “Yellow Jack” epidemic and of 
disastrously poor harvests, he suffered reverses. 
The Chopin family then went to live in rural 
Louisiana, where, at Cloutierville, Oscar Chopin 
managed some small plantations he owned.

By all accounts, the Chopin marriage was an 
unusually happy one, and in time Kate became 
the mother of six children. This period in her 
life ended, however, in 1883 with the sudden 
death, from swamp fever, of her husband. A 
widow at 30, Chopin remained at Cloutierville 
for a year, overseeing her husband’s property, 
and then moved to St. Louis, where she re-
mained for the rest of her life. She began to 
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write in 1888, while still rearing her children, 
and in the following year she made her first ap-
pearance in print. As her writing shows, her 
marriage to Oscar Chopin proved to be much 
more than an “episode” in her life, for it is from 
this period in New Orleans and Natchitoches 
Parish that she drew her best literary material 
and her strongest inspiration. She knew this 
area personally, and yet as an “outsider” she was 
also able to observe it with the freshness of 
detachment.

Considering the fact that she had only begun 
to have her stories published in 1889, it is re-
markable that Chopin should already have 
written and published her first novel, At Fault, 
by 1890. The novel is apprenticeship work and 
was published by a St. Louis company at her 
own expense, but it does show a sense of form. 
She then wrote a second novel, “Young Dr. 
Gosse,” which in 1891 she sent out to a number 
of publishers, all of whom refused it, and which 
she later destroyed. After finishing this second 
novel, she concentrated on the shorter forms of 
fiction, writing 40 stories, sketches, and vi-
gnettes during the next three years. By 1894, 
her stories began to find a reception in eastern 
magazines, notably in Vogue, the Atlantic Monthly, 
and Century. In the same year, her first short-
story collection, Bayou Folk, was published by 
Houghton Mifflin to favorable reviews. Even so, 
because short-story collections were not com-
mercially profitable, she had difficulty placing 
her second collection, A Night in Acadie, which 
was brought out by a relatively little-known pub-
lisher in Chicago in 1897.

Although having achieved some reputation 
as an author of what were generally perceived 
to be local-color stories set in northern Loui-
siana, Chopin was still far from having estab-
lished herself as a writer whose work was com-
mercially profitable. Under the advice of editors 
that a longer work would have a broader appeal, 
she turned again to the novel form, publishing 

The Awakening in 1899. The Awakening, however, 
received uniformly unfavorable reviews, and in 
some cities it was banned from library shelves. 
In St. Louis, Chopin was dropped by friends 
and refused membership in a local fine-arts 
club. Chopin had never expected such a storm 
of condemnation and, although she withstood 
it calmly, she was deeply hurt by the experience. 
She wrote little thereafter and never published 
another book. In 1904, after attending the St. 
Louis World’s Fair, she was stricken with a cere-
bral hemorrhage and died two days later.

With her death, Chopin’s reputation went 
into almost total eclipse. In literary histories 
written early in the century, her work was men-
tioned only in passing, with brief mention of 
her local-color stories but none at all of The 
Awakening. Even in the first biography of 
Chopin, Daniel S. Rankin’s Kate Chopin and Her 
Creole Stories (1932), The Awakening was passed 
over quickly as a “morbid” book. The modern 
discovery of Chopin did not begin until the 
early 1950s, when French critic Cyrille Arnavon 
translated The Awakening into French and wrote 
an introduction to the novel in which he dis-
cussed Chopin’s writing as early realism compa-
rable in some respects to that of Frank Norris 
and Theodore Dreiser. In the mid-1950s, Robert 
Cantwell and Kenneth Eble called attention to 
The Awakening as a neglected work of classic 
stature.

Analysis

The belated recognition of The Awakening 
gained momentum in the 1960s when Edmund 
Wilson included a discussion of Chopin in Patri-
otic Gore: Studies in the Literature of the American 
Civil War (1963), in which he described The 
Awakening as a “quite uninhibited and beauti-
fully written [novel] which anticipates D. H. 
Lawrence in its treatment of infidelity.” By the 
mid-1960s, The Awakening was reprinted for the 
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first time in half a century, and critics such as 
Werner Berthoff, Larzer Ziff, and George Arms 
all praised it warmly; Ziff called the novel “the 
most important piece of fiction about the sexual 
life of a woman written to date in America.” 
With the publication of Per Seyersted’s Kate 
Chopin: A Critical Biography (1969) and his edi-
tion of her writings, The Complete Works of Kate 
Chopin, Chopin’s work became fully available. 
While Chopin is of particular interest to femi-
nist scholars, interest in her work is not limited 
to a single group. It is now generally conceded 
that Chopin was one of the significant writers of 
the 1890s, and The Awakening is commonly 
viewed as a small masterpiece.

