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“Herself, though-~=-fled. . .
Too out of sight. . « :
Por our hoarse Good Night
To toueh her hand.

: ~==Emily Dickinson

T am not resigned to the shutting away of loving hearts
in the hard ground. . .
Down, down, down into the darkness of the grave., . .
Quietly they go, the intelligent, the witty, the brave.
T know, But I do not approve. And I am not resigned.
~==Rdna St. Vincent Millay




| TWO WOMEN:
; A STUDY OF THE DEATH THAENE
s; TN EMILY DICKINSON AND EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY

5% Spring had come to Amherst., The year was 1886,
Late afternoon shadows filled the room, which was still
except for the drone of an early fly. Enily Dickinson

£ B seased to breathe, . .Just vefore the whigtles sounded
six,." Vinnle Dickinson placed her sister's hand on the
sheets, Looking at the motionless body, she noticed only
how young her sister loocked., "Lowly as a reed/ Bent to
the water"™, the woman had "Shivered scarce/ Consented, and
was dead,”

Emily Dickinson was laid in a white coffin in a

Letili L

white dress with violets at the neck; two heliotropes

were placed in her hands. The conventional hearse,
driven by & "man of the appalling trade%, was never
summoned. Three days later the casket was carried in the
intense April sunlight by six Irish workmen through a field
of buttercups to the graveyard. There Emily Dickinson "Took
up her simple wardrobe/ And started for the sun."

Inily Dickinson would have apprcved of her funeral,

Death to her was more like a buggy ride in spring than
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a dirge in autumn., Not that the final experience was
meaningless. But conventlonal portrayal of 1t deprived
it of much of its essential meaning; it had bedome trite.

The true significance of death was obscured when it was

concelved of as an overwhelming trauma, and ocluttered
with ecomplexity and show. Death was better translated
into simple terms, which heightened the impliclt majesty
and grandeur. And the whimsy of Emily Dickinson's life
and poetry was perfectly expressed in her death and
funeral, How better noted than in one of her poems:

She diedy~-~-this was the wes she dled,

And when her breath was done

Took up her simple wardrobe
And started for the sun.

Over slxty years later, another New Englander was
climbing the stalrs to bed at Steepletop. Even the glass‘
of wine she held in her hand could not chase the October

§.~W  chill., Feeling dizzy, the woman sat down on the stéps,

; ' carefully placing her glass on the stair above. She
slumped”to the floor. No one saw. The dawn of a misty
autumm morning found the glass still untouched. The aging

- faee showed signs of struggle.

o  ¥ith all my might

oy ' : My door shall be barred.

I shall put up a fight,
I shall take it hard.

she hadAan@e written. But death had broken in and "“dragged
her forth." She was found by the milkman at the foot of

the stairs late the next afternoon.
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The body was placed in a wooden coffin--the face
smoothed and the haﬁds unclenched. Three days later
it was driven to the cemetery in cold, driving rain.
Thus BEdna St. Vincent Millay entered "the belly of Death",
S0 she had died alone; that would have pleased her.
She believed in the privaey of the individual, especially

in the moment when one is forced to face the end of life.

Po die without a struggle, without thumbing one's nose

at the injustice of death, was to admit weakness. A
rebel against authority, Millay could only prove to be an
unwilling subjeet for death. The morbidity and unjust
nature of 1life, in whiech the only certainty is that it
ceases, horrified her. And she vowed to do her best to
thwart this ecertainty. No sunlit day for her funeral.
The gloom seemed to charactérize the mood in whieh she sub=-
mitted to the inevitable, the defiance she had always
expressed 1ln her death poetry:

. Stained with these grapes I shall lie down to die.

] : Three women come to wash me clean

Shall not erase this staln

Nor leave me lying purely,

Awaiting the black lover.

Death, fumbling to uncover

My body in his bed,

- Shall know there has been one
Before him.

* ® L] [ 4 ® * ® @ ® ® L]

Two women who lived very different lives, and died

very different deaths, whose poetry is proof of the diver-

gent moods which characterized them. Yet both were aware
S

of the'geed to consider death and its meaning. Both




tried to penetrate the mystique of mortality, to understand

more clsarly its significance, Time after time they

contemplated life's end, which is, in a sense, to "practice

dying." These experiences, thoughts, and feelings
1 were recorded in verse,
Some of Dickinson's and Millay's death poetry was written
under the stress of immediate loss., The
| the reactions of the posts to t
they JbserVed it. Such works betray the anguish of the
living when faced with tragedy.
Other poems were written more as speculations, when

the poet thoughtfully consgidered the subject cof death.

1 One can imagine Miss Dickinson Jotting down lines as she

sat in her garden, or Miss Millay scribbling verses on the

New York subway. These poems treat death more rationally,
with less passion, They are the thoughtful searchings
. for meaning in death, the desire to 1ift the vell which
hides death from the 1iVlng. These poems do not lack
feeling:; but theirs is feeling of a different kind. It
is seeing the end with a clearer vision, less colored by
emotional fervor,

As individuals, Dickinson and Millay were quite
different, so it ig not strange that as poets they arrived
at digsimilar answers to similar questions. To one, death
-:jﬁas fascinalting, an event which involved the possibility
bf<grandeur. To the other it was degrading, an exper-

4

“ience to be fought with all one's resources, In both the




personal and contemplative pleces, Emily Dickinson's
restrained and whimsical attitude towards death is a
fitting contrast to the highly emotional and rebellious
reaction of Edna 8t. Vincent Millay.

In this paper, only the personal poems will be discussed,
although reference will be made to several of the con-
templative pleces. These personal works are dlvided into
the following categories, which reveal the baslic attitudes
of the poets towards death: 1) Shock to numbness; 2) Know-
ledge versus law; 3) Nature and death; 4) Domestic
reorganization; 5) Deprivation and loss; 6) Paln and
éuffering; 7) Resignation and resenfment; 89 Observance
6f the spectacle-of ‘death; 9) Bebelllon:and Acceptance.

Shoek to numbness

One of Emlly Dickinson's characteristieally personal
poems is "After great pain, a formal feeling comes," Here,
the poet deseribes the agony experienced by the living when
anethervpersan dies. The work is a vi#id ahaiysis of
&ufferigg. The first line economically states what pain
is. "Formal feéling conveys numbness and-emo?ions, nerves
stretéhgd almost to the breaking.paint.‘ Té bfévéﬁt any
undignified display of feeling, they sit_"@éfémonious, like

tombs“, enduring because ceremony preserves tﬁem, and like

‘tombs, immobile as stone. Emily Diekinson describes the

kind of agony that fumbles on the brink of insanity.
Groping?for‘meaning, the "stiff heart" tries to eguate
its loss with the loss of others. The'capital H of "He"
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suggests a Messiah image, which contains not only the agony
of Christ's cruecifixion, but also the sense of loss

experienced by those who survived him. The "mechanical

 feet go round", as on a treadmlll, getting nowhere,

but intuitively performing a duty, They aet from "alr
of ought."” "Ought" was a big word to Miss Dickinson, who
saw that propriety must be exercised even when one 13

in despair. The 1dea'is one which dominates her per-

sonal death poems. The "quartz contentment" ean only be

understood through connotations of the word "quartz". How
contented? ILike a colorless, translueent crystale- a
fQualified contentment, the true nature of which can be
detected. This "hour of lead," almost more than one can
bear in its angulsh and heaviness of heart, may be
remembered in later moments, if one is able to "outlive"
it., But Dickinson implies that perhaps one will not
remember; The agony may be erased from the consclous
mind. The poet then employs the superb metapher of
"freezing persens”: First the moment of "chill“. in which
the body shivers at the intensity of the cold; then the
"stuporﬁ, the dull heavy welght of a tormenteé body

and finally, the "letting go.™ Such 1s painv The sudden
shock,}the ensuing numbness, and finally submissian to,
yet also the recovery from, pain. It is thig last stage,
ﬁhe release of emotions, which leads to eventual victory,
when angﬁish is overcone, |

On another level, this poem is reminiseent of the
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ceremony of the funeral, Words like "tomb" and "stone"
gsupport the interpretation. The tread of feet en route

to the cemetery are séen in verse two, and "quartz’
contentment" reflects the immobility of a corpse. The

words "letting go" in the final stanza suggest the lowering

of a casket into the ground. In such a way, Emily Dickinson
has broadened the meaning of the poem; pain becomes synonymous
with a kind of death, and the images form an intricate
pattern of implications.

Knowledge versus law

Miss Millay, too, wrote of suffering. In "The Solid
sprite“ she describes the individual who steiéally faeces
gragedy.' The term "sollid sprite" pietures a figure
ﬁhmse feet are firmly planﬁed in "oughts®"., But in its
bxymerénie character, 1t does even more. ¥Sprite" is
‘a difficult word to understand. It refers to its archaic
definition, "ghost", causing the elfin figure to expand
to a substanceless, c¢old character. Thise contrasts
sharply with the word "solid", and suggeéts_the amblguity
of sueh a;¢haracter. Miss Millay could not understand
how grief énd stability could be reeoneiled., "Spritev
means alse'a gpirit, like herSelf,-yetAiroﬁically "gsolid".
Even in the face of a great loss, this persbﬁhdoéé not
;Lose a step. He "stands alone". The "equal stride" implies
ﬁot only .2 sense of balance, but also a quality of heroism,

~ wGrieve though he may", he recovers and continues to

live. He too,can weep, but succeeds in finding meaning
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in a life which claims his friend. That a man can expect
"ten and three score" years is to ﬁhe gprite a matter for
Moomfort®, not despair. Such rational knowledge is

“able to provide him with the strength to endure, and

even understand; and this "level® man fluctuates 1little
1 from his ealm, "detached state.

