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When Emily Dickinson, who had been born on December 10, 1830, died on May 

15, 1886, she left clear instructions about her funeral arrangements. "She had stipulated 

everything," Brenda Wineapple writes in White Heat, "the simple service, the men who 

would carry her casket, perhaps even the soft white flannel robe in which Sue tenderly 

wrapped her" (264 ). Everything about the service went "per Emily's instructions" 

(Wineapple 265). Despite the way in which she prepared her family for her own death, 

she could not have prepared the Dickinsons for what they would find next: the 

"hundreds and hundreds of poems in Emily's room, in the small bureau, some sewn 

together in booklets, others scribbled on the backs on envelopes" (Wineapple 272). 

"Twenty-five other gatherings, not threaded" were also found; these are now called 

packets by scholars, "eight of which appear to have been intended for binding, with 

seventeen too loosely assembled to judge" (Sewall 537). Of course, the Dickinsons 

knew that their eccentric sister wrote poems, but certainly not to this extent: there were 

almost 1800 poems in her dresser drawer. 

Upon the discovery of the poems, Dickinson's beloved sister Vinnie "decided 

there and then that these poems would be published, preserved, respected" (Wineapple 

272). Vinnie first called upon Susan Dickinson, her sister-in-law and a lifelong friend of 

the poet, but was unhappy with the pace of her work; hence, Emily's sister was forced 

to make an unpopular decision to turn to Mabel Loomis Todd, Austin Dickinson's lover, 

for help in sorting through these hundreds of poems, a process which involved taking 

the hand-sewn booklets apart. The copying process took much longer than anticipated, 

as Mabel Loomis Todd had roughly seven-hundred poems to decode (Franklin 7). At 
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this time, the poems were split between a few different members of the Dickinson 

family, each of whom had their own ideas about how Emily Dickinson's verse should 

appear in print. They sought to categorize Dickinson's poems thematically with sections 

called "Life," "Love," "Nature," "Time & Eternity" (Wineapple 280). 

Todd was eventually able to work with Thomas Wentworth Higginson-the writer, 

editor, abolitionist, and soldier with whom Dickinson began corresponding in 1862-and 

they went on to publish two editions: the 1890 Poems by Emily Dickinson and the 1891 

Poems by Emily Dickinson, Second Series. Todd would eventually publish the 1896 

Letters of Emily Dickinson and the 1896 Poems by Emily Dickinson, Third Series 

(Grammer). Though they disagreed at times, Higginson and Todd believed that 

Dickinson's poetry was not ready for the public eye-nor was the public ready for the 

poet's incredible body of work. Wineapple describes the editing process from the point 

of view of Todd and Higginson, noting their disagreements: 

Enamored of Dickinson's poetry but convinced it contained faults, Mabel had 

decided to prepare the poet to meet the public in as respectable garb as 

possible .... Higginson, on the other hand, considered the poems a rarity but 

knew he had to spoon-feed a palatable version to that selfsame and ponderous 

public he had upbraided and cajoled against for many years.(Wineapple 282) 

The question of the public's perception was an important one after all, particularly after 

"the first edition of Poems by Emily Dickinson sold out [and] the second edition was 

snapped up by Christmas .... in all, the book would go through eleven printings in 1891 
I 

and sell almost eleven thousand copies" (Wineapple 288). Although these poems look 

vastly different than the editions we have access to now-which are much more similar 



to the manuscript edition of the verse Dickinson wrote thanks to the careful scholarly 

reconstruction of the fascicles-these early publications introduced Dickinson to the 

public. With the public's attention now rapt, Higginson knew that Dickinson's second 

edition of published poems should be as close to the original work as possible: "Let us 

alter as little as possible, now that the public's ear is opened," he begged of Todd, who 

would continue to change the poet's grammar, diction, and form-even going so far as 

to title her work (Franklin, Editing 28). 
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When Susan Dickinson died in 1913, her daughter Martha Dickinson Bianchi 

inherited the poems her mother had copies of. Bianchi took on the work of her aunt 

Vinnie, eventually compiling The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson in 1924, 

publishing the text four more times-in 1929, 1930, 1935, and in 1937. Bianchi also 

published her own version of her aunt's letters and wrote Emily Dickinson Face to Face: 

Unpublished Letters with Notes and Reminiscences. Mabel Loomis Todd's daughter, 

Millicent Todd Bingham, also continued publishing poems after her mother's death, 

editing Bolts of Memory: New Poems of Emily Dickinson and Ancestors' Brocades: The 

Literary Debut of Emily Dickinson (1945). In 1955, Bingham published Emily Dickinson's 

Home: Letters of Edward Dickinson and His Family, a book that would represent the 

end of the era of familial publication, ushering in a rich critical history of Dickinson's 

work (Smith, "Dickinson's Manuscripts"). 

In the process of unearthing Dickinson's work, her carefully bound fascicles were 

torn apart by Todd and Higginson. As Wineapple writes, "If the strategies of Todd and 

Higginson varied slightly, the result was the same, and both editors were eventually 

pillorized for bowdlerizing the poet's work" (Wineapple 284). Years later, Thomas 
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Johnson began compiling his three volume edition of Dickinson's poems, "present[ing] 

the Dickinson poetry ... with some degree of chronological arrangement" (Johnson 

Complete Poems x). Ralph Franklin's 1981 publication, The Manuscript Books of Emily 

Dickinson, however, is the first collection to print the fascicles back in the original order. 

"For much of the complex manuscript history the fascicles have been in disarray, 

divided between families and, finally, between libraries," Franklin notes (Franklin 

Manuscript ix). The 1981 edition "makes the manuscript books of the poet available for 

the first time, restored as closely as possible to their original order" (Franklin Manuscript 

ix). The work of Franklin and Johnson led to the publication of readers' editions-the 

very copies students and scholars use today. 

Franklin's reordering of Dickinson's fascicles paved the way for critics to begin 

analyzing her body of work "as she left [it] for Lavinia and the world" (Franklin 

Manuscript ix). "A new era," and thus, a new question, arose: "what, if any, organizing 

principle or principles did the poet have in mind when she created [the fascicles]?" 

(Oberhaus 2). Sharon Cameron's 1992 book Choosing not Choosing, in which she 

argues that poems within the same fascicle are "variants of each other ... not that these 

poems are about the same thing, but rather that they are the same thing," was 

revolutionary (Cameron 6). In 1995, Dorothy Oberhaus published Emily Dickinson's 

Fascicles: Method and Meaning, tracing themes within Fascicle Forty, the "final booklet 

Dickinson assembled" (Oberhaus 3). Daneen Wardrop's analysis of Fascicle sixteen as 

Dickinson's most Gothic collection is documented in her chapter "Emily Dickinson and 

the Gothic in Fascicle 16," published in The Cambridge Companion to Emily Dickinson 



(Wardrop). It is Oberhaus' and Wardrop's close readings of a single fascicle that 

inspired me to analyze Fascicle Twenty-Two in a similar manner. 

II 
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As noted above, at age twenty-eight, Emily Dickinson secretly began compiling 

sets of her work: copying her verse onto clean sheets of paper, grouping bits of her 

work together, folding them carefully, and hand sewing them into small booklets. Known 

for her messy scrawl (once likened to "fossil bird-tracks," by T.W. Higginson) on scraps 

of paper-the inside of an envelope, a candy wrapper-Dickinson was 

uncharacteristically methodical in creating these works (qtd. In Jackson 16). According 

to Sharon Cameron, 

Dickinson organized most of her nearly eighteen hundred poems into her own 

form of book-making: selected poems copied in ink onto 'sheets of paper already 

folded by the manufacturer to produce two leaves' (Franklin 1 :xi). Then she 

stabbed them and bound them with a string. (Cameron 7) 

After Dickinson's death, Mabel Loomis Todd named the hand-bound groupings of 

poems fascicles, a botanical term for a grouping of flowers, "and the technical term has 

stuck" (Wineapple 272). Scholars who have dated Dickinson's handwriting estimate that 

the fascicles were diligently crafted over a span of seven years, likely beginning in 1858. 