When Kate Chopin began to publish, local-
color writing, which came into being after the 
Civil War and crested in the 1880s, had already 
been established. Bret Harte and Mark Twain 
had created a special ambience for their fiction 
in the American West, Sarah Orne Jewett and 
Mary Wilkins Freeman had drawn their charac-
ters in the context of a New England world in 
decline, and the Creole culture of New Orleans 
and the plantation region beyond it had been 
depicted by George Washington Cable, Grace 
King, and Ruth McEnery Stuart.

A late arriver to the scene, Chopin was at first, 
as her stories show, uncertain even of her locale. 
At Fault, her first novel (1890), was a break-
through for her in the sense that she found her 
rural Louisiana “region.” The novel is set in the 
present, a setting that is important to its sphere 
of action. Place-du-Bois, the plantation, repre-
sents conservative, traditional values that are 
challenged by new, emergent ones. David 
Hosmer, from St. Louis, obtains lumber rights 
on Place-du-Bois, and with him comes conflict. 
At Fault deals with divorce, but beyond that, it 
addresses the contradictions of nature and con-
vention. Place-du-Bois seems at times idyllic, 
but it is shadowed by the cruelties of its slave-
holding past, abuses created by too rigidly held 

assumptions. St. Louis is almost the opposite, a 
world as much without form as Hosmer’s pretty 
young wife, who goes to pieces there and again 
at Place-du-Bois.

A problem novel, At Fault looks skeptically at 
nature but also at received convention. Intelli-
gent and well thought out, it raises a question 
that will appear again in The Awakening: Is the 
individual responsible to others or to him- or 
herself? The characters in At Fault tend to be 
merely vehicles for ideas, but in the short stories 
written after the novel, her ability to create 
characters with emotional richness becomes ap-
parent. If At Fault suggests the symmetrical so-
cial novels of Howells, Bayou Folk gives the im-
pression of southern folk writing brought to a 
high degree of perfection. The dominant 
theme in this collection is the universality of il-
lusion, while the stories in A Night in Acadie pre-
pare for The Awakening, in which a married 
woman, her self-assertion stifled in a conven-
tional marriage, is awakened to the sensuous 
and erotic life.

Comparable in kind to Gustave Flaubert’s 
Madame Bovary (1857; English translation, 
1886), The Awakening (1899) is Chopin’s most 
elaborate orchestration of the theme of 
bondage and illusion. Dramatic in form, in-
tensely focused, it makes use of imagery and 
symbolism to an extent never before evident in 
Chopin’s work. The boldness of her possession 
of theme in The Awakening is wholly remarkable. 
Her earliest effort in the novel, At Fault, asks if 
the individual is responsible to others or to him- 
or herself, a question that is raised again in The 
Awakening. At Fault, however, deals with its char-
acters conventionally, on the surface only, while 
in The Awakening Chopin captures the deep, 
inner life of Edna Pontellier and projects it 
powerfully onto a world of convention.

In The Awakening, Chopin achieved her 
largest exploration of feminine consciousness. 
Edna Pontellier, the heroine, is always at the 
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center of the novel, and nothing occurs that 
does not in some way bear on her thoughts or 
developing sense of her situation. As a char-
acter who rejects her socially prescribed roles of 
wife and mother, Edna has a certain affinity with 
the “New Woman,” much discussed in the 
1890s, but her special modeling and the type of 
her experience suggest a French influence. Be-
fore beginning the novel, Chopin translated 
eight of Guy de Maupassant’s stories. Two of 
these tales, “Solitude” and “Suicide,” share with 
The Awakening the theme of illusion in erotic de-
sire and the inescapability of the solitary self. 
Another, “Reveil,” anticipates Chopin’s novel in 
some incidents of its plot. At the same time, The 
Awakening seems to have been influenced by 
Madame Bovary. Certain parallels can be noticed 
in the experiences of the two heroines—their 
repudiation of their husbands, estrangement, 
and eventual suicides. More important, Flau-
bert’s craftsmanship informs the whole manner 
of Chopin’s novel—its directness, lucidity, and 
economy of means; its steady use of incident 
and detail as leitmotif. The novel also draws on 
a large fin de siècle background concerned with 
a hunger for the exotic and the voluptuous, a 
yearning for the absolute. From these diverse 
influences, Chopin shapes a work that is strik-
ingly, even startlingly, her own.