] Up to this point in the poem, Millay has presented
the solid sprite as a person worthy of admiration. But
.now she subtly and masterfully creates a dramatie_reversal.
She is not "made" like the sollid sprite, énd this Jus=-
tifies her agony. It is not that she willfully despairs,

put that she is “"erooked", asn’ imperfect, emotional

3,;ﬂ ' individual. Stability is ineomprehensible te'Edna st.
y1ncent Millay, who eannot find her way @ub of Dickinson's

glétting go" stage. One senses in the developing irony

of the next lines that Millay feels a certain pride in
her:agony, in the paralysis 1t has caused. (This is

made clearer in the final stanza of the poémo) Shé

is. unable to "rise", to resume living in the ald way.
Understanding that the inevitable is inevitable, that
“what had to be/ Has been, what lived is dead“ fails

to pravide the 1ncent1ve. So she will "11e among o o o
tears and rust", a phrase which poignantly suggests '

her feeling of uselessness. The wardwwustﬂis interesting

and. effective, It implies the deterioration of the mind,

the, unhealthy results which dwelling on grief can produce.
And then Miss Millaey offers her final argument: ~It may

‘not be reasanable to react so emotionally, but she does




g0 "all because a mortal bfain/ That loved to think, is
clogged with dust,” And will not think again." The

word "rust" of the previous line is expanded to encom-
pass not only the bereaved, but also the dead, rotting
in the grave. . Millay has here both justified her
position, and intensified the pathos of the mood. Death
is too grievous to be wished‘away by common sense.

This poem becomes Millay's explanation of the
variant uses of knowledge, and of her own position
regarding grief. Every man must learn that death 1s a
reality. But to know it, to aceept it emotionally, is
the difficulty. Herein lies the tension of the poem.
Words playing agalnst one another, like "lived®,and "dead",
"se}iﬁ“ and "sprite", "erooked" and "level", help pro-
dﬁgé this tension between Millay and the imorea®rPational
vieﬁ of death. }

Millay's poem is true. Emily Dickinson herself
would agree. But Edna St. ﬁincent Miliay seems to draw
too. sharp & line between "solid sprite" and "grookéd me",
It 1s interesting to note that both "After great pain e
formélﬁféeling comes" and "The Solid Sprité*vénd in mueh
the same‘stage of emotional release. Ieﬁ Dickinson admitted
the need for dignity and restraint, and suggested that "
"1ett1ng~go" was for those most privatejmoments. Millay,
on the other hand, gives no thought to the possibility
that perhaps the "solid sprite® faltered before‘hé could
"walk the wori&". Perhaps he felt with equal agony the

loss of a friend, and was not undone. ~




.+ "Tywas ccmfott in hér dying,room",}by Dickinson, is
a:sultable companion piece to "The Solid Sprite." Both
?‘ have essentially the same theme, but Emily Dickinson's
1 expression of 1t is quite different. Moreover, her

? poem is a deeper and more complex study of angulsh; she

subtly interweaves a number of profound 1mpliéatiense
Dickinson's poem, like Millay's, suggests some elements
which make the death spectacle more endurable, and then,
1nvévreversél at the end, admits that an emotional
‘acceptance 18 difficult,

i‘  One interpretation of this poem is to view it as

2 whimsieal presentation of the problems of overcoming
the. anguish of observing death, The tension between
living and dying is seen through auditory images. The
"living eloek" brings comfort to the poet. Ironically,
this meehanical timeplece seems more alive than the
dying persdn. The wind "boldly" walks up, ahd haslthe
nerve to rattle the door. Even this is a short relief.
Theﬁeriég'of children at play also intérfupts the poet's
thoughts of death, and their vitality aéntrgsﬁs with
the; stillness and sense of tragedy in the réom. The
““1&3@ tﬁree 11ﬁes present the true tenSIQnibfwthe poemn.,
mee#éﬁbiakinsén‘expresses mueh the same agony thétEM111ay
presented in "The Solid Sprite." The diverslons of the
mﬁlgak,,ﬁhe wind, and the children provided'welcome relief;
yetlsimultaneously, the poet becomes more aware of the

Presence of death. Then, somehow, it 1s wrong that
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these elements could have life, while "Thig"--a friend--
must die. Even the sight of children cannot Justify death.
In her whim$ical personifiecation of fhe wind, and in her
Picture of a living cloek, Emily Dickinson suggests that

it is unfalr for these things to appear more alive than

the dying person.

The capltal T in thevword "This" suggest the lmportance
i | of this person to her friends. The fact that she 1s called
"ours", makes hef a part of them. The reader becomes
aware of the helplessness and despair of the survivors
;f‘ | in the face of death. "0mrs” 1s a bold word, eipecially
since it is implied that Emily Dickinson is the only person
in the dying :oem.: Her observations are too private to
be ghéied with others. But the poet often used plural or
5” ‘ inexaet pronouns to suggest herself, somewhat the =mame

idea as a majority of one. ("Ours" also intensifies

the significance of the friend's death to many people,

although they are not present in the dying room.)

- There ls another more complex interpretation of this
‘poem. It views the images as symbols of the knowledge
to endure death seen invthe eycle of time. One ean see
the poet standing over her friend®s bedside. Suddenly,
she is acutely aware of the ticking of the e¢lock in the
st1ll room, and the sound comforts her. But another thought
6emesiﬁo Emily Dickinson's mind. The clock is regularly,
inevitably méasuring out man's life span, tiecking away
death. It reminds one of the rules of the game, of the
inevitable end of 1life. .-

The poet hears the happy cries of children at play,
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and once again her attention is drawn away from the death
scene. Buﬁ this sound is also more than a diversion.

It becomes a knowledge, the same Kind of knowledge she
apprehended from the cloeck. For suddenly Emily Dickinson
is reminded that youth runs to age and death., The "solid
} sprite" might eite the clock and the children as justi-

;k fications for death., But ﬁhis is not enough. The mere

| faet that the price we must pay for "these" living |

% : children 1s death, that ironieally these children are the

law which says man must die, seems wrong. Such knoﬁledge

will not fill the empty moments for Emily Dickinson any

wore than they did for Edna St. Vincent Millay. This
s the agony one pays for the death of a friend. It is ]
interesting to note Ehe differénee,‘hawever, between

.Dickinson's and Millay's poems. The passi&naté language
and imagery of‘Millay's woik is a sharp econtrast to the
restraint of Miss Dick;nsen!s¢ Lying among one's tears
and rusting is a completely different approach to the

\ ;;;n@tieing the ticking of a cloek or

»ghéﬁh&pgy'cri;s of children, and commenﬁing on the
injustice of death. | |

) - .Another implication of the images used in this

. poem.is their unawareness of death. The cloek ticks
on::the'wind "boldly" ignores the faect that Someone is
"dying;‘the childrgn continue to play. They all. refuse
;;é pay homage to death, or even acknowledge it. Yet

somehow, at the same time, they portend death as natural

symbols of the laws of exlstence.




Being able to: explain death by law is one thing.
The heart's acceptance of death is another. One still re-
members and grieves. Something is left unsald in the
prineiple that all life must sometime die. Mere kKnow-
ledge will not dispel agony. Millay, like Dickinson, was
aware of the ambiguity of death. It was the theme of her
lovely "Elegy", in which she volces her aversion to the
rationale of death.

In the first stanzs of the poem, Millay explains that
- she i; not épposed to the burial. of: the aead person's
physical body. The tome of the first lines, *Let them
bury your big eyes/ In the secret earth securely® is
subtly mocking. For Millay knows that her lover's
beauty wiil return to the earth in one form or another.
His "thin fingers“ and "soft, indefinite colored hair"
will somehdw get the best of death, relncarnate. It is
not for these'things that the poet sits "broken and bereft,"

*But the voice. . " The mystieal assoelation of
rememb:anees begins, Somehow the voice validated the man®s
aliveness. And now that he is dead, Millay realizes
that nothing ean replace this loss. Thexe is a recognition
of finality in her "musings". The voice is compared to
1mages of nature: "rising of the wind/ In ﬁhe trees
beforeq the rain®, the "woodcock's watery eall®, and "the
"~ feet of ehildren pushing/ Yellow leaves along the gutters."®
The poet somehow agsoclates the loved one with these sounds,
and the definiteness :and-random selection of the images

suggests that the dead lover atone time commented on them.
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Thelyr beauty is now diminished when contrasted to the dear-
ness of the volce. There is a universallty in the poet's
anguished remembrances. One tralt, one charaeteristic,
of the deceased assumes gigantic proportions; it becomes
a symbol of his vitality. All the beauty of the world
cannot replace the sense of 1oés, irrational as this
seems. Millay comments: "The beauty of that sound/ That
in no.new way at all/ Ever will be heard agaln® 1s now gone.
The final verse of the poem draws together the two
stanzas which precede it. The body, now "altered fluid"®,
shall return; it will "Bud and bloom and go to seed,"
there is this consolatlon for the physical loss of the
lover. His death will be transformed into vigor in the
growth of weeds and flowers. But Millay reverses the tone
. from one of aceceptance to one of objeetion. For"your sing-
ing days are done." WKhQW1e@geﬁaannét héai’the heart;
there is a dread finality in the word "death". The
"Chemistry of the seeret earth" cannot restore the dear
gound. of her lever's voice. And natural laWs, though
understood, are powerless to console. Fét "Ai1 your lovely
words are spokaﬁ".,' :‘
_Thé final lines of the poem use an,efféétive image.
. They ﬁiétufe an old-fashioned musie box.“Inside is a
lovely‘bird, which moves with the melody. Bﬁ? “Onee the
 ivory box is broken,/ Beats the golden bird no more." The
1mage§sugge$ts}ngt only the conelusiveness of death, but
also the delicate beauty of the lost volee. lTherpusie of

that:saund will remain in the secret earth. It, like the

14
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beauty of the musiec box, 1s irreplaceably lost. And this
Millay cannot accept.