For years, critics ignored the fascicles, instead turning their attention to the lyrics 

themselves. The fascicles were "regarded as haphazard gatherings to be broken up at 

will by editors for purposes of arranging poems by theme ... but it is possible that the 



gatherings were not haphazard and that the editorial freedom so far taken with them 

may have violated Emily Dickinson's intentions" (Sewall 537 -538). The process of 

assembling the fascicles, which was believed to have taken seven years, was as 

intricate as the verses themselves (Sewall 537). 
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Whether she was preparing her poems for publication or simply organizing her 

expansive body of work for her own benefit, the fascicles represent the way Dickinson 

viewed a lifetime's worth of artistic expression. Sewall proposes that perhaps Dickinson 

"came to regard the procedure [of creating the fascicles] after [Samuel Bowles or T. W. 

Higginson] failed her, as her private substitute for publication or, most important for us, 

her notion of the way her poems should be presented to the world when and if the world 

should be receptive" (Sewall 537). R. W. Franklin concurs: the fascicles "may have 

served privately as publication, a personal enactment of the public act that, for reasons 

unexplained, she denied herself' (Franklin ix). Ruth Miller, in The Poetry of Emily 

Dickinson, furthers the theory, suggesting that "Emily Dickinson arranged the fascicles 

by intertwinings of imagery, metaphor, theme, and mood into a sustained, emblematic 

narrative, with the poems arranged to present, dissect, lament, or celebrate" (qtd. in 

Sewall 538). Julia Reidhead claims that Dickinson herself knew that her poetry would be 

published posthumously, writing that "it can be speculated that Dickinson, realizing that 

her unconventional poetry would not be published in her own lifetime as written, 

became a sort of self-publisher" (Reid head 1662). Essentially, Reidhead hypothesizes 

that Dickinson, famously particular about each dash, comma, and capitalization in her 

poetry, took publication into her own hands, evidently well aware that she was ahead of 



her time. As she wrote to her sister-in-law Susan Dickinson in 1861, in response to 

Susan's comments on her revisions of "Safe in their Alabaster Chambers," 

Your praise is good-to-me-because I know it knows-and suppose-it 

means- Could I make you and Austin-proud-sometime-a great way off

'twould give me taller feet-" (Johnson, Letters L238) 

Ill 
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In the pages that follow, I, like Ruth Miller, Julia Reidhead, Daneen Wardrop, 

Sharon Cameron and others, who have begun to read the fascicles as books, "enter 

into the experience of reading a Dickinson manuscript. .. relinquish[ing] previous 

notions about the effect of her poetry" (Wardrop 142). I focus my attention on Fascicle 

Twenty-Two in part because it includes "I dwell in Possibility-," "I was the slightest in 

the House-," "He fumbles at your Soul," some of Dickinson's most recognizable works, 

but largely because it has not yet been read by other scholars, and most of the poems 

in it have also gone unnoticed. I chose it in an effort to trace the "intertwinings" of 

imagery, theme, and form that lie there, in order to prove that this fascicle was indeed 

intentionally bound by Dickinson and meant to be read as a book (Miller, qtd.in Sewall 

538). Fascicle twenty-two, as Franklin orders it, contains twenty-three poems, most of 

which are from Dickinson's incredibly productive year, 1862. As my title indicates, what 

unites the poems in this fascicle-aside from matters of form, repetition of words and 

images-is Dickinson's recognition of life's daily deaths. 
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IV 

Outside of Fascicle twenty-two, Dickinson's poems concerning death can be 

terrifyingly dark, but, oddly enough, the poems within this fascicle present the end of life 

in a calmer light. "We Cover Thee-Sweet Face-," the sixth poem in the fascicle 

memorializes the literal laying to rest as well as the figurative departure of the soul 

(J482). "A long-long Sleep-A famous-Sleep" is the eighth poem, and, as is indicated 

by the first line of the work, depicts the realities of death-a true resting in peace-and 

the importance of remembering "Thee o'er and o'er'' and "augment[ing] ... "a Hundred 

fold" the "scanty love I We were Content to show-"(J654 lines 8, 11, 9-1 0). Later in the 

fascicle, Dickinson placed "To make One's Toilette-after Death," characterizing the 

ease of dressing after the death of someone not beloved, compared to the difficulty of 

"mak[ing] the Bodice gay- I When eyes that fondled it are wrenched I By 

Decalogues-away-" (J485). Immediately following 'To make One's Toilette-after 

Death" is "'Tis good-the looking back on Grief-," a poem that, like "A long-long 

Sleep-A famous-Sleep" celebrates the power of memory and recollection throughout 

the healing process (J660). Each of these poems are frank about the nature of life and 

loss, but none dwell on grief or depict death as "That after Horror-that 'twas us-" in 

which "The Cordiality of Death ... drills his Welcome in-" (J286). Death, in fact, can be 

longed for, and, as we will see throughout this reading of Dickinson's Fascicle twenty

two, death can be far, far sweeter than life. 

This becomes clear in the first poem in Fascicle twenty-two, "A Prison gets to be 

a friend-" which represents a speaker's reckoning with renunciation and the belief that 
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life itself is a prison of sorts to which each of us must grow accustomed. The looming 

presence of the "Prison" is introduced in the opening line. This so-called prison "gets to 

be a friend-" despite "its Ponderous face" and "its narrow Eyes" (J652, lines 1-2, 4 ). 

There exists "a Kinsmanship" between the speaker and the "Prison," so clearly 

personified by Dickinson (J652, lines 1, 4 ). Though all of the prison's descriptors are 

haunting-from its ponderous, or looming face, to the narrow, scrutinizing eyes-a 

mutual understanding forms between the speaker and the space (EDL). Dickinson's use 

of gets intimates the way the speaker only gradually becomes acquainted with the 

"Prison" (J652, line 1 ). 

The metaphor of adjustment carries through the first stanza and into the second: 

Just as the walls (face) of the prison become a friend to the speaker, she "come[s] to 

look with gratitude," eventually desiring "the appointed Beam I It deals us-," which she 

calls their "food" (J652, lines 5-8). Not only does this "Prison get to be a friend-" it 

becomes a source of nourishment for the speaker, or so the prison wants her to believe. 

This particular use of beam harkens back to the book of Matthew, chapter seven, 

wherein Jesus warns against judgment: "And why behold est thou the mote that is in thy 

brother's eye, but considerest not the beam that is in thine own eye?" (Matthew 7:3 

KJV). But Dickinson's allusion to this verse makes clear that we have no control over 

the beam that is in our eye. The beam is "appointed" and "deal[t]" to the speaker in the 

prison, which by the end of the second stanza appears to be equated with life itself. 

Here, as in other poems in the fascicle, Dickinson's speaker presents a world in 

which she lacks control. Throughout Fascicle twenty-two, Dickinson's speaker wrestles 

with things that are dealt to her, from "pretty words like Blades-" to "One-imperial 
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Thunderbolt-" and "the appointed Beam" (Poems 3 and 22 in the fascicle). Each use of 

deal in Fascicle twenty-two depicts a moment of violence, leaving the speaker to 

grapple with the aftermath of what she has been given. While at times Dickinson's 

speaker "dwell[s] in Possibility-" within this fascicle, she is typically at the mercy of a 

more powerful, though unknown, being, as seen in "A Prison gets to be a friend-," 

"Nature-sometimes sears a Sapling-," and "He fumbles at your Soul." 

In stanza three of "A Prison gets to be a friend-" the speaker "learn[s] to know 

the Planks-/ That answer to [her] feet"-not necessarily gaining control, but growing 

more accustomed to the "appointed Beam[s]" as each day goes by (J652, lines 9-10, 6). 

The sound of the creaking planks may be learned by the speaker, but that does not 

make it any less "miserable a sound" (J652, line 11 ). It is not, for example, "even now 

-so sweet-/ As plashing in the Pools -I When Memory was a Boy-" (J652, lines 

12-14). The use of soft, joyful words like plashing and pools creates a stark contrast 

with harsher words used just lines above, including Prison and planks, with the hard "k" 

sound. The repetition of the "p" sound links these words together, ensuring that they 

remain related while referring to the freedom of childhood and the confinement of the 

present, respectively. 