In its own time, The Awakening was criticized 
both for its subject matter and for its point of 
view. Reviewers repeatedly remarked that the 
erotic content of the novel was disturbing and 
distasteful, and that Chopin had not only failed 
to censure Edna’s “morbid” awakening but also 
had treated it sympathetically. The reviewers 
failed to take into account the subtlety and am-
biguity of the novel’s vision, for if Chopin enters 
deeply into Edna’s consciousness, she also 
stands outside it with a severe objectivity. A close 
examination of The Awakening reveals that the 
heroine has been involved in illusion from the 
beginning. Edna sometimes meditates, for 

example, on the self-realization that has been 
blunted by her roles as wife and mother, but in 
her rejection of her responsibilities she con-
stantly tends toward vagueness rather than 
clarity.

In the mid-1950s, Van Wyck Brooks described 
The Awakening as a “small perfect book that mat-
tered more than the whole life work of many a 
prolific writer.” In truth, The Awakening is not 
quite “perfect.” Chopin loses some of her power 
when she moves from Grand Isle to New Or-
leans. The guests at her dinner party, characters 
with names such as Mrs. Highcamp and Miss 
Mayblunt, are two-dimensional and wooden, 
and at times the symbolic connotations of inci-
dents seem too unvaried. The Awakening, cer-
tainly, would be embarrassed by comparison 
with a large, panoramic novel of marital infi-
delity such as Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina 
(1875–77; English translation, 1886). Within its 
limits, however, it reveals work of the finest 
craftsmanship, and it is a novel that continues 
to linger in the reader’s consciousness well after 
it has been read.

Chopin was not prolific; all but a few of her 
best stories are contained in Bayou Folk and A 
Night in Acadie, and she produced only one ma-
ture novel, but these volumes have the mark of 
genuine quality. Lyric and objective at once, 
deeply humane and yet constantly attentive to 
illusion in her characters’ perceptions of reality, 
these volumes reveal Chopin as a psychological 
realist of magical empathy, a writer having the 
greatness of delicacy.

Achievements

Kate Chopin’s reputation today rests primarily 
on her two short-story collections, Bayou Folk 
and A Night in Acadie, and her novel, The Awak-
ening. Bayou Folk collects most of her fiction of 
the early 1890s set in Natchitoches Parish. The 
characters it generally portrays, although 
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belonging to different social levels, are Creole, 
Acadian (Cajun), or African American. In many 
cases they are poor. Not all of the stories in 
Bayou Folk are perfectly achieved, for when 
Chopin departs from realism into more fanciful 
writing she loses her power, but three of the sto-
ries in this volume—”Beyond the Bayou,” “Dési-
rée’s Baby,” and “Madame Célestin’s Divorce”—
are among her most famous and most frequently 
anthologized.

A Night in Acadie collects Chopin’s stories 
from the middle and late 1890s. In many of the 
stories, the protagonists come to sudden recog-
nitions that alter their sense of the world; Cho-
pin’s recurring theme is the awakening of a 
spirit that, through a certain set of circum-
stances, is liberated into conscious life. Passion 
is often the agent of liberation; whereas in the 
fiction of William Dean Howells, for example, 
characters frequently meet and fall putatively in 
love, in Chopin’s fiction they do so from the in-
most springs of their being. There is nothing 
putative or factitious about Chopin’s characters 
who are brought to the point of love or desire. A 
Night in Acadie differs from Bayou Folk somewhat 
in the greater emphasis it gives to the erotic 
drives of its characters.

Chopin’s authority in this aspect of experi-
ence, along with her concern with the interac-
tion of the deeply inward on the outward life, 
sets her work apart from other local-color 
writing of the time. In her early novel At Fault, 
she had not as yet begun to probe deeply into 
the psychology of her characters. David Hosmer 
and Thérèse Lafirme are drawn too much at the 
surface level to sustain the kind of writing that 
Chopin does best. After she had developed her 
art in her stories, however, she was able to bring 
her psychological concerns to perfection in The 
Awakening. Chopin’s achievement was some-
what narrowly bounded, without the scope of 
the fiction of manners that occupied Howells 
and Henry James, but in Bayou Folk, A Night in 

Acadie, and The Awakening, Chopin gave to 
American letters works of enduring interest—
the interest not so much of local color as of a 
strikingly sensuous psychological realism.
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that both culminated Chopin’s career and ended 
it.”
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Chopin. Louisiana State UP, 1989. Chapter on 
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Emily Dickinson