Nature and death

The injustice of an unconcerned world expressed in

Dickinson's "Twas eomfort in her dying room" is also
treated in Millay's "Elegy Before Death". She expresses
the great differenee»death makes to her as contrasted with

the indifference of the natursl world., The first two verses

use words with positive connotations; the only intrusion
@* is the word "dead". The coupling of the "rose", a classlec
flower, with the showy}"rhcdedandren“ is a ealeulated one,

employing assonance and alliteration. The flowers will

bloom as usual; even though the loved one is under the

same ground that fertilizes them. The buzz of bees in

the syringas, s Ygsunny sound", reminds one of the love-
1inéss“ef summer . The willows will continue to drip rain,
"gfter the rain has ceased." There willlbé5r@bins "in the
stubble“ af winter, and sheep will still r@am on the hill.
Up te this paint, death has not been aeeused ef redueing
the beauty of the earth. There has be@n only the
suggestion of nature's 1ndifference. It flourishes
even though a human being is dead. Eaﬁienaiiy, one
expeets nnconeern from the natural wmrld.wlBﬁﬁ it 1s
”emqtiqnally aifficult to sccept the Knowledge that beauty
survives. | _'  ﬁJ

 The next stenza subtly shifts the mood. "Spring will
nép‘ail‘ner sutum falter/ Nothing w11l know that“you

aravgoﬁe!“’”Tﬁé'ﬁoet begins to speakvin'négﬁﬁivet§erms,
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and the ominous words "all" and "falter" suggest her chang-
ing mood, which later emerges moré‘elearly. The next lines
are the first reversél. Millay mentions a few of the
little changes 1ﬁ the world when seen through the eyes
of the bereaved, Only some ploughland, gloomy now that
he is dead, that only he walked upon, will sense the loss.
And perhaps some weeds and a "useless" wagon will notice
the absense. It is ironic and polgnant to be eared abdut
by weeds and = wagon. The image of the wagén is réminism
cent of the use of the word "rust" whieh accompanied death
in "The Solid Sprite"; Words like "uselegg" and "tumbled"
complement fhe melancholy mood, and suggest the feelings
of'the poet, The'images employed alsovsuggest how c¢lose
to the earth this man wag; and reference to the first
two shkanzas of the poem, which were made up primarily of
nature images, supports this idea. Hereiwas gsomeone to
whom the roses and tamaracks, sheep‘and.plaugﬁélaﬁd'were
dear, .and who noticed even the small and inslgnifilcant
things. | |

The last stanza intensifies the tragle mgod by a second
reveréai, which suggests not only the'peignaﬁey of the poet's
loés, but also the fact that such elements as weeds and
a wagaﬁ are not unimportant., MNillay tragieaily pronounces
the effect of the death on her own sensibilities. *Common
water! will lose its "light"; to Millay, ultimate light,
and '‘simple stone® will lose its ﬁgrade"; herei&@&in,wﬁltimﬁte
grace. Even the most élemental things will lack}#he appeal
they onece had. The beauty of the earth 1s aimmd;
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In the same mood as “Elegy Before Death" is Millay's

gonnet, "Now sits the autumn ericket in the grass." The
poet again uses images of nature to suggest her loss. The
theme of the poem, the death of a lover, is not directly
stated until the final line of the oetave. Instead, "autumn
cricket” and "ehilly bee" suggest the semberness of the
poet's mood. The year is almost at an end,

1 8 © v in'whleh has come to pass

1 E : The changing of the happy chlld I was

] Into this quiet creature people see

Stitehing a seam with careful. industry

To deaden you,.whe died on Michaelmas,

~fAutumn symbelizes nat only the seasen ef death, but alsa

the transformatien fram the summer of youth 1nto the wlnter
of sober adulthood. It is almast impossible to remain

unchanged after one has endured a great loss. To Millay,

the trégedy has meant a transition from a child, unaware
of the reslities of life, into a "guiet ecreature%, doing
the thingsvwhieh must be done. The phrase "tebdéaden
you" is an effective one. Tt suggesﬁs that the shroud
not only prepares the dead for the grave,‘but also that
1t foreces the realization of the death on the bereaved.
‘mhe next four lines of the poen employ the:elassic
image of autumn as the season of death, and the eﬁanges
which it brings: The summer flowers have died, aﬁd birds
have migrated to a warmer eclimate. The dark hoods of ’
 the "purple aconite" are reminiscent of the shroud.
The final eouplet of the poem describes the true

nature of the loss to Millay. Moreover, it supports the

asséaiaﬁien between the end of summer and the death scene:




' ¢hild" inbo a mourning adult is effective in its univer-

- salitye.

images ls "Mindful of you, the sodden earth in spring.”
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"Jith you the phlox and asters also went;/ Nor can my
laughter anywhere be found." Autumn signals the death of
natural'beauty, as well as the death of the lover. The
cloge of the year symbolically becomes the end of all
happiness and lavghter. Man ceases to 1augh;§and beauty
dies. . |

This poem implies a certain sense of dignity and
regtraint, far more characteristic of Miss Dickinson than
of Miss Millay. Unlike hér usual angulshed eries is her
pieture of the "quiet creature". The low-keyed expression
of the theme adds to its pathos, and meakes this poem one
of Miss Millay's most poignhant works on death., And the
use 6f the symbol of autumn as characterizing the

season of death, and the transfermaﬁian.frem a "happy

Another sonnet by Millay which makes use of nature

Ebwever, this poem presents the opposite pole of the
uneoﬁeerned pileture of natural things found in "Elegy
Before Death"., Instead of nature not notleing death,
Miés\Mill&y employs the pathetic fallaeynmthe earth
reflects the mood of the suthor. The poem ls also a
contrast to "Now sits the autumn crlcket in the graés",
ginee the theme is expressed in highly emotional terms.
She exaggerates the earth's awarenéss of the death of a
1over‘throughout the plece, rather than warking up to

a reversal. The entire poem presents n?ture ag sensitive




to the feelings of the individual. The earth recogniges
the loss of a "friend", of a man who loved simple, ]
natural things. |
Millay uses seasonal images in the first eight
lines of the sonnet, and dataloguesbthe things which
are "mindful of you." Amonggthem are the sodden earth
and flowers of spring, the dusty roads and thistles
§  of summer, the departing birds of autumn, and the nests
47 in the barren branches of winter. The poet draws the
year together in the lines "And all winds that inkany
weather blow,/ And all the storms that the four seasons
bring." Not until the last six lines of the poem is

the reader given a picture of the man who has died.

You go no more on your exultant feet -

Up paths that only mist and morning knew;

Or watch the wind, or listen to the beat

Of a bird's wings too high in the air to view,

The lover emerges a8 a sensitive, humble man, one who

knew all the ways of nature. "Watch the wind" is a strange
image, yet one which expresses the man's closeness to
natural things. Here was a man who loved the winds of

the four seasons and thé throats that sang all summer.
Therefore, it is not unusual that nature should mourn

his loss. Millay affirms this idea in the final lines

of the poem im as¢lassical use of contrast: "But ydu

were something more than young and sweet/ And fair,---

and the long year remembers you." The use of the word.

"long" in the last line expresses the poet's loss. Time

now drags on. That the year seems long also implies that
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the bereaved person 1s comforted by the thought that
nature also misses her lover. Nature 1s unchanged.' But
her own mind sees it as mourning and joyless. Death has
transformed her view of the natural world., And only

the thought that she is not alone in her bereavement,
that nature too understands her loss, can help salve

the agony.

Domestic reorganization

The preceding sonnet has something of the mood expressed

1

‘n Fmily Dickinson's plece, "Except to heaven, she is
naught.," Both poems eulogize simple, humble psople.

But the approaches used by Dickinson and Millay to point
out thé significance of the deceased are different.
"Oycept to heaven she is naught" is a customarily ironic
expression of the death theme, It is theAattempt to
state the worth of an individual, in this case, a woman
close to Mies Dickinson who has died. This work, like
many classical poems,vserves.to exalt the dead, However,
Miss Dickinson,‘unlike most of the classical writers,
chose ag her subject a simple housewife, The poet's
nastery of paradoxical expression affirms her worth,

The selection of images ig striking, indicating

‘not only a skillful technigue, but also the poet's

emotional temper., The symbols move freely from heaven

and angels, to butterflies, bees, and winds. These are

the elements, Miss Dickinson says, which realize the

significance of the woman's death, To say that angels

wept for a person when she died is indeed a tribute,




But Miss Dickinson says more. She does not depreciate
the value of heavenly things By setting them against
the simple things of nature. Rather, her total‘workd
view caused her to see images of paradise and earth
'in the same glance. This_whimsical twist enhances the
poem a great deal. |
The final verse contains the reversal of the

poemn. Up to this point, Miss Dickinson has maintained
a rather impersonal, contemplative stance. But the‘
final lines express in touching terms the magnitude of
her loés: |

The smallest housewife in the grass

Yet take her from tne lawn

And somebody has lost the face

That made existence home.

The word Hhousewife" suggests the close ties of the

family. Even though the woman seems insignificant to

many, to someone she is synonymous with "home". The
use of the philosophical term "existence" as coupled
with the highly emotional word "home" is a calculated
one. It is also an excellent example of the poet's
curious means of expressioﬁ. Without this woman,
Emily Dickinson finds herself merely existing;v The
feeling of home, with all the conﬁotations of love,

warmth, and a deep sense of comfort which 1t suggest,

are now absent. Death seems to rob life of its meaning

and value, and leaves one homeless in existence. 'l'he
pathos of the poem 1s heightened by the last line.

The problem Miss Dickinson faced in expressing




the gignificance of a simple person was solved in this
poem through the ironical images, which also make it

one of her most touching pieces on death. Instead of
expressing in ultimate terms the significance of the
woman's death, she does it in negative, restrained images,
and simplicity of approach and language.

Dickinson and Millay both pictursed household scenes
in their death poetry. "o Miss Dickinson, especially,
the word "home" was an important one. For the 1asf
years of her life, she never left the family house.

