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Read the following sections in your text about Emily Dickinson. Make an outline of notes 

focusing on the major points from the readings in your text and the excerpts in this handout. 

Notes over Dickinson are due Thursday 12/04. Late notes will be accepted for ½ credit on 

Friday 12/05. Quiz over Whitman & Dickinson on Friday 12/05. Make-up quizzes on 

Monday 12/07 will be short answer / essay. 

 335-336 (Dickinson) 

 Make the Connection 350 

 351 (Dickinson letter) 

from “The Immense Intimacy, the Intimate Immensity,” by Edward Hirsch  

 

Emily Dickinson is one of my models of a poet who responded completely to what she read. 

Here is her compelling test of poetry: 

“If I read a book [and] it makes my whole body so cold no fire can ever warm me I know that is 

poetry. If I feel physically as if the top of my head were taken off, I know that is poetry. These 

are the only way I know. Is there any other way.” 

Dickinson recognizes true poetry by the extremity—the actual physical intensity—of her 

response to it. It’s striking that she doesn’t say she knows poetry because of any intrinsic 

qualities of poetry itself. Rather, she recognizes it by contact; she knows it by what it does to her, 

and she trusts her own response. Of course, only the strongest poetry could effect such a 

response. Her aesthetic is clear: always she wants to be surprised, to be stunned, by what one of 

her poems calls “Bolts of Melody.”  

…One of the books Emily Dickinson marked up, Ik Marvel’s Reveries of a Bachelor (1850), 

recommends that people read for “soul-culture.” I like that dated nineteenth-century phrase 

because it points to the depth that can be shared by the community of solitaries who read poetry. 

I, too, read for soul-culture—the culture of the soul. That’s why the intensity of engagement I 

have with certain poems, certain poets, is so extreme. Reading poetry is for me an act of the most 

immense intimacy, of intimate immensity. I am shocked by what I see in the poem but also by 

what the poem finds in me. It activates my secret world, commands my inner life. I cannot get 

access to that inner life any other way than through the power of the words themselves. The 

words pressure me into a response, and the rhythm of the poem carries me to another plane of 

time, outside of time.  
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from “Emily Dickinson” Introduction on the poetryfoundation webpage 

The speakers in Dickinson’s poetry… are sharp-sighted observers who see the inescapable 

limitations of their societies as well as their imagined and imaginable escapes. …Like the 

Transcendentalists whose works she knew well, she saw poetry as a double-edged sword. While 

it liberated the individual, it as readily left him ungrounded.  

[She studied the works of Almira H. Lincoln who] was one of many early-nineteenth-century 

writers who forwarded the “argument from design.” She assured her students that study of the 

natural world invariably revealed God. Its impeccably ordered systems showed the Creator’s 

hand at work.  

 

 