Dickinson uses language of measurement here, as in so many poems, to create 

order out of chaos. Though life becomes regimented within the prison, one is able to 

find structured "joy" within its boundaries. This is reiterated in the oxymoronic lines that 

close the fourth stanza: unlike "plashing in the Pools," prison offers only "a Demurer 

Circuit- I A Geometric Joy-" (J652, lines 15-16). These lines present a dichotomy of 

both shape and meaning. Here, demurer means "calm; soft; quiet," easily paired with 
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the cyclical images associated with circuit, but the "Geometric Joy" in line 16 is 

altogether out of place (EDL). Within "A Prison gets to be a friend-," geometric is taken 

to mean "scanty; measured; concise," an unlikely pairing with the boundlessness that 

Joy evokes (EDL). As is the case with demurer, Dickinson uses geometric only once in 

all her work-within these lines. 

The speaker jolts into the present in the following stanza, which describes the 

sound of the "Key /That interrupt[s] the Day" (J652, lines 17-18). As with the Prison

with its "Ponderous face" and "narrow Eyes," liberty is given human features in the final 

line of the stanza, where the speaker refers to "The Cheek of Liberty-" (J652 line 20). 

In the next stanza, we learn that "Day and Night" are features of the prison that "Are 

present to us-As Our Own" yet remain "escapeless-quite-" (J652, lines 22-24 ). Thus 

we have learned that the prison is indeed a metaphor of life: it is day and night, and it is 

not easily escaped except by death. 

The seventh and eighth stanzas of this first poem reiterate the importance of 

measurement for Dickinson, as well as the continual, fascicle-wide interplay between 

width and narrowness. The inmates cannot escape "the narrow Round" and "the stint," 

which reminds us again of the ways in which the prison resembles life (J652, line 25). 

"The slow exchange of Hope- I For something passiver-content" describes the 

realities of life reckoned with the deep desire for death (J652, lines 26-27). The promise 

of the afterlife is said to be 'Too steep for looking up-" or entirely out of reach to the 

speaker (J652, line 28). Also far from the speaker's grasp is 

The Liberty we knew 

Avoided-like a Dream-
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Too wide for any night but Heaven-

If That-indeed-redeem- (J652, lines 29-32) 

In order for the prison to "get to be a friend-," the speaker must cast away old 

liberties-the "plashing in the Pools"-and instead embrace the slow, "miserable" creak 

of the "Planks I That answer to Our feet-" (J652, lines 1, 13, 9-11 ). Placed at the 

beginning of Fascicle twenty-two, "A Prison gets to be a friend-· " introduces the theme 

that will carry on throughout the hand-bound book: life can be its own "Prison," which 

may or may not "get to be a friend-" (J652, line 1 ). 

Dickinson takes up this theme in the next poem in the fascicle. In "Nature -

sometimes sears a Sapling -" the poet recognizes the sheer power, as well as the 

haphazard essence, of the natural world. It "sometimes sears a Sapling- I 

Sometimes-scalps a Tree" (J314, lines 1-2). The sibilance, or the heavy repetition of 

an "s" sound, makes these opening lines seem to hiss at the reader, warning them of 

nature's potential for, and tendency towards, violence. The speaker's use of sometimes 

characterizes the arbitrariness of nature wherein things are subject to chance. In the 

same lines, sears and scalps are notably violent, depicting the way nature can destroy 

and dismantle. Dickinson's speaker characterizes nature's ruthlessness in the opening 

line, noting that not even its Saplings are out of harm's way. Nature's "Green People 

recollect," or "bear the scar of' the lightning "When they do not die," a line which 

suggests that often they do (J314, line 3, EDL). Though defined by the Lexicon as 

"natural [or] characteristics of nature," "Green People," language altogether 

uncharacteristic of in Dickinson's verse, is reminiscent of the innocence of youth and a 

another clear reminder that nature does not spare young "saplings" (EDL). 
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Dickinson begins the second stanza, as she does the first, with trochaic 

tetrameter, which conveys here, as it often does, a sense of urgency and sudden 

change, which mimics the action of lightning in the first stanza and the more subtle 

change of the seasons in the second. She begins the second stanza thus: "Fainter 

Leaves-to Further Seasons-/ Dumbly testify" (J314, lines 4-5). Richard Sewall writes 

that as the seasons changed, Dickinson often turned to the words of Edward Hitchcock, 

author of Religious Lectures, who "pointed to the ways in which new spring growth is 

nurtured by the fallen leaves of the previous year" (Wolff 305; see also Sewall 348). 

Therefore, the fallen, or fainter leaves further the seasons beyond. According to the 

speaker, the trees are also able to "dumbly testify," dumbly suggesting "without words" 

(J314, lines 5-6, EDL). The speaker is part of a collective 'We-who have the Souls," 

and goes on to describe the perils of such a burden, writing that we "Die oftener- Not 

so vitally-" (J314, lines 7-8). Vitally, which stems from the Latin vrta/is (meaning life) 

depicts the speaker's frustration that our daily deaths do not, in fact, have the power to 

kill, nor does death necessarily lead to resurrection (OED). Oftener is representative of 

Dickinson's tendency to turn to compressed comparatives in her verse. Rather than 

using more, Dickinson prefers to tack the suffix "er" to the ends of the words she wants 

to make more powerful, in the way other poets might use elision. 

In Johnson's 1960-1961 edition of The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson, 

"Nature-sometimes sears a Sapling-" is numbered J314, just preceding "He fumbles 

at your Soul" (J315). Franklin's 1998 version of The Poems of Emily Dickinson 

maintains the fascicle order of the verses, separating "Nature-sometimes sears a 

Sapling-" and "He Fumbles at your Soul" with nineteen other poems as they are in 
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Fascicle twenty-two, where they are chiastically paired within the ordering: numbers two 

and twenty-two within the twenty-three bound pages, respectively. The two poems are 

further linked by Dickinson's diction. According to the Emily Dickinson Lexicon, 

Dickinson only used scalp in these two works. The final two lines of "He fumbles at your 

Soul" depict a deity that "Deals-One-imperial-Thunderbolt- I That scalps your 

naked soul," reiterating the motif of violence and vulnerability, of dying "oftener-Not so 

vitally-" emphasized in "Nature-sometimes sears a Sapling-" (J315, lines 11-12). 

Their chiastic placement, along with similar imagery and theme, in these two poems in 

the fascicle furthers the theory that Emily Dickinson's fascicles were as intentional as 

each word in every poem. 

"He fumbles at your Soul" is one of the most famous poems within fascicle 

twenty-two, stunning critics and readers alike for decades. Within its lines lies a graphic 

depiction of vulnerability and violation-it is vague, yet altogether haunting and tied by 

language and rhythm to three other poems in the fascicle. The first stanza builds 

tension, both in content and form. The unknown male figure is said to "fumble at your 

Soul, I As Players at the Keys-," establishing the poem's first metaphor and intimating 

that the anonymous "He" is anxiously groping-fumbling-at the speaker's very soul 

"Before [the players] drop full Music on" (J 315, lines 1-2, 3, 4 ). The opening lines 

convey a sense of insecurity, from the use of fumbling to the shocking dropping of "full 

Music," knowing "He" will soon "stun you by Degrees-" (J315, lines 1, 3-4). 

At the start of the second stanza, Dickinson establishes the fragility and mortality 

of the object of the male figure's violence. "He" 

Prepares your brittle Nature 
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For the Ethereal Blow 

By fainter Hammers -further heard -

Then nearer- Then so- slow- (J315, lines 5-8; EDL) 

As in the last two lines of the first stanza, the final lines of stanza two build in intensity, 

Dickinson using dashes with increasing frequency. As the "Hammers" are heard 

"nearer-Then so-slow," the poem slows significantly, adding to the readers' sense of 

the dread of the "full music" that he will drop upon the unidentified "you" (J315, lines 7-8, 

3). Significantly, "fainter Hammers-further heard-" echoes line five of "Nature

sometimes sears a Sapling-," the poem with which it is paired in the fascicle: in the 

latter poem, Dickinson begins the second stanza with these words: "Fainter Leaves-to 

Further Seasons-" (line 5). The lines are clearly connected by repetition of words, 

alliteration, the dash in the middle, and the trochaic meter-reminders that Dickinson 

was intentional in the creation of this fascicle. 