Thus, to her; the significance of the family was special.
To turn afound the words in the last poem, home was

to Emily Dickinson her entire existence. But Edna

st. Vincent Millay also treated in hef death poetry

the loss of a member of.the family. ©She often wrote
about a woman 1osing her husband, as in BONNETS FROM

AN UNGRAFTED TREE and in "Lament". The'latter poem
éxibits much the same restraint as "The bustle in the
house", but Millay never reaches the affirmation of
Emily Dickinson. Nonetheless, this piece is one of
Millay's more touching personal death poems. The
situation is a mother telling her children of their
father's deaﬁh, and her efforts to comfort them, as

well as to ease her own uncertainties about the injustice
of the loss. Bhe begins very simply and tenderly,
without pretense. "Listen, children:/ Your father is

dead." But then, to protect herself from her own




thoughts of the tragedy, she begins to tell the children
of all the good things which will now come to them:
From his o0ld coats
I'll make you little Jackets;
1'11 meke you little trousers
From his o0ld pants.
They'll be in his pockets
Things he used to put there,
Keys and pennies
Covered with tobaccoj
Dan shall have the pennies
To save in his bank;
Anne shall have the keys
To make a pretty noise with."
But all the while, the woman is reminded of her dead
husband. Her rationalizations only make the sense of
loss more acute. She recognizes the fact that she is
deceiving herself. But she continues, now more to
herself than to the children:
Life must go on
And the dead be forgotten~
- Life must go on,
Though good men die;
A mother must remember her children---and she sternly
tells Anne to eat her breakfast, and Dan to take his
medicine. The mother tries to shield herself from the
impact of the tr&gedy by resorting to such domestic
disciplines. ''here is a note of self-beguilement in
the poem up to this.point, a sense of resignation.
But suddenly the woman realizes that reason and common
sense have no validity now, and the nonsense of death
cannot be rationalized. "Life must go onj/ I forget
just why." These are subtle lines. Millay says that,
in great despair, one momentarily loses perspectives

Although at this>time one cannot remember the reasons




sesbil sgitast

Page 24

for living, one knows that it is the thing to do. The
two lines contrast with one another. There is a conflict
between the fact in the first statement that 1life must
continue, and ﬁhe question of "why?" in the second.
"Life must go on;" thereby becomes an‘absurdity. Some—~
how, now that the woman's husband is dead, existence is
meaningless. And although to the children her arguments
may have been enough to make acceptance of death easier,
she has not convinced herself that there is any justifiw
cation for such a loss.

kmily Dickinson felt that in one's reaction to
the loss of‘a loved one was a measure of his courage,
as weli as his sensitivity. Suffering is a reality,
and must be aéc&pted asvesgenﬁial to'growthnas ectasy.
‘both sharpen one's awareness of experience--—awaken
latent feelings to thé intensity of paasion. Yet both
must be contained, handled with restraint, an@ aba&e
all, dignity. Even in her p@raoﬁal life; Emily appeared
as a staid maiden in white, isolated from sociegy.
She experienced fh@ loss of many loved ones. ThUs she
knew the dilemma of such é loss to the living. In her
poem, "The bustle in the house", she depicts the changes
which'hugt be made the morning after a death has occured.
The Word ”bustle“ implies the hurried adjustments: not
only the funeral arrangem@nts, but also the soothing
of an anguished mind. The "solemnest of industries,"”
which in the choice of the word "industriesﬁ suggests

the automatic response and formality which must be




assumed at the crucial time, suggests in the language
the nescessity of organization and composure. One must

appear far calmer that one is. There is something

. toushing~ in the household terminology of sweeping up

the heart and storing love, as though menial tasks
might sémehow ease the anguish. Also, there is a
éevere understatement implied in the mechanical manner
in which one dispels grief, if it caﬁ be di%pelled.
But suff@ring must, says Emily Dickinson, be put in
its proper place, and the living must continue to live.
The final appearance of the word "eternity" suggests
that immortality remains, and there one may take out
of storage the waiting love., Faith often seems a
feeble word to the sufferer, yet the implications of
the final line are pointed.

Millay's SONNETS FROM AN UNGRAFTED TREE deal with
the lingering illness and death of a husband. The-
characﬁers are simple country people. The wife,
never having faced death before, sees her life completely
altered, and is shocked and bewildered by thé tragedy.
The final two poems in the series are moving pieces
on death.

in thé first poem, the wife is thinking, immediately
after her husband's death, about the arrangements one
should make for a fﬁneral. The doctor asks her what

she wants done with the body. "And she was shocked

to see how life goes on/ Even after death, in irri-

tating ways;/ And mused how if he had not died at all/
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'Twould have been easier.," The wife finds it strange
that she is forced to make decisions about the most

exasperating details, It would have been much

simpler if he had just not died. This is a rather

quaint thought, oftén under the stress of a

great loss, one does nof consider how much the

person meant, or what one will do without him,

Rather, it is natural to hold back, to face life

minute by minute, and remember how uncomplicated évery~
thing was before the death.

The wife then thinks of the funeral. Her thoughts
contrast with Misé Dickinson®s pictures of the same
ceremony, and yetlboth see the need for a certain.
amount of digriity. To Millay, a funeral involves."stiff
disorder", everyone acting from instinct, unnatural and
out‘of placé. Her use of the phrase "hideous industry"
is reminiscent of Miss Dickinson's use of the word -
"industry" in "The bustle in the house"., Both refer to
the same thing, the funeral, but thé implications are

quite different, To Millay, the ceremony is repulsive;:

it is not the "solemnest of industries" which sustains

one, as seen by BEmily Dickinson. Tt is greeting
strangers, and answering prying questions, And once
again the speaker thinks how much easier it was, sitting
by her ailing husband's bedside, unable to move even
if a2 knocking came at the door,

Finally, the wife feels the doctor's eyes upon

her, waiting for her reply to his question. She says,
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pitifully, yet in a certain sense, nobly,'"l don't know
what you do exactly when a person dies." For the wife,
it is difficult to know what Emily Dickinson's "air

of ought">imp11es. Death to her is a new and fright-
ening experience, Yet there is in the character whom
Millay has portrayed, an element of restraint, and even
dignity.

In the second of these poems, and the concluding
work in the series, the wife is seated by the bedside,
looking at the corpée;u Shé”ﬁeasurés the difference
between life and death, between the "desirous body" -
which had énce lain Beside her, and what «is now
"severe and dead". And to her it seemS‘strangé that

the inert body could ever have been the souce of a
"oreat heatW---"That had beeh which would not be again."
Now, the "taut nerves" are "loosened forever",., This
images 1is reminiscent of Emily Dickinson's picture'
in "After great pain, a formal feeling comes", in
which Mnerves sit ceremonious, like tombs." But she
was referring to the living. Millay's image suggests
the insensitivity‘df the deceased,

The final eight lines of the poem employ an
éxcellent image which suggests the cleavage hetween
life and death, between the familiar and the alien,

The wife gazes at the body, of which she knows every
curve and line, formally covered by a sheet. And |

she does not see the man who was her lover and husband,




but a strange figure:

She was as one who enters, sly, and proud,
To where her husband speaks before a crowd,
And sees a man she never saw beforg-—-—-
The man who eats his victuals at her side,
Small, and absurd, and hers: for once,

not hers, unclassified,

Death has transformed her husband into an incomprehen-
sible, foreign thing. The wife realizes that he is no
longer hers, that he has lost his familiarity and

humanness,

Deprivation and loss

"Childhood Is the Kingdom Where Nobody Dies", by
Millay; distinguishes between a child's and an adult's
view of death, andlsuggest that the transformation
from youth into age is a state of miﬁd, brought abbut
by tragédy; The poet denies that chiidhood is a
statistical category of age.’ Rather, it is "the
kingdow: where nobody dies,./ Nobody that matters, that
is."™ The people who die are usually distant relatives,
whom one hasg only seen once, if at all. And they
cannot "really be said to have lived at all." For
these people, children are not concerned. Death does
hot disrupt the youngnperson's'life at all. Then
Millay describes with realism the death of an animal,
as it disrupts a child¥s life. She pictures a dead
cat, with tﬁe fleas crawling out the the "reticent

fur", slick and knowledgeable of the ways of death,

"Trekking off the the living world." She suggests that

the fleas know more about death than humans do. They
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are aware only ¢f their need to live, not of the anguish
of death, "And cats'die.," Children find a box to bury
her in, and "it's much too small, because she won't
curl up now:/ So you find a bigger box, and bury her in
the yard, and weep." But children forget, and do not
spend sleepless nights of suffering, thinking of their
loss, "Childhood is the kingdom where nobody dies that
matters, ---mothers and fathers don't die." For child-
ren, there is always time, too, to apologize for
teing irritable or unreasonable, They do not torture
themselves with the thought of what might have been.
There is "pienty of time to say, 'I'm sorry, mother,'™
Up to this point, Millay has presented what 1is
. to her the state of childhood, It is the condition
of never really having known death., But in the sixth
stanza, in the form of a kind of masque, is the tension
of the poem, From the blissful ignorance of childhood,
she moves to the agonized realities of adulthood.
To be grown up is to sit at the table with .
people who have died, who neither listen
- nor speak;
Who do not drink their tea, though they
always said
Tea was such a comfort.
Run down into the cellar and bring up the
last jar of raspberries; they are not
tempted.
Platter them, ask them what was it they
said exactly
That time, to the bishop, or to the
cverseer, or to Mrs, Masons
They are not taken in.
Shout at them, get red in the face, rise,
Drag them up out of their chalrs by their
stiff shoulders and shake them and yell

e Voo o 5 g
at thems
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They are not startled, they are not even
embarrassed; they slide hack into
their chalrs. :