Poet

Born: December 10, 1830, Amherst, Massachusetts

Died: May 15, 1886, Amherst, Massachusetts

Biography

Emily Dickinson, born in Amherst, Massachu-
setts, on December 10, 1830, was the daughter 
of Edward Dickinson and Emily Norcross Dick-
inson. Her father, a graduate of Yale College, 
practiced law in Amherst, engaged in politics, 
and was treasurer of Amherst College for 37 
years. After graduation from Amherst College 
and Harvard Law School, her brother, William 
Austin Dickinson, eldest of the three children, 
took up the practice of law in Amherst and suc-
ceeded his father in 1872 as college treasurer. 
At the time of Austin’s marriage in 1856 to 
Susan Gilbert, his father built the couple a 
house on land adjoining the family homestead. 
Both Emily Dickinson and her younger sister, 
Lavinia, remained single, living in the family 
home all their lives. A year after Edward Dickin-
son’s death in 1874, Emily Norcross Dickinson 
became paralyzed, and the sisters shared the 
task of caring for their invalid mother until her 
death in 1882. Thus, Emily Dickinson 
throughout her life was intimately a part of the 
daily routines of all members of her family. The 
closeness of ties regulated the poet’s domestic 
existence.

Small in stature, with chestnut hair and 
brown eyes, Dickinson was remembered for her 
vivacity. Even as a girl her droll wit gave her sin-
gularity, and all her life she maintained an eager 
interest in people and books. During her youth 

on one or two occasions she visited relatives in 
Boston, and her letters home report events with 
sprightly detail. Having completed her prepara-
tory training at Amherst Academy, at 16 she was 
admitted to the second-year class at Mount 
Holyoke Female Seminary in September 1847. 
Though Dickinson was enthusiastic about her 
new life there, at least during the first months, 
and completed the year creditably, she did not 
return to graduate. Early in 1855 she and La-
vinia spent a month in Washington, DC, with 
their father, then a member of Congress. 
During the years 1864 and 1865, she was com-
pelled to stay for several months in Cambridge 
and Boston to undergo treatment for an eye af-
fliction. Other than these early sojourns, the 
poet remained at home, tending to her do-
mestic duties and her art.

Though none of Dickinson’s early poetry sur-
vives, the supposition is that she began writing 
verse in her early 20s. Benjamin Newton, a 
young law student in her father’s office, encour-
aged this pursuit but died in 1853. His impor-
tance is reflected in the poet’s continued refer-
ences to him as her earliest guide. She seems to 
have experienced seven or eight years of great 
poetic creativity, commencing in 1858. In that 
year she began collecting into “volumes” the 
brief, neatly transcribed lyrics that for the most 
part were known only to a few people during 
her lifetime. These packets each consist of a few 
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sheets of folded stationery, loosely threaded at 
the spine. By 1862 Dickinson clearly felt enough 
assurance in the quality of her verse to respond 
to Thomas Higginson’s Atlantic Monthly article 
“Letter to a Young Contributor.” She enclosed 
with her letter four poems, asking, “Are you too 
deeply occupied to say if my Verse is alive?” 
Thinking the poet wished to publish (according 
to the poet, something she never intended), 
Higginson apparently responded by describing 
her original approach to metric and rhyme pat-
terns as “spasmodic” and “uncontrolled” and by 
suggesting that she defer publishing. Although 
Dickinson never took Higginson’s conventional 
advice, she counted him among her closest 
friends, and they maintained a correspondence 
until the poet’s death.

In fact, after 1870, letters became almost 
Dickinson’s sole way of maintaining association 

with her large number of friends. It is in this 
manner that she “published” many of her 
poems, either incorporating a poem into the 
text of her missive or enclosing it with the letter. 
Over the years many friends thus came to know 
her work. Along with Higginson, these included 
her sister-in-law, Susan Dickinson; Samuel 
Bowles, publisher of the Springfield Republican; 
Elizabeth and Josiah Holland, Bowles’s associ-
ates and founders of Scribner’s Monthly; and the 
poet and novelist Helen Hunt Jackson. Fewer 
than a dozen poems are known to have been 
published in Dickinson’s lifetime, all anony-
mously, and most of them surreptitiously by 
friends who wished to see them in print.