In preparing for the "Ethereal Blow" that awaits "you," the speaker depicts the 

emotional agony of the interlude in stanza three: "Your Breath-has time to straighten

/ Your Brain-to bubble Cool-" before the unknown figure "Deals One-imperial 

Thunderbolt- I That scalps your naked soul-" (J315, lines 9-12). Here lies another 

connection with "Nature-sometimes sears a Sapling-" in which nature "Sometimes

scalps a Tree-" (lines 1-2). Although the speaker "has time" to prepare herself for the 

blow, the daily death of anticipation is worse than the strike itself. Her brain, furiously 

boiling, is given a chance to recuperate, but is only cooled, ready to boil over again at a 

moment's notice. The soul itself is laid bare, exposed to the world, naked (J315, line 

12). Although the soul is already at its most vulnerable, it is still somehow able to be 
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scalp[ed], according to the speaker (J315, line 12). This soul cannot "feel itself get 

ripe-," as in "A Solemn thing within the Soul," but is instead left to suffer, stripped to its 

most elemental form (J483, line 2). 

As the readers themselves allow their "Brain[s]-to bubble Cool-," the poem 

concludes with a calmer couplet that dwells below the chaos: 'When Winds hold 

Forests in their Paws-/ The Universe-is still-" (J315, lines 13-14). A variant placed 

directly on top of line fourteen is 'The Firmaments-are still-" which shows that 

Dickinson wants us also to think of the heavenly realm that universe contains but does 

not capture (J315, line 14 ). Physically separated from the rest of the text, this couplet's 

content is vastly different from the rest of "He fumbles at your Soul." The universe of the 

poem itself becomes still in the concluding lines, aided both by the dashes in the third 

stanza and the diction of the couplet. "Winds," "forests," "Paws," "Universe" and "still"

with consonance of the "s"-are notably placid in sound and meaning, compared to the 

words used to describe the speaker's interaction with the male figure (J315, lines 13-

14 ). "He fumbles at your Soul" is a horrifying account of an unknown abuse, but ends 

with a calm couplet, mimicking the way in which we die daily, "oftener," more than we 

typically recognize, as is the message of Fascicle twenty-two. 

While "He fumbles at your Soul" begins with a musical simile, it quickly morphs 

into somewhat of a piece of science fiction, turning from "Players at the Keys-" to 

images of science and measurement in stanza three (J315, line 2, 9-12). Wineapple 

calls these "strange and wondrous lines": 

Composed with the technical precision of a Donne or a Herbert or a Vaughan, 

her images violent, corporeal, sexual. ... The musicality of "fainter Hammers-
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further heard," "the unabashed brutality of verbs like "humbles," "stuns," "scalps"; 

the anthropomorphizing of "wind," giving it "paws." And these together create

with terrifying faith, angry passivity, and sheer ingenuity-a spectacularly original 

poem. (Wineapple 70) 

"He fumbles at your Soul" is, in a way, the essence of all things Emily Dickinson-from 

its dashes to its vibrant verbs. It celebrates her love of language and the power of 

choice with the variant words, while realistically depicting mental anguish and abuse. 

"He fumbles at your Soul" also serves to demonstrate her poetic range. Dickinson, then, 

declares that "fumbles," "stuns," "scalps," "winds," "paws," and "still" coexist in the same 

poem, the same life, and even in the same day. It is, then, no wonder that Dickinson 

placed "He fumbles at your Soul" as the penultimate poem within fascicle twenty-two. It 

demonstrates her abilities as a poet while allowing the speaker a space to make sense 

of evident chaos, reiterating the way in which we "die oftener-" with each passing day 

(J314, line 8). Life is full of little deaths and little resurrections, as made evident in "He 

fumbles at your Soul" (J315). 

"She dealt her pretty words like Blades-" reveals the destructive power of 

language, the way in which even words lead to bereavement and make life like death. 

The poem begins, significantly, with a verb used in two prominent poems in the fascicle: 

"A Prison gets to be a friend-" (where the personified prison "deal[s] us" a ''Beam") and 

"He fumbles at your Soul" (where "He ... Deals One-imperial Thunderbolt") (J652, 

lines 7, 6; J315, 1, 11 ). This verb reminds us of the connections within Fascicle twenty

two and how often we are the passive objects of painful actions in this "prison." 
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Here an unknown "she" is accused by the speaker of dealing "her pretty words 

like Blades-" crafting them delicately until "glittering they shone" (J479, lines 1-2). The 

speaker notes that "every One unbared a Nerve I Or wantoned with a Bone-" (J479, 

lines 3-4 ). Unbared, like the "naked soul-" that has been scalped within the lines of 

"He fumbles at your Soul-," suggests the vulnerability of the listener, and wantoned, 

defined by the Lexicon as "deal[ing] with carelessly," points to the subject's delight in 

toying with the speaker's emotions, knowing full well the impact of her violent "blades"

which also remind us of the violence of beams, lightning, and scalping elsewhere in the 

fascicle (J 479, line 3, 4, 1, J315, line 12, EDL). The rhyming words shone and bone

with the long "o" sound-also draw our attention to the power of the speaker's blades on 

the vulnerable self. 

In the second stanza, the subject of the poem feigns innocence and ignorance of 

her hurtful words: "She never deemed-she hurt- I That-is not Steel's Affair" (J479, 

lines 5-6). Here, she is personified as Steel, like "this Phantasm steel" of the prison in 

the fascicle's first poem, and hence likened to a weapon, sharpened to hurt her victim, 

and it is not her affair, or business, to admit that it is as sharp as it truly is, if indeed she 

deems, or recognizes it. Beginning in line seven and continuing to the end of the poem, 

the simile that begins with "like Blades" begins to take a darker turn: "A vulgar grimace 

in the Flesh -I How ill the Creatures bear-" (J4 79, lines 7 -8). The "unbared Nerve" 

leaves a dull "Ache" that resonates in "the Flesh" of all "Creatures" (J479, lines 3, 9, 7-

8). 
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The final stanza of "She dealt her pretty words like Blades -" is strikingly 

dissimilar from the rest of the poem. Dickinson abandons the image of weaponry for an 

unusual reflection upon her experience dying "oftener-Not so vitally-" (J314, line 8): 

To Ache is human- not polite, 

The Film upon the eye 

Mortality's old Custom -

Just locking up- to Die. (J479, lines 9-12) 

Although the speaker does not seem to believe that words have the potency to kill, they 

have an effect that is like death, one that creates "The Film upon the eye" leaving the 

speaker "Just locking up-to Die" (J479, lines 9-12). In this way, the self becomes a 

place of punishment, echoed elsewhere in Fascicle twenty-two within the lines of "A 

Prison gets to be a friend-" (J652). 

"She dealt her pretty words like Blades -" ends with a period-significant in 

Dickinson's verse. With this in mind, the poem can be read as a declarative. Dickinson's 

speaker is so sure of her assertions that she can confidently end the metaphor 

("Mortality's old Custom -I Just locking up -to Die") with a period in place of a dash; 

she can end with closure, not uncertainty. Dickinson famously turned to the power of 

language in times of hardship and of joy: as she notes in her 1862 letter to Thomas 

Wentworth Higginson, "for several years, my Lexicon-was my only companion" (L261 ). 