Your tea is cold now,
You drink it standing up,
Anid leave the house,

The poet is sgated at a table alone., The scene
unfolds . as she remembers another time, seated at the
game table, with living, vital people, And suddenly,
it is as if these pefsons are present, But they are
not living, and they are not vital. Instead, they are
ghostly figures, they are corpse-like, And the speaker
tries desperately to call them back tb the living, by
temptation and flattery. But they do not respond, and
ﬁavé no feeling. So she attempts to reach thenm by
force, But that, too, is ineffectual. And the poet | -
slowly realizes that one never loves enough until

it is too late, The ghostly figures can never respond
to the efforts of the speaker to reach then. They can
never be told now, éll the things which were left unsaid
while they were alive, sensitive pecple, easily hurt

by an unkind word, and easily pleased by a loving act,
There is a note of bitter despair and S%lf«@@ﬁiemnation
in this section of the poem, The last three lines
picture the speaker, suddenly and finally aware of

the futility of trying to call back the dead. One

can only leave the house, with all its memories, and

try to return to a real world,

This poem expresses in a unique way, the difference
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petween @ child's capacity for suffering and that of an
adult. The unawareness of the reality of death charatc-
teristic of childhood changes into the recriminating
conscience of‘the adult, WMillay succeeded in pre-
senting an inventive and realistic picture of growth
and pain as seen in two different views of death,
Dickinson's "We cover thee, sweet Tace® bears
é thematic resemblance to "Childhood is the Kingdom
Where Nobody Dies".v Emiiy Dickinson feels, as does
Millay, that people never love enough until it is too
1late, At least, love is too often not expressed. This
poem characterizes the dying person as having tired of
the 1living, as hurrying off to another existence,
"Remember, as thou flee/ We follow thee until/ Thou
notice us no more," The word "flee" suggests Ee Dickinson's
view of death az an experience thch should be metl eagerly.
Tor the dying person rushes into it,with little or
no hesitation., "We" and "us" shift the attention to
the onlookers, and it is with them that the remainder
of the poem deals., Those watching the death reslize
that they are no longer noticed by the dying woman,
whom they love SO dearly., Reluctantly, they turn
their thoughts from the spectacle of death to their own
feelings of deprivation., The onlookers study the body
before it is covered, hoping to memorize everything
about it. After following the loved one to the brink

of death, they are made poignantly aware of their owrnt LoSS. .




They chastize themselves,

And blame the scanty love

We were content to show,

Auvgmented, sweet, a hundred fold

If thou would'st take it now,
Whenn the woman was alive, the onlookérs felt they were
showing"their“ldveaehough. But now that she is dead,
they feelrremorse. The affection they felt for the
deceased was always present. But only death forces
the realization of how much of it was unexpressed.,
Now, it is unappreciated and unreciprocated, Could
one only move back in time, Miss Dickinson thinks, he
would be certain that the dead person would know how
significant she is.,

There is profound truth is this sentiment. When
one experiences the loss of a loved one, it becomes
only too clear how much of one's love was unexpressed.
And reéOgnition of this fact only makes the agony more
acute, But it doesg even more. Suffering sometimes
makés people mére knowing, and far more sensitive to
the needs of others, One can make it a conStructive

experience, rather than a crippling one,

Pain and suffering .

"Death sets a thing significant", by Dickinson,
is not one of her better poems technically or imagis-
tically. She tends to lapse into a self-pity and
passionate anguish foreign to most of her works on
death., But it does affirm Miss Dickinson's belief

that despair should be released privately. The "oughts"




which carry one through a funeral may be dispensed with
later. These idéas are not the weakness of the poen.
Tears need not take away from one's dignity, and there
is a time and a place for "letting go", But somehow,
it seems strange that Emily Dickinson would record

this stage in a poem,

This piece is personal, and suggests that thé poet
had someone specific in mind. The loss has made Emily
Dickinson notice things which, had the lady not died,
she would have "hurried by." Things which were oﬁce
taken for granted now become symbol's of the woman's
former vitality. This is a natural sentiment. One feels
a certain responsibility to "Ponder little workman-
ships"., It is as though this pain is the least one
can endure before putting love on the shelf and waiting
for eternity, as Emily Dickinson expressed it in
"The bustle in the house," One perhaps finds a sampler
on a dusty closet shelf and thinks, "This was the last
her fingers did." And this remnant seems to symbolize
the breach between life and death. In the choice of
the workmanship "In crayon or in wdol", is portrayed
an industrious, old-fashioned person with domestic
virtue and a sense of duty. Moreover, the detailed
manner in which Miss Dickinson describes the needle--.
point asserts that in death, small things become large,

But in between the moment when the friend lay down

her work is death, and a funeral, and many "oughts".




To support this picture of torment, Miss‘Dickinson
recalls another highly personal experience, She was

given a book by a friend, or perhaps a man she loved. 4

He had marked passages that had pleased him, and
written a commerit heré and there in the margin.,
"Now at rest his,fingers are." The markings in the
book, unnoticed Befdre, now répresent the absence of
the person due to death. And in an untypical anguished
cry, Miss Dickinson says,

Now when I read, I read not,

For interrupting tears

Obliterate the etchings

Too costly for repairs.

The restrained and dignified tone of Emily Dickinson

is absent in these lines. And the picture of the
smeared pageé is not nearly.so‘effective, in either
style or tone, as many of Dickinson's other personal
poems, which express just as much suffering in more
roignant terms. |
"If anybody's friend be dead", by Dickinson,
treats the difficulty of reminiscences, which keep
the bereaved acutely aware of hef loss, "It's
sharpest of the theme" to relive moments one spent
with the dead person when she was alive, Yet, at the
same time, it is natural to go over time and again
every moment one shared with the friend, "Their costume, }
of a Sunday,/ Some manner of the hair,--/ A prank
nobody knew but‘them," Such unconnected impressions

run through the mind of the poet. And she knows that A




these attributes of the deceased are lost in the grave,
But she continues to remember,

How warm they were on such a day

You almost feel the date,

So short way off it seems; and now

They're centuries from that,
The reminiscences are so'vivid, they don't seem "centuries"
away. But the word "centuries" expresses Dickinson's
use of exaggeration in a metaphysical way. The wWoman
was alive not 16ng ago, But death is centuries away
from life, and eternity has claimed the friend. BRationally,
the poet knows that she can never perfectly relive her
time with the dead. For she is now far frcﬁ "warm",
Then, the poet remembers'something,she'once said that
pleased the person, and tries "to touch the smile/
And dip (your) Tingers in the frost." This line
depicts the poet standing by the grave of the friend,
an i1dea supported by the earlier image of the sepglchre,
in fhe second stanza., The phrase, "touch the smile"
is a poignant one, It implies the attempt to visualize
the deceased as she once was; and yet, being unablé |
to forget‘that she is no longer living. The poet
recalls a day when sghe invited a few friends to tea,
and "chatted close with this grand thing". Now, however,
Miss Dickinzson has been forgotten by the person who aied,‘
and realizes that she could now have no conception
of the distress which the living endure because of her,

These are a few of the experiences which Emily

Dickinson records in a personal way. The flood of
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reminiscences only serves to force upon the poet the
realization of her separation from the deceased. The
1ast line of each of the preceding verses has denoted
the gulf between 1life and death. The anguish which
the remembrances intensify is described in the final

stanza of the poem, Just as the dead pefson 18 beyond -

ja ]

efinition or speculation, so is the poet's pain of
no caleulable kind., Rather it is

Past bows and invitations,

Past interview, and vow, v

Past what ourselves can estimate

That makes the guick of woe.
The agony of death is inarticulable., It is far beyond
the remembrances of the deceased., It is of infinite
charactera The suffering is of a basic kind, which
knows no equalj; and beyqnd all thoughts of the dead
as they were when they Walkéd alive, 1s the true sense
of logs., The "hows and invitations. . Jinterview and
vow" suggest the experiencdes which Dickinson had
with the dead friend., But woe goes deeper than the
conscious mind, And by the use of the word "quick",
which expresses the center of feelings, the soul of
the bereaved, the poet implies the overwhelming
~nature of her pain,

"Thelr height in heaven comforts not" by Dickinson,

can be interpreted in two ways., One view 1é to see
the poem as a controversy between two conceptions of

heaven, Migs Dickinson cannot accept the conforting

idea of heaven as a place where streets are paved with
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gold, and God sits on a throne. Thig conventional attitude
proves too “insecure"., She prefers to visualize heaven

as a small town, or a chat with God, as she did in

other poems, Her homey view ig in keeping with her

finite vision, and avmore personal sense of what

blegsing 1s contented her. Herx knowlédge of heave

is confirmed by her knowledge of earth, and she bases

her conception of paradise on this rather than

more os8tentatious Suppositiohs. The tension of the>

poem results from the poet's refusal to go beyond the

evidence of earth, It is difficult to accept on

-

he tangible

cr

faith an idea which cannot be proven by
world,
This interpretation of the poem, however, is not

the one which illuminates Bmily Dickinson's view of

<

death, The pisce pay be geéeen as the poet's attempt
to regain her faith, which falters in the presence of
tragedy. Taken 1n this 1igh£, the poem is a valuable
expression of Emily Dickinson's tortured mind., She begins
by questiconing the comfort of traditional religion,
which finds consolation in hopes of heaven and a
better world for the deceased, She says, "Their glory
naught to me." An "imperfect" relationship, such as
earth offers; mneans far more to Tmily Dickinson than
vagus thoughﬁs of heaven and paradisial bliss. She is
"finite®, unable to see the reasoning behind such

rationalizations, and unable to accept conventlional

answers to ease her suffering.