A source of conflict in Dickinson studies cen-
ters on several draft letters, very passionate and 
sensual but addressed only to “Master.” For de-
cades, scholars tried to identify this correspon-
dent and connect this person with both the po-
et’s reclusive behavior and her poetry. A popular 
reading suggested that Dickinson lived at home 
and wrote poetry because of a broken heart. Be-
ginning especially in the 1980s, feminist 
scholars and cultural studies have focused in-
stead on the limited possibilities open for 
women at that time. Feminist scholars have also 
defined the poet’s reclusion as a strategic re-
treat, her method of giving herself the time and 
space needed in order to write the 1,775 poems 
that compose her opus.

Dickinson died on May 15, 1886, of compli-
cations arising from Bright’s disease, a form of 
kidney disease characterized by nephritis. After 
her death, Lavinia Dickinson discovered the 
many hundred manuscript poems, and she per-
suaded Mabel Loomis Todd, who in turn per-
suaded Higginson, to edit a slender volume: 
Poems (1890). Though the reviews were some-
what discouraging, the demand for the volume 
was heartening, and in the following year the 
two editors brought out Poems: Second Series. 

Emily Elizabeth around 1840. (Detail from painting by 
Otis Allen Bullard)
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Todd edited two volumes of Dickinson’s letters 
in 1894, and two years later a further selection 
of verses: Poems: Third Series. No more appeared 
until Emily Dickinson’s niece Martha Dickinson 
Bianchi issued The Single Hound in 1914, fol-
lowed by Further Poems in 1929 and Unpublished 
Poems in 1936. In 1945 Todd and her daughter 
Millicent Todd Bingham brought out Bolts of 
Melody; with its appearance, virtually all the 
Dickinson poems were finally in print.

Analysis

The distinguishing nature of Dickinson’s revo-
lutionary poetry is its conciseness and intensity. 
The lyrics are brief, unlike the loquacious 
poems of Walt Whitman, her contemporary 
who also eschewed the conventions of the day 
reflected in such works as those by the popular 
“fireside poets.” Dickinson’s poems are often 
described as being concerned with such “flood 
subjects” as the phenomena of nature and the 
themes of love, death, and immortality. Her 
prosodic patterns all stem from meters familiar 
to her in hymn books, but her skill at intro-
ducing new rhymes, metric forms, and varying 
poetic feet—often within a single poem—are 
originalities that have given added richness to 
versification and in many ways set the stage for 
the modern poets. Never commonplace, her 
language draws upon the homely phrases native 
to her speech. Her diction is laconic, stripped 
to the fewest words in order to gain power. She 
delighted, like the seventeenth-century meta-
physical poets, in the paradox: in balancing side 
by side the concrete and the abstract, the 
minute and the transcendent, the serious and 
the comic, the usual and the least expected. 
The unconventionality of her style no longer of-
fends, as it appears to have done before the 
public was awakened to her true inventiveness, 
for it is now recognized as the manner by which 
her startling paradoxes are quickened and 
given their immediacy.

Achievements

Though almost entirely unpublished in her life-
time (at most 10 poems were published during 
her life), Emily Dickinson’s originality places 
her, alongside Whitman, at the pinnacle of the 
American literary landscape.

While she was a prolific poet, penning nearly 
1,800 poems (most of which were discovered by 
her family after she died) she was not under-
stood or recognized during her life. The first 
collection of her poems was not published until 
1890. Despite her near publication anonymity 
during her life, poets Hart Crane and Alan Tate 
were two of the first High Modernist poets to 
promote interest in her writings and to bring 
them to the fore. Today, there is much interest 
in her work and life.

Dickinson’s home is now a popular museum 
destination, The Emily Dickinson Museum 
(The Homestead) and her brother’s home is 
also a registered museum (The Evergreens). 
The Homestead has its own Instagram page 
with over 5,000 followers.

Selected Works

Poetry
Poems, 1890
Poems: Second Series, 1891
Poems: Third Series, 1896
The Single Hound, 1914
Further Poems, 1929
Unpublished Poems, 1936
Bolts of Melody, 1945
The Poems of Emily Dickinson, 1955 (3 volumes; edited 

by Thomas H. Johnson)
The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson, 1960 (edited by 

Thomas H. Johnson)
Final Harvest: Emily Dickinson’s Poems, 1962 (edited by 

Thomas H. Johnson)
The Gorgeous Nothings: Emily Dickinson’s Envelope 

Poems, 2013 (edited by Jen Bervin and Marta 
Werner)
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Letters and Correspondence
Letters, 1894 (2 volumes)
The Letters of Emily Dickinson, 1958
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