The healing power of words is also a theme in "He ate and drank the precious Words" 

where "His Spirit grew robust- I He knew no more that he was poor, I Nor that his 

frame was Dust-" (J1587, lines 1-4). The right diction has the power to "cool one Pain" 

or "help one fainting Robin I Unto his Nest again" (J919 line 2, line 4, lines 5-6). But as 



seen in "She dealt her pretty words like Blades -," words also have the power to 

"unbare a Nerve," exposing the recipients (J479, line 3). Humans, in the eyes of the 

speaker, are revealed to be vulnerable to language, which can be as violent as a 

"thunderbolt" (J315, line 11 ). "She dealt her pretty words like Blades-" exposes our 

collective sensitivity to the words we absorb every day. The speaker's assertion that 

"ach[ing] is human-not polite" is another way in which we are prone to "dy[ing] 

oftener-Not so vitally-," as stated in "Nature-sometimes sears a Sapling-," the 

poem place directly before "She dealt her pretty words like Blades-" within the hand

bound pages of Fascicle twenty-two. 
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That sensitivity can also be seen in 'That first Day, when you praised Me, Sweet" 

(J659). "That first Day, when you praised Me, Sweet" celebrates a tender moment 

between the speaker and an unknown "Sweet" (J659, line 1 ). This praise encourages 

the speaker, her "Sweet" having "said that [she] was strong-/ And could be mighty, if 

[she] liked-" (J659, lines 2-3). In a letter to her cousin, Louise Norcross, Dickinson 

once wrote: "It's a great thing to be 'great,' Loo, and you and I might tug for a life, and 

never accomplish it, but no one can stop our looking on, and you know some cannot 

sing, but the orchard is full of birds, and we all can listen" (L 199). As Dickinson herself 

must have felt after being called great, Dickinson's speaker recalls that day in line four 

of the first stanza, separating "that Day" from all"the Days among-" as she reminisces 

upon the golden moment (J659, line 4 ). That day of praise "Glows Central-like a Jewel 

I Between Diverging Golds-," introducing regal imagery that Dickinson turns to in many 

of her love poems outside of Fascicle twenty-two (J659, lines 5-6). 
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The "Golds" are said to be "Diverging," and a glimmering gem is left in their 

wake-a precious memory that the speaker can always return to if she needs a 

reminder of her potential, but surrounded by other uplifting comments. She does, of 

course, "dwell in Possibility-," as seen elsewhere in Fascicle twenty-two. Of all of the 

other compliments that her sweet has paid her-"The Minor One-that gleamed 

behind-" "That first Day, when [he] praised [her]" is "Vaster-of the World's," vaster, a 

classic Dickinson comparative powerfully conveying the power of the word, the power of 

the most "profound" memory shared between the speaker and her "Sweet" (J659, lines 

7-9, EDL). Standing in direct opposition to "She dealt her pretty words like Blades-" 

'That first Day, when you praised Me, Sweet" invites readers to imagine that language 

can be transformative. It need not be a blade, sharpened to harm-instead it can make 

a positive difference in a world wherein we "Die oftener- Not so vitally-" (J314). 

A safe-haven from a world in which one "Die[s] oftener" is the speaker's 

bedroom. Although one cannot assume that Emily Dickinson wrote all of her poems in 

an autobiographical voice, "I was the slightest in the House-" is widely believed by 

critics to be indicative of Dickinson's own childhood. Included in the final poems of 

fascicle twenty-two, "I was the slightest in the House-" provides a vivid description of 

the speaker's own chamber, having taken "the smallest Room" in the house (J486, line 

2). A modest arrangement-"my little Lamp, and Book- I And one Geranium," the 

speaker explains her minimalism by confessing that she is "the slightest" or smallest "in 

the House-" (J486, lines 3-4, 1 ). At the end of stanza two, the speaker seems to rack 

her own brain to ensure she has not missed a single detail of her space: "Let me think

l'm sure- I That this was all-" (J486, lines 7-8). 
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The "interruption and the social prevention that beset [Dickinson] downstairs" is 

reflected in stanza three of "I was the slightest in the House-," when the speaker 

describes the clamor of the world outside of the walls of her sanctuary: I never spoke -

unless addressed -I And then, 'twas brief and low -II could not bear to live- aloud 

-I The Racket shamed me so-" (Emily Dickinson Museum, J486, lines 10-13). 

The speaker's desire to avoid a life lived "aloud," is reiterated in the final stanza of "I 

was the slightest in the House," where she writes, "And if it had not been so far -I And 

any one I knew I Were going - I had often thought I How noteless- I could die-" 

(J486, lines 14-17). The Emily Dickinson Lexicon defines "noteless," as used in this 

work, as "not remembered; without leaving any poetic record" (EDL). In speaking of the 

poet's process, Richard Sewall writes, "she shunned the "Racket," bided her time, and 

kept her counsel. Her lamp, her book, her geranium, her basket are symbolic of all that 

she needed to become a poet, even if this meant-a fancy that crossed her mind-how 

"noteless" or unrecognized she could die" (Sewall 330-331 ). Sewall also believes that

even in the unlikely chance that "I was the slightest in the House-" is not 

autobiographical" that is not to say that Emily is not in it at all" (Sewall 330). 

If, indeed, the work is interpreted autobiographically, the speaker's description of 

her humble abode is in line with Emily Dickinson's own room in The Homestead, the 

house the Dickinsons resided in for much of her life. Recently restored, Emily 

Dickinson's bedroom remains an integral part of the prolific poet's identity. It is, of 

course, where she wrote almost 1800 of her poems. The Emily Dickinson Museum 

suggests that "Sweet hours have perished here" is a late poem that centers around her 

room as her own personal paradise: 



· Sweet hours have perished here, 

This is a mighty room-

Within its precincts hopes have played 

Now shadows in the tomb. (J1767) 

The interplay of lightness and dark, as demonstrated in this short poem, characterizes 

Dickinson's room as a mirror for life-sometimes hopeful, sometimes full of shadows. 
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Despite the darkness of many of Dickinson's poems, her recreated room in The 

Homestead is light and airy, with a light pink floral and geometric wallpaper, a multitude 

of windows, and a delicate desk that looks out on Amherst's Main Street. Within these 

four walls, Emily Dickinson had "her refuge and her writing studio" (Emily Dickinson 

Museum). Privacy was a crucial component of her writing process, and according to her 

niece, Martha Dickinson Bianchi, 

Her love of being alone up in her room was associated with her feeling for a key, 

which signified freedom from interruption and the social prevention that beset her 

downstairs. She would stand looking down, one hand raised, thumb and 

forefinger closed on an imaginary key, and say, with a quick turn of her wrist, "It's 

just a turn-and freedom, Matty! (qtd. Emily Dickinson Museum). 

Although she is the slightest in the house, Dickinson was given the liberty to create 

within its walls. The key, emblematic of her access to freedom, recalls the images 

presented earlier within Fascicle twenty-two: "The Posture of the Key I That interrupt the 

Day," as well as the "old Custom [of mortality] I Just locking up-to die" (J652 lines 17-

18, J479 lines 11-12). If Dickinson's room was a shelter from the outside world, in which 



one can "die oftener," it is no wonder, then, that it was likened to her Paradise, safe 

from the interruptions of the world outside of her door. 
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Dickinson obviously did not die "noteless." Within this fascicle about how we "die 

oftener-Not so vitally-," "I dwell in Possibility-" almost stands alone because here 

Dickinson celebrates poetry as a vital medium of the "Liberty we knew," a phrase from 

"A Prison gets to be a friend-" (J314 line 8; J652 line 29). In the opinion of the poem's 

speaker, verse allows the artist to "dwell in Possibility-" as she believes it is "a fairer 

House than Prose" (J657, lines 1-2). As Dickinson writes in a letter to Susan Gilbert 

Dickinson, "But for our sakes dear Susie, who please ourselves with the fancy that we 

are the only poets, and everyone else is prose" (L56). While prose, which I will discuss 

in detail below, has a tendency to confine, poetry frees both the reader and the writer, in 

the estimation of the speaker. The house of "Possibility" is "More numerous of 

Windows- I Superior-for Doors-," giving both parties a chance to read the work 

creatively-with a multitude of meanings (J657, lines 1-4). Poetry offers a safe space for 

the creator to land, verses tucking their "Visitors" into "Chambers as the Cedars- I 

Impregnable of Eye- I (J657, lines 5-6). That this house of possibility is "Impregnable 

of Eye-" suggests that poetry is a place of protection for the speaker. "It allow[s] her to 

think independently beyond the withering scrutiny of a judgmental society. Ideally then, 

the poet's imagination could liberate her from public history and personal fate. Ideally 

poetry had the power to transform the self," Vivian Pollack writes, presuming "I dwell in 

Possibility-" to be one of Dickinson's autobiographical poems (Pollack 16). 