In thé second stanza, the poet fancifully presents
her view of such answers: "The house of supposition,/
The glimmering frontier/ That skirts the acres of
perhaps." AIn a whimsicalkway, she asks how pain can be
eased by unsupported hypotheses, To Miss Dickinson,
such guesses "shéw insecure'., She had learned to
content herself with earthly relationships, even though
they 1gck,perfection. Such rélationships were SO
ﬁamﬁngful to her that they overshadowed "larger values".
The last two lines are difficult to equate with this
intérpretakion. '"Tpis timid life of evidence/ Keeps
pleading, 'I don't know.'" DPerhaps she 1is suggesting
that for her, the anguish cannot be eased by a
supposition., And the World, which ghe seesg in despailr
and uncertainty, offers no evidence of a happier place
for the deceased, Miss Dickinson would rather have
a person on earth than optimistically wish for her
departure to heaven, | |

If this interpretation of the poem is accepted,
it provides an important picture of Dickiﬂson's'doubts
in the face of agony. Moreover, it is technically
a noteworthy piece. The second stanzarin particular
is a good example of the curious language the poet
often used, even when she wrote of suffering.

The palin of loss 1is eisewhére expressed in "I
meant to find her when I came." The first two stanzas
of the poem once again display a quaint attitude,

and only in the final verse does Emily Dickinson




assert the depth of her emotional feeling. The piéce
begins with the statement that the poet had hoped
to find her friend at a particular time, but Death
nad claimed the loved one first. "The success was
his. . ./ And the discomfit mine." "Discomfit® is
o severe understatement in view of the last verse., It is
typical of Dickinson, and contributes in its ironical
1mp1ﬁcations to the later tensiom of the poem, Tﬁe
secpnd stanza relates the poet'é desire to see her
friend just "this single time." Death could not wait,
and he held all the cards. The personification of
death thus far is interestimg. He is presented as a
persuasive, powerful character. He told Dickinson's
friend how much he 1onged for her, and she "harkened
him." There’is no suggestion of force or struggle
in this portrayal of Death, but rathef an expression
of death as a suitor. The poet uéed this image of
death in several of her poems; for instance, "Death
is the supple Suitor"; éﬁd "pecause I could not stop
for d=zath."

The last verse presents the shift of mood, and
reveals the distreés of the poet. She 1is bereaved
and wandering., Emily Dickinson is suggesting a tortured
mind, plagued with tumultuous thoughts, unable to rest.
v, , .to rest would be/ A privilege of hurricane/ To
ﬁemO?yyﬁénd me®, Tt would be pleasant to regst, "Hurricane"
‘depicts a washiﬁg away,or,obliterétion of suffering.
But the oxymoronic gquality of the word, coupled with

the word "rest", Suggésts that a tumultous storm would
3 < >




be a quiet relief if compared to the agony which the
poet is now experiencing. A hurricagewould seemn

calm next to the turmoil of despair by which E..D.

is now engulfed. In this poem, as in others, Dickinson
indicates that death is far more distressing an
experience for the living than for those who die. The
fanciful portrait of Death, who politely asks for
someone's company, is sharply contrasted to’ the tur-
bulence of the poet's emotions.

Although death was horrifying to Edna 8t. Vincent
Millay, she felt that the misery of living to see
others die was almost worse., 1In an extremely personal
reminiscence, she implies that her own death would
be more endurable thaﬁ witnessing the death of a loved

ive to

od

one. “At least, my dear,/ You did not have to
see me die." She continues the poem with 2 series of
remembrances, thinking of all the many wrongs and
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she did to her lover. The memories cause
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her to swest and blush, aﬂﬁ’Shﬁ 15 "unable/ To gather
home., . .scabttered thoughts that graze the forbhidden
nills, cropping the mindwband,/ T cut from the hedge
for crook the one disgerviae/ T never 4Aid you,=—--

you never saw me die." Her thoughts are self-torturing,
,‘tﬁ
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and she cammot call them hack frow their forbidden

sz one consgolation, one avt of

4-1,

love which justifies her many 41s8servicss to the 4

Je died first, and was not forced to.sndure the poin




which Millay feels,

In the next stan?a, the poet mentions mementos
of the dead lover which she finds in her files and
pockets., And these cause such énguish»that she says,
"A few more moments such as these and I shall have
paid all." Of €ourse, she realizes that her attitude
about love is not correct, There are no books kept
by him which record her inadequacies., Rather, she
has listed them herself. The oxymoronic gquality of
"love inflexible, and "militant forgiveness” denote
the poet's ambivalent feelings towérds such emctions.
Yet it i1s not they, but her own guilt, which observed
her errors. One senses that Miss Millay is once égain
in a self-pitying mood. Yet there is present in
ﬁhe poem a feeling bf’the same remorse treated by
Miss Dickinson in "We cover thee, sweet face." With
Millay, it is expressed in terms almost too emotional
to disguiée the female torture.

The strength of the poem is in the finél'stanza.
The passionate cry is hushed, and the sense of wvalid
suffering in the face of loss emerges:

It is only that there are moments when for
the sake of a l1little gquiet in the brawling
mind I must search out,

Becorded in my favour,

Orie princely gift,

The most I ever did for you was to outlive you,

But that is much.

There is an echo of Dickinson's hurricane image--"I

meant to find her"--in Millay's plea for peace in

the"brawling mind". And the final line of the poem, in
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simplicity of language, expresses the pathos of the
situation. To survive and endure the death of a
lover, and all the associated memories and recrimi-
nations, is far more painful than to experience death,

One of Miss Dickinson's most unique descriptions
of the groping from suffering t. peacefcfhmind is
found in "This that would greet an hour ago"™. The
poem contraéts the silence and immobility of a corpse
with the torment of the bereaved. It denotes the
difference between 1ife and death in images of motion-
lessness versus activity.

The first verse characterizes the inert hody.

Only an hour ago, (a distinction which suggests the
"narrow time" in "The last night that she lived",)

the dead person was alive and vital, Now it is "gquaintest
distange", a phraselwhich depicts the curiously strange
look of the dead. Moreover, it is interesting that
throughout the poem, Emily Dickinson refers to the
deceased as "it", which implies the unclassified nature
of tﬁe corpse, “He or she is no longer a person. The
poet continuesg by saying that even if "it" had a

guest from paradise, it could not glow with pride or
bow in humility at the honor. There is absclutely

no circumstance which could call the dead back to 1life,
Even an angel would go unnoticed, so how could Miss
Dickinson expect the inert body to be aware of her
présence or agony., The first lines of the second

verse suggest the same kind of immobility and unawareness




of the corpse: "Had it g summons from the noon/ Nor
beam would it, nor warm----", The use of the word
"warm" contrasts with the chill of the dead body,
and the word "beam" contrasts with its gray pallor.

The last two lines of the poem, however, are its
strdngest. At this tire the speaker makes her feelings
known, asking for a reprieve from her painful emotions:
"Match me the silver reticencel/ Match me the solid
calm!." The language in these lines expresses in»
exact terms the contrast of the dead with the living.
The word "silver" means eloguent, and the word "reticence"
suggests the gquality of reserve and Silence of the corpse.
"30lid" expresses a firmness and soundness, and reflects
once again the immobile body. How unlike the dead
person is thekmourner, whose torment cannct be calmed,
and whose anguish cannot remain silent,

" This is one of Miss Dickinson's most memorable
descriptions of death and suffering. She faces with
dignity the mi§ery which accompanies a great loss.
And her presen%ation~ of this theme is handled in
her usual controlled manner and unusual choice of
words,

Hesignation and resentment

Edna St. Vincent Millay, in the midst of agony,
often expressed a disdain for death, but even more
characteristically, a horror of it. TIn a lyric written

in memory of Elinor Wylie, she bitterly resigns herself




to death'®s reality, It is necessary to discuss the
background in which this poem was written. Millay

and Wylie became acquainted after Misg Millay wrote

a letter to the other poel praising one of her piéces.
They carried on a very limited correspondence, At one
time, Millay wrote a scathing letter to the League

of American Penwonmern for inéulting Wylie. Apparently
the two.poet's met several timesg, and Miss Millay
professed a deep admiration for her fellow poet, E=Elinor
Wylie died on the sixteenth of December, 1928, In
February, Millay wrote the following letter:k"This. -
can't go on any longer without speaking of Elinor. How
shall we bear 1t? How can we manage without her? There
wasg only one of her. I was in New York at the time

it happened. . .somebody who didn't know that I even
knew her, casually mentioned that she had died. How
hese things? How do we manage?" later,

Miss Millay recorded her sentiments in "Gone Over to the

[

memorial poems to the dead poet.
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The piece displays the same sense of despair and dis-

belief reveéled in thg letter. A tone of self-pity

deprives the poem of some of.its power, but some of

the images are well-done. A sense of betrayal pervades

this piece. The poet attempts to assert her own dignity
Dby picturing herself as the only rebel against death,

The scene 1s a medieval town, surrounded by a wall,

Millay is forced to try to save the city, symbolic of
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life, alone. Everyone else has surrendered to the enemy
Death., She has littlewpe against Deéth's terrific

odds. She explains how the town got into this situation:
"Someone within these walls has been in love with Death
longer than I care to say;/ It was not yout., . .but he
gets in that way." The unobbfusive insertion of

"longer than I care to say", in its'melanéholy, almost
restntful tone, adds depth to the poém. It not only
suggests the quality ofuresentméht., but also is significant
‘in its simple expression. The section as a whole 1is
Millay's reply to a'DickinSonian acoeptahce of death.
Bdna St. Vincent Millay would probably support her
theory of Miss Dickinson's unnatural love of death

by citing some of the poem's in which Emily Dickinson
pictures death as a lover or suitor. Such a feeling
towards death was incomprehensible to Millay. Moreover,
it was ﬁreasohable towards life, ag& all those who.value
it, it wés not Elinor Wylie who betrayed the entire
city, but Death's mistress. She opened the door for

her lover., The next stanza describes the people within
the city who have become Death's allies.. They leave

the city in darkness, the time when ome'heeds courage mést;
the darkness also classically suggesté treachery and
ignorance., And behind the traitors is a running

track, They are like animals, scurrying fearfully
about, lacking the courage\to face death bravely. They

leave also "the mark of a dusty paw on all our splendour®,




ruining the peace and purity of the fortressed town,
And ironically, those who join Death's party are the
ones who hit the table with their fists at the city
council meéting and say, "'I will not have it so.'"