Poetry also offers a version of immortality in its "Everlasting Roof" that reaches 

"The Gambrels of the Sky-" (J657, lines 7-8). This so-called "Everlasting Roof," evokes 
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a heavenly image of limitlessness (J657, line 7). It is, then, not a roof, but the sky itself. 

Here she "gather[s] Paradise," a recurring topic of interest for Emily Dickinson, who, 

according the the "Emily Dickinson Lexicon," made reference to it fifty-nine times in the 

body of her work (J657, lines 11-12). As it is used in the final line of "I dwell in 

Possibility-," paradise is thought to allude to verse itself (EDL). The speaker refers to 

her hands as "narrow," "spreading [them] wide" in a feeble attempt "to gather Paradise," 

creating an image of the lushness and richness of poetry as contrasted with prose 

(J613, lines 11-12). Dickinson also returns here to images of measurement in placing 

"wide" and "narrow" in the same line, acknowledging her human limits while addressing 

the poet's ability to access "Paradise" in poetry (J657, lines 11-12). Dickinson once 

wrote to her friend and future sister-in-law, "There are lives, sometimes, Susie-Bless 

God that we catch faint glimpses of his brighter Paradise from occasional Heavens 

here" (L 1 07). For Dickinson, poetry provided a means of "catching" a taste of Heaven 

here on Earth-a hopeful perspective reiterated in "I Dwell in Possibility-." 

In this fascicle, Dickinson frequently uses imagery of spaces to think about life

prisons, lids, temples, and houses. As this fascicle makes clear, Dickinson often writes 

death in life, but as this poem indicates, she loved life: "But not any life, not life 

imprisoned, shut up in "Prose." Dickinson loves the expanded life, the extremist life, the 

life of the mind (which is articulated by poetry) that can continue forever" (Juhasz 167). 

In "I dwell in Possibility-," as we have seen, she compares her "fairer House" of poetry 

to prose (line 2). Used only twice in her collection of poems, prose is directly contrasted 

to poetry (EDL). According to the Emily Dickinson Lexicon, Dickinson uses prose to 

express her intense dislike for "ordinary language" or "unimaginative discourse," using it 
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again in 'They shut me up in Prose" (EDL, J613). Martha Nell Smith elaborates upon 

Dickinson's frequency in turning to "metaphors [that] are claustrophobic" when thinking 

of prose as a medium (Smith, Rowing 12). "Dickinson writes as if a poetic impulse has 

been shut up in prose, as if she has been 'robbed' of a room in her literary house of 

'fairer' possibility," she writes (Smith, Rowing 12). If "I dwell in Possibility-" does point 

to Dickinson's own feelings about publication, it supports the theory that her fascicles 

are a method of self-publication-Dickinson recognizing that her poems would not gain 

notoriety in her lifetime. 

Dickinson takes up the topic of poetry again in "Myself was formed-a 

Carpenter-." Here she represents the reclamation of one's personal artistic voice as 

the speaker flirts with fame and ultimately makes her own way in the world. It begins in 

the passive voice: "Myself was formed -a Carpenter- I An unpretending time I My 

Plane- and I, together wrought I Before a Builder came-" (J488, lines 1-4). This may 

have been an unpretending or simple time in the life of the artist, but it was not without 

its successes (EDL). With her tools, including a Plane, the carpenter was a prolific 

creator. 

The introduction of the Builder in line four presents the reader with the first 

conflict of the poem, but certainly not the last, and as in other poems in the fascicle 

Dickinson uses the language of measurement as a means of analyzing the self's 

relation to the world. Stanza one is enjambed and leads to stanza two, as the Builder 

comes to" To measure our attainments-," and if "we the Art of Boards I Sufficiently 

developed- He'd hire us I At Halves-" (J488, lines 4-8). The Lexicon defines 

attainments as "achievements" or "skills," calling the carpenter's talent into question 



(EDL). If, in fact, her work is good enough, it could be purchased, but not for its full 

worth-the builder only offers to "hire [her] I At Halves-" (J488, line 8). 
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Throughout the creative process, the carpenter's "Tools took Human-Faces-/ 

The Bench, where we had toiled-/ Against the Man-persuaded-" (J488, lines 9-11 ). 

She becomes attached to her tools, and they to her-the very bench is said to 

persuade, providing "evidence" of the speaker's hard work (EDL). "Myself was formed 

-a Carpenter-" ends with an assertion of self in the world: "We- Temples build -I 

said-" (J488, line 12). The speaker will not accept the builder's meager "halves," nor 

will she value her work as anything less than sacred. She is, after all, building "Temples" 

(J488, line 12). In the final line, the speaker claims her value as an artist. In the opening 

line, she "was formed-a Carpenter-," a passive acceptance of her talent, but by the 

end of the poem, after her work is scrutinized by the builder, she is a temple-builder, 

indicating her newfound awareness of the importance of her own work (J488, line 1 ). 

At the heart of Fascicle twenty-two, exactly in the middle of the twenty-three 

poems, "A Solemn thing within the Soul-" provides an altogether different "Possibility," 

wherein a speaker ponders the "chance in Harvest" that awaits us all (J483, line 14). 

Although Dickinson, as an adult, was not active in the church, she knew the Bible well. 

This knowledge is evident in "A Solemn thing within the Soul," whose lines use biblical 

language to depict "the great 'harvest of the souls,"' a term "that had such currency 

during Dickinson's most creative years that the seasons of reaping could scarcely be 

mentioned without invoking images of Christ's promised salvation" (Wolff 304 ). 

These ideas harken back to the book of Matthew, chapter nine, in which Jesus 

describes the need for the Apostles in "reap[ing] the bounteous crop of those to be 
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saved": "The harvest truly is plenteous, but the laborers are few; Pray ye therefore the 

Lord of the harvest, that he will send forth laborers into his harvest" (Wolff 304; Matthew 

9: 37-38). The act of the soul "feel[ing] itself get ripe- I And golden hang" is described 

as "A Solemn" or religious experience for the speaker (J483, lines 2, 1 ). As it is used in 

these lines, golden can mean ''fully sweet; completely ready" (J483, line 3; EDL). The 

speaker separates herself from the other souls around her-indeed, "farther up- I The 

Maker's Ladder's stop- I And in the Orchard far below- I You hear a Being-drop" 

(J483, lines 3-6). The ladder separates the speaker from the action of the poem, while 

Being is itself distanced from the aforementioned souls. Here, drop-a favorite word of 

Dickinson's used in some form in over eighty-five times in her work-resonates 

throughout the lines that follow. It is separated from the rest of the stanza with 

Dickinson's characteristic dashes, which draws the eye to the word itself as does its 

rhyme with stop-one of only two exact rhymes in the poem. The word appears and 

sounds sudden within these lines and mimics the sound of a "Being" falling "far below'' 

(J483, line 6, 5). While drop indicates the ripeness of the fruit (or, perhaps, its over

ripeness), it could also refer to the way in which the "Being" "fall[s] into oblivion" (J483 

line 6, EDL). This leaves the reader to wonder whether dropping is a privilege or a 

punishment for said beings. 

The speaker's own encounter with the creator is documented in the second 

stanza of the poem. The first line relies on zeugma to carry on the metaphor begun in 

the first line of the poem, dropping thing in order to maintain the rhythm of the piece. 

The sun beats down on "the Cheek I You thought was finished," and, suddenly, "The 

Maker" himself approaches the speaker's very soul (J483, lines 8-9, 4 ). He is picky 
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about his work, able to estimate its readiness, and seems to determine that the 

speaker's soul is not quite there yet. The speaker describes the careful inspection at the 

end of the second stanza: "Cool of eye, and critical of Work- I He shifts the stem- a 

little- I To give your Core- a look-" (J483, lines 10-12). His eyes, "Cool," or 

"piercing," are able to see into the speaker's very being-her "soul" or her "essence" 

(J483, lines 10, 12, EDL). 

The first line of the third stanza, like that of the second, builds upon the "Solemn 

thing" introduced in the opening line of the poem (J483, line 1 ). Although it is "A Solemn 

thing" to feel the soul ripen and "A Wonderful" thing to feel the heat of the sun, the 

speaker believes it is "solemnest-to know I Your chance in Harvest moves I A Little 

nearer-Every Sun" (J483, lines 1, 7, 13-16). With each passing day, the opportunity to 

be harvested, or "gathered at death" becomes more imminent (EDL). Death, as in the 

other poems about death in this fascicle, within "A Solemn thing within the Soul" is not 

feared. In fact, it is embraced as a "chance," one for which the speaker patiently waits. 

Chance, as used in the penultimate line, becomes important as the poem is understood 

as a whole. As Cynthia Wolff writes in Emily Dickinson: 

The speaker has begun to understand that this process of gathering in the souls 

is not a promise at all, but merely a "chance in Harvest," a risk that changes with 

every day and every shift of the fickle weather vane. If it holds out the hope of 

eternal life, it offers the more imminent danger of an unspeakable drop into 

nothingness. And for some, the fearful drop is no further than one day's sun 

away. (Wolff 307) 
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Indeed, this chance-whether it be oblivion or eternal life-is longed for by the speaker. 

In the first stanza, she feels her soul preparing to be picked, or dropped, "in the Orchard 

far below" (J483 line 5). The next stanza brings the judgment of the Creator, "Cool of 

eye, and critical of [his] Work-," but by the concluding stanza, her turn seems to be 

coming "a little nearer" (J483 line 15). Situated at the exact center of fascicle twenty

two, "A Solemn thing within the Soul-" offers a moment of dark hope. Death, while only 

alluded to briefly, is not something for the soul to fear, in the estimation of Dickinson's 

speaker. It is not simply inevitable, but an opportunity for the soul to be judged and 

rendered sufficient. 

Dickinson's ability to take a darker approach to the natural world, as seen in 

"Nature-sometimes sears a Sapling-," is echoed within the lines of "Whole Gulfs -of 

Red, and Fleets -of Red -." This poem comes directly after "A Solemn thing within 

the Soul," causing the reader to quickly replace images of harvest and faith with "Whole 

Gulfs-of Red, and Fleets-of Red- I And Crews-of solid Blood" (J658, lines 1-2). 

The speaker reveals that the violent images are, in fact, her interpretation of the sunset 

with the final two lines of the first stanza. These "Crews-of solid Blood- I Did place 

upon the West" that night as if it was "specific Ground-" (J658, lines 3-4). Dickinson 

offers a variant word in the fourth line of 'Whole Gulfs-of Redl and Fleets-of Red," 

replacing "As 'twere specific Ground-" with "As 'twere a single Ground-" (J658, line 

4 ). Although the difference is not immense, specific conjures images of particularity and 

choice, while single is far more isolating. 

Dickinson's speaker introduces an unknown 'They," in the first line of stanza two, 

calling them "appointed Creatures- I in Authorized Arrays" (J658, lines 5-6). These 
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"appointed Creatures" are fleeting-they arrive "promptly-as a Drama- I That bows

and disappears-" (J658, lines 11-12). The speaker is left in the wake of these players, 

and even as the sunset fades and the stage is cleared, her mind remains rapt by their 

temporary existance in her life. 

Immediately following the inverted image of the bloody sunset, Dickinson copies 

a shorter and far lighter poem into Fascicle twenty-two, "My Garden-like the Beach-": 

My Garden - like the Beach -

Denotes there be - a Sea -

That's Summer-

Such as These -the Pearls 

She fetches - such as Me 

Although it is likely that Emily Dickinson never saw the sea, this simple five-line poem 

dwells at the center of Fascicle twenty-two-coming just two poems after "A Solemn 

thing within the Soul-," the poetic heart of the booklet. Its location serves to transition 

the reader of the fascicle from the dark images presented in "Whole Gulfs-of Red, and 

Fleets-of Red-/ And Crews-of solid Blood" to the heavenly bliss of "That first Day, 

when you praised Me, Sweet" (J658, J659). Indeed, within the manuscript version of the 

fascicle, it is on the same page as "Whole Gulfs-of Red, and Fleets-of Red-," 

establishing "My Garden-like the Beach-" as somewhat of a palate cleanser for the 

reader as they transition from heaver topics to more heavenly ones. "My Garden-like 

the Beach-" is the only poem in which Dickinson uses the word beach specifically, 

though she frequently writes about the sea throughout her body of work. Dickinson, an 

avid gardener, introduces a speaker who finds hope among her cultivated work. Pearls, 



as used in this context, refers to the white blossoms that would have sprung up in her 

garden in the summer, and, as made evident in the closing line, represents the 

speaker's view of herself: "The Pearls I She fetches-such as Me" (J484, lines 4-5). 
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As Fascicle twenty-two nears its end, Dickinson's poems begin to deal more 

directly with questions of religion, the afterlife, and her own relationship with God. "You 

love the Lord - you cannot see -" describes the speaker's view of prayer as an 

ongoing communication with an unseen deity. Dickinson's speaker acknowledges both 

the vulnerability of the self, the "you" addressed in the poem, and the distance between 

the self and God. Although the unknown "You" "cannot see" the Lord, they continue to 

"write Him - every day /-A little note - when you awake -I And further in the Day" 

(J487, lines 1-4 ). These lines, of perfectly regular ballad meter, emphasize the routine 

and ease of prayer despite the inability to see the Lord. The "little note" of stanza one 

becomes "An Ample Letter'' in the first line of stanza two: the daily notes deserve, it 

would seem, an "ample" response. The speaker notes "how you miss" a letter in return. 

The speaker also knows that "you" "would delight to see-" the Lord, "But then His 

House-is but a Step-/ And Mine's-in Heaven-You see" (J487, lines 5-8). The 

"you" addressed in the poem may be unable to take a step to God's house, possibly the 

Congregational Church across the street from Dickinson's home, possibly Heaven. The 

speaker, however, dwells in "Heaven" already, perhaps because the speaker is dead or, 

as is also likely in the context of this poem about writing, she already dwells in "Heaven" 

or the "possibility" of poetry. 

Dickinson's use of identical rhyme reiterates her point. Within these eight lines of 

verse, day is repeated thrice, echoing throughout the work and the mind of the reader. 
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By repeating day, Dickinson silently invokes the word pray. She alludes to prayer and 

its shortcomings-it is literally an absent word in the poem-through the voice of a 

speaker who knows "you" love God. This repetition, unusual for Dickinson, is clearly 

drawing the reader's eye to day, as well as the underlying rhyme, pray. A short poem, 

whose ballad meter is reminiscent of a nursery rhyme, "You love the Lord- you cannot 

see-" could easily be construed as simple, but its lyrics are intricately layered. 

Dickinson returns to images of construction and architecture, seen throughout fascicle 

twenty-two. Within the lines of "You love the Lord- you cannot see-," the speaker is 

liberated by her house "in Heaven," just steps away from "His" (J487, lines 7-8). 

Although others may not be able to see Him, she has no need to. See, like day, is also 

repeated three times throughout, concluding the first and the last lines of the piece. The 

first use of see refers to the "You's" inability to view the Lord, but the final line "And 

Mine's- in Heaven- You see," is a witty turn of phrase (J487). As in "I Dwell in 

Possibility-," there is "A fairer House," as well as a chance to "gather Paradise" (J488, 

J657). 

Just after "You love the Lord-you cannot see-," Dickinson placed a poem 

about poetry, which brings to mind the biblical figure Joseph: "Myself was formed-a 

Carpenter-." As in the previous poem, Dickinson's speaker is a writer, "writ[ing] Him

every day-" (J487, line 2). Here she represents the reclamation of one's personal 

artistic voice as the speaker flirts with fame and ultimately makes her own way in the 

world. It begins in the passive voice: "Myself was formed -a Carpenter- I An 

unpretending time I My Plane- and I, together wrought I Before a Builder came-" 

(J488, lines 1-4 ). This may have been an unpretending or simple time in the life of the 



artist, but it was not without its successes (EDL). With her tools, including a Plane, the 

carpenter was a prolific creator. 
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Despite her ability to build temples and to "love the Lord-[ she] cannot see-," 

Dickinson's speaker, as the fascicle nears its end, expresses her frustration when she 

does not hear from God. "We pray-to Heaven-," found in the final poems of Fascicle 

twenty-two, depicts a speaker's musings on the tropes and traditions of Christianity, 

from the act of prayer to a belief in life after death. Throughout these lines, the speaker 

wrestles with the "Geography" of the afterlife, if it exists at all (J489, line 9). It begins 

with two broken lines that connect two different perspectives on prayer. "We pray-to 

Heaven-," the poem begins, quickly devolving, "We prate-of Heaven-" (J489, lines 

1-2). This self-correction by the speaker seems to reveal her true feelings about prayer. 