The odds are goo great, even for an angry rebel
like Millay. She will have to submit. "What hope
nave 1?7/ And you too, led captive and without a cry."
The last lines obviously refer to the death of Wylie,
whom Millay thought was her last Support in the battle
against 1life's enemies, If Death could oapture her
best friend, and lead her off with no warning at
all, without even giving the victim{the chance to
signal Millay, then resistance against him is useless.

This poem is a typical expression of Millay's
conception of death, to her, a grotesque beast who
should be fought with all one's strength. This
work is also an outright condemnation of people 1like -
Emily Dickinson, who consider death anything but
monstrous. To Millay, such individuals were weak
and cowardly traitors against 1life,

Dickinson's "I shall know why, when time is over"
is a statement of resignation in the face of suffering.
The poem describes an agony fully as overwhelming
as Millay’s, yet it is tempered with acceptance and
patience.in despair., Dickinson explains in the first
stanza that at the present time the Justification for

pain is obscure. She cannot fully undersbtand why one
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must endure it. But when "time is over!, and she has
passed out of the jurisdiction of finitudé9 she will
"have ceased to wonder why." Paradoxically, when the
presént distress is no longer important, it will be

explained. In an assertion of faith, Emily Dickinson

says "Christ will explain each separate anguish/ In

the fair schoolroom of the sky.," To the modern reader,
the image of heaven as school, where the gquestions
about life are answered, seems trite., But perhaps
~when the poem was written, the/metaphor was more
briginal.'

The second verse lends itself to more than one

interpretation:

He will tell me what Peter promised,

And T for wonder at his woe,

I shall forget the drop of anguish

That scalds me now, that scalds me now,
"His"™ in the second line may mean either Christ's
or Peter's woe. If the word refers to Christ's suffeéering,
the implication is that the knowledge that Peter would
betray Him could not salve the agony he experienced

when the event actually took place, However, this view

does not seem too plausible, since Emily Dickinson almost

always capitalized references to Christ, Further, she
would be mofe likely to compare herself to the apostle
than to the Messiah, If this interpretation is taken,
-the woe is that of Peter, when he realized that he had
rejected his Lord, and broken a solemn promise., Emily

Dickinson is suggesting that Christ points out to her




that now the apostle's anguish is gone. Bult the most
significant element of the disclosure of Petar's torment
is that the poet recognizes that in comparison to her
@wﬁ pain, that of the apostle was far more stgnificant;
Her agony will someday seem like a drop, although now it
scalds her. Only the future can lessen the pain she
must endure at present, and it will appear fgnominious
in relation to that of Peter. A sense of dignity
characterizes Emily Dickinson's realization that her
grief is not ultimate, and that it will Bsomeday be Jus-
tified by Christ.

Observing the spectacle of death

3
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Both Dickinson and Millay were present at the death
scene of a loved one. Both aacompaﬁied the dying
person to the instant which separates life from death.
To Dickinson, as in "7y know just how he suffered would
be dear", dying was a fascinating experience, aven if one
must.emdure the ensuing distress. To Millay, a5 in.
her sonnet "Your face is like a chamber where a king",
the spectacle was. depressing. |

The mystery surrounding death and the preaonéeived
ideas, fears, and desires one might derive from 1it,
is the theme of "To know just how he suffered would
be dear." The initial line is another of the many
examples of Dickinson's irony. Normally one would
not consider it "dear" to be aware of the pain which
the'dying nust experience, The subject of the poem is
a man who died; apparently the poet was not present

at the death bed., And the following are some of the




guestions she would 1like to ask the deceased: When his
gaze wavered in fear and uncertainty, were there any
human eyes closeby "to whom he could intrust" his

own, before he glimpsed Paradise? Was dying the ‘
way he thought it would be, and if So,.was he content?
Did he consider what the reactions of others might

be when they heard he had "ceased human nature"., Or
instead, was he thinking of God? Did he have any
wishes? (If so, says E. D., she could have detected
them by @ sigh.) Was the day sunny, a question which

suggests the poet's sense of death. What name was

first on the dying man's lips, and to whom was he
speaking when he became drowsy with death? Was he
afraid?

The catalogue of questions might appear needless.
But the wide range of subjects and feelings they

encompass 1s important. Emily Dickinson wished to

know answers not just to philosophical guestions about
death. She also wished to be aware of even the most

insignificant things which surround the spectacle of

death. She was not afraid to know the suffering, the
doubts, the uncertainties which accompany death, But

she alsgso desired information about the pleasures and

joys associated with it.

The final four lines of the poem are both a question

and an affirmation about death. They express Emily

Dickinson's hopeful attitude towards it. 1




Might he know
How conscilous consciousness could grow,
Till love that was, and love too
blest to be,
Meet--and the Jjunction be hternlty?
Associated with death is not only pain, but also trans-
formation into a state of perfect awareness of the love
of earth, and a divine love, To Emily Dickinson,
eternity was the conjunction of these two loves,
This poem is contemplative as well as personal,
The personal aspect of the poem is apparent in her
choice of a subject. It seems likely that mely Dickinson
had a specific person in mind when she wrote the piece,
But from this individual, the poem moves to az thought--
ful study of death; It lacks much of the emotional
fervor of the personal death works
This poem forms 2 C®ntrast to Millay's sonnet,
"Ybur face is like a ohamﬁer where a king". The dignity
and optimism WQWCh Emily Dickinson ex presses when she
rggards another's experience of death is in opposition
to Millay's pessimism. Millay uses the following
image to describe the look on a dying person's face
It is like a room in which a king is dying, alone; he
upholds the dignity of his offi ce and character by
stifliﬁg the "crude moan which speaks too loud of mortal
verishing." And in the darkness of his suffering and
anguish, he rises on his elbow and weakly chants a
light tune, The ditty is one which everyone gsang in

the olden days, when he was young and full of life,




and victories in battle and in love were his. But
now the tune is "out of season."

The final six lines of the poem refer to Millay's
dying lover, and her analysis of his thoughts. Thé
ailing person notices that he 1is being watched by
the poet, and knows that she 1s aware of the truth--
that he is dying. For beyond the "moment's pause"
from forced conversation and gaity, he and Millay both
see "The sunﬁy sky, the skimming bird beneath,/

And, fronting on your windows nopelessly,/ Black in
the noon, the broad estates of Death.”

The dying lover symbolizes man trying to hold
on to memories of youth in order to face death, He
gings an old song which remings him of his days of
Tigor. Ab@ﬁe all, he tries to hide his fear. There
ig truth in this action. Often, when death seens near,
one hides from it in the shelter of remembrances. " These
remembrances make the darkness seem 1less oninous,

The bleakness of Millay's portrayal of age and
death ig heightened by the hopelessness of the final
couplet of the poem. The "moment's pause® becomes a
moment of reprieve, And it is made more tragic by
the glimpse of the "sunny sky", a clear view of the
beauty and joy of 1life and youth. But this glimpse
1g blotted out by the assurance of death whnich the
dying person sees only too clearly.

"The last night that she lived", by Emily Dickinson,
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is another poem whiehjrécords;the way death looks to
those who observe it, and the difficulty of accepting
it., The first lines employ understﬁtaﬁent: "The last
right that she lived,/ It was & common night,/ Txoeph
the dyinz.” The poet goes on to say that the death
scene made nature seem different. The experience
changes the onlookers' view of 1life. They begin to
notice insignificant things which, had circumstances
been different, would have gone unnoticed. But now,
everthing about the night, the room, and the dying
person is "italicized" because of "this great lighﬁ
upon our mind", The last phrase is interesting, It
implies that the spectacle of deafh is an enlightening
one. Moreover, it contrasts with Edna St. Vincent Millay's
frequent use of darkness to describe the same situation.

The third verse of the poem depicts the grief of
the spectators. They are jealous that the woman oould
die, and is "so nearly infinite", while they must continue
to exist. The onlookers question the justice of her
death, while others less worthy live. #

Then Dickinson describes the woman's last living
moments in an ingenious way. "We waited while she
passed" is a calm, untraumatic statement., "It was
a narrow time", is a typically Dickinsonian phrase,in
i1ts compactness, understatement, and implications.

Tt is the short time and space which divides 1life from

death. Noreover, it implies the tenseness of the
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living as they observe a loved one dying. The spectators?
souls were "too jostled. . .to speak". The word "soul"
depicts the persons' whole being, and the extent of

the chaotic condition which now characterizes the

mourners., There was nothing tc be said, for the shock
of realization which accompanied the friend's death

leaves them mute., Finally the "notice" came., Emily

Dickinson does not say where the signal which calls one
to death comes from. . Nevertheless, the word "notice"
is an interesting one; it is a formal word which denotes

a call, which is naturally,.not rebelliously, responded

to. The next Tew lines are one of Miss Dickingon's

most vivid descriptions of the actual moment of death,

and the manner in which they should be faced.

She mentioned, and forgot;

Then lightly as a reed

Bent to the water, shivered scarce,

Consented, and was dead.
There ig no indication of suffering, and the only
suggestion of a hesitancy to die is in the word
"shivered". But "shivered" gives the poem a human
quality, and mekes the dying subject more than a
personification of fearlessness in the face of death.
The woman, after showing the slightest fear, meets
the end in a calm, assured manner, rather than trying
desperately to hold on to existence, She agrees to

die without a struggle, Adjustment is left to the

living.
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The final verse i a poigrant reminder of the
suffering of the living. It is they who must arrange
the hair and the lifeless body, and prépare_for the
funeral., But this is not the most difficult time.
Rather, it is when they are no longer busy that
they must rearrange their own faith:

Ahd We, We placed the hair
And drew the head erect;
And then an awful leisure was,

Our faith to regulate,

This 1s not hysteria, It is a dignified search for

consolation and meaning by people who must face the

loss of a loved one, Clearly,‘this poen concerns the

survivors view of the death and its significance to

their lives. Bwmily Dickinson carefully understates

her theme, even in the final lines. 3But the intensity

of Teeling is present, The mourners were brought to

the very edge of death, and must regain a sense of

stability in life and go on living again. The restraint

of the poet's presentation of such a tormenting experience

heightens the pathos. Emily Dickinson faces the agony

of loss with dignity.