Prate, in this context, refers to childlike "chatter; or babble" (EDL). 

In the next lines of the stanza, the thesis of the poem comes into focus. Prate, 

then, refers to the meaningless exchanges between acquaintances "when Neighbors 

die-" (J489, line 3). "At what o'clock to Heaven- they fled- I Who saw them -

Wherefore fly?," she wonders aloud, recalling conversations gone by (J489, lines 4-5). 

Why, the speaker asks, are we so concerned with the exact moment of a person's 

passing? Why is such a heavenly concern something that we, on Earth, know anything 

about? The speaker's argument becomes clearer, and she begins questioning the 

realities of Heaven at the beginning of stanza two: "Is Heaven a Place-a Sky-a Tree? 

I Location's narrow way is for Ourselves -I Unto the Dead I There's no Geography-" 

(J489, lines 6-9). These lines question the location of Heaven, though the speaker 

eventually comes to the conclusion that the afterlife has no need of earthly maps. We, 



the living, must rely on the limits of location-its so-called "narrow way," but for the 

dead, Heaven has the potential to be anywhere and anything (J489, lines 6-9). 

Dickinson again returns to images of measurement, as she does throughout Fascicle 

twenty-two, this time using geography to reckon with her ideas of the afterlife. 

Spoken aloud, the final couplet is almost unintelligible. Dickinson's dashes 

separate each thought distinctly, rendering these somewhat arbitrary words as 

disconnected: 

But State - Endowal - Focus -

Where- Omnipresence- fly? (J489, lines 10-11 ). 
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These lines, much like the final couplet at the end of "He fumbles at your Soul," are 

physically separated from the rest of the poem, but are also incredibly different from the 

lines that precede them. Although there is no "Geography" "Unto the Dead," it is a place 

where Endowal[s] Focus, or where gifts converge-a place where "God's all

encompassing presence" flies away (J489, lines 9, 8, 10-11; EDL). As the third-to-last 

poem in Fascicle twenty-two, "We pray-to Heaven," establishes the speaker's growing 

frustration with faith. Although she "love[s] the Lord-[she] cannot see-," she longs for 

more answers, once again missing the "Ample Letter," or the ongoing correspondence 

she usually has with God. 

Though Fascicle twenty-two begins with a lengthy, intricate analysis of the prison 

of the mind, it is bookended with a short, puzzling poem: "Just Once! Oh least Request!" 

It begins strikingly with two exclamations: "Just Once! Oh least Request!" (J1 076, line 

1 ). This call is repeated in the final line of '"Just Once!' Oh least Request," but "Just 



Once" is in quotation marks, as though a private thought has morphed into a verbal 

outcry for help by the end of the poem (J 1076, line 9). 
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Just and least serve to minimize this unknown "Request," referring to it as "So 

small a Grace I So scanty put" in "Such agonizing terms" that no "Adamant [could] 

refuse" (J1076, lines 1-4). In the manuscript version of "Just Once! Oh least Request!," 

Dickinson offers "So agonized urged" as a variant to "Such agonizing terms" (J 1076, 

line 5). Urged heightens the speaker's frustration, and terms speaks to the "constriction 

[and] restriction" seen elsewhere in the work and in Fascicle twenty-two (EDL). Even a 

"God of Flint" (which rhymes with "Adamant," or "hard brilliant mineral") would "be 

conscious of [the] sigh" the speaker emits (J1 076, lines 2, 6-7; EDL). Essentially, a rock 

would listen to the speaker, but God will not. This small petition to God is "dropt 

remote," or cast "down"-the speaker going totally unnoticed (line 8). The poem ends 

with a question, '"Just Once' Sweet Deity?" Read aloud, one can hear the frustration in 

the speaker's voice. The use of Sweet in describing the deity is a somewhat sarcastic 

way to conclude what is otherwise a poem about a speaker's utter exhaustion with the 

Lord, and with religion itself. 

That "Just Once! Oh least Request!" falls at the end of fascicle twenty-two is no 

coincidence. Throughout the hand-bound book, readers witness a speaker grapple with 

inexplicable trauma ("A Prison gets to be a friend-," "Nature-sometimes sears a 

Sapling-," and "He fumbles at your Soul"), incredible liberation through language ("I 

dwell in Possibility-" and "Myself was formed-a Carpenter-") and her own faith ("A 

Solemn thing within the Soul," "You love the Lord-you cannot see-," "We pray-to 

Heaven-," and "Just Once! Oh least Request!" It represents the state of an 
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exasperated speaker-once locked in the prison of the mind, and then the self-freed 

by her own verse and trapped within it. 

v 

Although she sought feedback on her body of work, Dickinson was clear in 

communicating her intention to steer clear of intentional publication whenever possible. 

"I had told you I did not print," she wrote sternly in an 1866 letter to T.W. Higginson, 

though during the course of her life ten poems were published, all anonymously (L316). 

A particularly unnerving incident following the publication of her poem "A narrow Fellow 

in the Grass" only served to confirm her hesitation to print her body of work. As she told 

Higginson in early 1866, "Lest you meet my Snake and suppose I deceive it was robbed 

of me-defeated too of the third line by the punctuation. The third and fourth were 

one-" (L316). Below are the incriminating lines, which "appeared in both the Daily and 

the Weekly Republican during the week of [February] seventeenth" (J316; Wineapple 

165-166). 

Dickinson's verse 

A narrow Fellow in the Grass 

Occasionally rides -

You may have met Him- did you not 

His notice instant is-

Printed version 

A narrow fellow in the grass 

Occasionally rides; 

You may have met him -did you not? 

His notice instant is-

To the untrained eye, the difference between the two editions is subtle. To the prolific 

poet, who labored over each individual word, the difference was everything. Not only did 

the publishers ignore Dickinson's capitalization and the first two dashes, but, in the mind 

of Dickinson, they changed the message entirely. As someone who measured each 



word and every punctuation mark, and who was wary of publication as it was, this 

situation was perhaps enough to keep her from publishing often. 
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Thinking of Dickinson's fascicles as self-publication is best understood following 

the reading of her fascicles as a whole. Upon first glance, Fascicle twenty-two may 

appear to be disjointed: its opening lines vary from dark (as in "A Prison gets to be a 

Friend-") to sweet (perhaps "That first Day when you praised me, Sweet-") to deeply 

inspirational ("I Dwell in Possibility-" comes to mind). While these works may seem 

disparate, they form a cohesive message if read as a series. I believe that, while 

Dickinson's fascicles gave her a way to organize her incredibly immense body of work, 

she was not haphazard in their copying, creation, or compilation. For Dickinson, as for 

the speaker within "I Dwell in Possibility-," poetry is boundlessness, a "fairer house 

than prose" (J315). It provides a place to express mental anguish, to thank friends for 

their praise, to put one's soul to rest-the very stuff of life. Fascicle twenty-two faithfully 

represents reality for the speaker. Some days, you may "be formed-a Carpenter-," 

taking pride in your work and accepting nothing but the best, and on other days, you 

may feel as though you "pray-to Heaven-," never hearing back from the Lord. We 

"die oftener-" than we think-as the speaker of "Nature sometimes sears a Sapling-" 

reminds us-a little every day. Dickinson, who toiled over punctuation, capitalization, 

and publication, was not one to take structure lightly. It is, therefore, no surprise that she 

made her fascicles a medium in and of themselves. Fascicle twenty-two is chiastic, 

repetitive, and altogether bound, not just by a needle and thread, but by life itself. 
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