Emily Dickinson considered death an exciting experience,

Its mystery attracted her, However, she was aware of

its ambivalent character to the survivors, They are

faced with the knowledge that perhaps death is desir-
able, But théy are also faced with the task of overcoming
grief. Emily Dickinson treats this dilemma in "So proud

she was to die", "Proud" expresses the poet's attitude
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towards dying. The experience wag an ennobling one.

She sald elsewhere that one must "elaim the rank to
die", and called death the "one dignity delaye@ for
all", The mourners feel shame that their selfish
desire that the worman might not die is so foreign to
her own wishes. For she is "satisfied to go/ Where
none of us should be". This expresses the parddbx; It
seems to the onloockers strange that the dying person
should be so content to leave them, when they are éo
eager to have her remain, Seeing this, Dickinson says,
*Tmmediately, that'anguish stooped/ Almost to jealousy™,
The dignity and anticipation with whiqh the wonan

meets death. almost makeé'the onlookers fofget their
own feelings and feel snvious that ashead of the dying
person 1s an experienoé which evokes so much pride and
desire, That the anguiéh "stooped™ to jealousy implies
that MiSS‘Dickinson considers suffering too a beneficial

experience, which somefimes gives way to a lesser

o

emotion. Again the poet affirms her belief in the

o
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hopefulness of death., Though to the mourners it might
seen undesirable and unworthy of their loved one, to
those who face it with courage it becones an ennobling

event., .

. Acceptance and rebellion

The last two poems I shall trest are characteristic
of the general attitudes towards dying which I have

tried to point out in this paper. "Dirge without Music",




by Millay; ig a bitter condemnation of the Justice of
death., On the otherMerd, "Twas an old road", by
Dichinson; is a calm, dignified picture of death,
and the restrained suffering which accompanies it.
Millay often lashed out againsﬁ the unfairness
of death, An acceptance of the law was ilmpossible
for her in light of the destruction in could produce.
There was no excuse for the anguish of loss. "Dirge
Without Music" eipresses the poet's position. "I
am not resigned to the shutting away of loving hearts
in the hard ground." This might well be REdna St.
Vincent‘Millay's most charabtefistic statement about
death., She realized that it is'part of the natural
order, It is not Jjust that the dust claims‘all,
the best ag well asgs the worst of men., The dead person
becomes "one with the dull, the indiscriminate dust./
A fragment of what you felt, of what you knew,/ A form-
ula, a phrase remains," The living will remember words
and deeds of the deceased, But this is nothing when
compared with the loss. It is as meaningless as the
trite obituary uttered at his funeral--"A good wman",
And although one can remember a formula, "the best is
lost." The agony remains in spite of any knowledge of
death one posesses, Into the earth the dead go to

feed the roses. Here again, Millay relates death to

nature., Roses are elegant and fragrant. But that 1g not

enough. One cannot approve of death by citing laws.




"ore precious was the light in your eyes than all the
rogses in the world." Iaws will not ease the pain,
Suggested in the image of the roses is a casket covered
with floweérs. The next line, "down, down, down into
the darkness of the érave", complements the idea. The
flowers go with the loved onme into the earth. But they
will return. He will not. All men are mortal, "The
beautiful, the ténder, the kind" all go quietly into
the ground, for they have‘no more 1life in them to fight
death. DBut the poet, in a final rebellious cry, will
oppose death for them., She will be the one to guestion
the justice of the law: "I know. But I do not approve.
And I =2m not resigned."”

"Tyas an old road" is a curious and attractive
picture of death., It is an excellent poem, and one
which degserves careful consideration. The poet pre-~
serts dying as it might be seen through the eyes of
the living:; and, most important, as it was seen by Miss
Dickinson herself. She follows the trall of death, and
exaétly catchies the mixed emotions which accompany it.
The transition from life to death is seen as an "old
road/ Through pain,® it is not an easy path, but one
full of briars and curves. It is "unfreguented™. The
implication here 1s nct that few people travel the road,
but that each must travel it alone. The @xperience
was, to Miss Dickinson, one which must be endured in

solitude. The poem goes on to assert that the road
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"stops at Heaven", and suggests that ¥~he ruggedness of
the way 1s compensated for by ts destination, A woman
is travelling the path of death in the next verse, She
stops in a small town to rest.. This portrayal of death
by Dickinson shows her lack bf fear and dismay at the
prospect.; Tt is a quaint thought that one may pause
for a moment on the way towards death end renew one's
vigor. The poet continues to watch the trail--the
footsteps are cloéer together. After resting for a
moment, the woman hurries on to her destination. But
then, "not so %wat,/ Slow-=--31low--as feelt did weary gO, /
Then stopped=~-no other track." The nesitation of the
dying person at this point shifts the mood. Asg she
neafs heaven she becomés tired and frightened. And
then, almost as if she were taken up by angels, the
tracks end. The living can trace the route of the
dying no further. The mystery of death and heaven canmob
be revealed to an onlocker.

The next stanza is significant in its meaning.
The poet notices objects which the dead has left behind
her. Her book has "The leaf at love turned back",
suggesting that the deceased had a great capacity for
1ove.‘ And nearby‘is one of her hats, and "this worn
shoe that fits the track—nﬁerself, though, ==~fled." The
dying woman divested herself of all earthly things as

)

ne aporoached death and heaven. 5he left behind,
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when she died, everything, even her shoes. The track
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stopped.

open arms,

in this poemn,

Tlee® in

too,

"Je cover thee,

ig the same,

And the woman,

it is implied, into death, The word "fled"

is reminiscent of the phrase "as thou

sweet face.," The suggestion,

When one gets close to death, and
o ]

sees 1t clearly, one will embrace 1t.

The

final verse affirms the personal nature of this

poem, as well as presenting another simile for the

phenomena

of death. It is compared to going to sleep:
Another bed, a short one

Women make tonight

In chambers bright,

Too out of sight, though

For our hoarse Good Night

To touch her hand.

The body is coversd in her bed. Also suggested in
this image is the grave., But in another realm, women
nake up & bed which will not be used long; Tor the

woman will

kn

heaven, =

suffering.

her pain.

way for ti

awaken from death in the splendour of

e

mily Dickinson's last three 11
The "hoarse Good Night"V

s too far

fte

And the glorious room of heaven

he deceased to hear the choked farewell,

nes picture her

and feel the touch

of a loving hand on her own still

one,
Such 1s death: A short peaceful sleep.

“which accompanies it should not be expressed by a

s

-

passionate display by the hedside. Rather, it

simply plctured zs saying a last "Good Night", full

£ dignity and restraint, as well as paln This is
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eager to meet death, rushed with

And the agony




a key poem in an understanding of Emily Dickinson's
feelings both of death and of one's reactions to the
losg of a loved one,.

The death poems of Emily Dickinson and Edna St,
Vincent Millay denote different views of Llife, TFor
poetry is the way it is written, and the attitudes it
exibits; and a philosophy of 1life usually expands into
a philosophy of death., Emily Dickinson saw little of
the outside world., She was a shy, qulet lady who
claimed to see life "New Englandly". Even though she
led a2 secluded 1ife, she was anything but naive about
death., TInstead, she had the strength of a knowledge
of how one should @ie. Millay, on .the cother hand,
had & less certain grasp of life, She is to be
admired for her qualities as a Tighter, and for the

'poignanoy displayed in many of her poems., Also,

she often displayed an understanding of the character
of grief. But on the whole, her poetry lacks the
depth and dignity of Miss Diokinsom's.

Contrasting moods caused the two women to write
different kinds of poems. Perhaps it is the fact
that Emily Dickinson held back her emotiohs, that
she had an "air of ought" which Bdna 3t. Vincent
Millay lacked, that causes her to emerge as the greater
‘poet., Tler anguish upon viewing the spectacle of

death was fully as overwhelming as Millay's. DBut

her treatment of this anguish was far moré constructive




and universal. And fh@ self-plty and shrill cries
of grief which sometimes pervade Millay's death
pi:ceé are absent in Dickinson's,

Where death was degrading to Millay, it was
ennobling to Dickinson., Millay fought death; Dickinson
welcomed it., Where Millay expressed her agony emotion=-
ally, Dickinson met the experience of suffering with
restraint, MNillay rebelled; Dickinson accevted.

T chall die, buththat is all I shall do

for Deatht-- ,
-==fdna St, Vincent Millay

How pomp surpassing ermine

When simple you and I

Present our meek escutchecon

And claim the rank to diel
--=-Emily Dickinson
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POEMS DISCUSSED IN THIS PAPER

"After great pain, a formal feeling comes"
"The Solid Sprite Who Stands Alone"®

"Tywas comfort in her dying room"

"Elegy"

YElegy Before Death"

Sonnet clxxiii

Sonnet 1ii

"Ixcept to heaven sghe is naught."

"The bustle in the house"

"Lament"

SONNETS FROM AN UNGRAFTED TREE-XIV

SONNETS FROM AN UNGRAFTED TREE-XVII
*Childhood is the Kingdom where Nobody Dies"
"e cover thee, sweet face"®

"Death sets a thing significant"

®Tf anybody's friend be dead?

¥Their height in heaven comforts not."

"T meant to find her when I came¥

"Cone over to the enemy now"

"At Least, My Dear"®

T shall know why" )

"o know just how he suffered would be dear"
Sonnet xxxvii

"The last night that she lived®

"So proud she was to die"

"his that would greet®

"Dirge Without Music®

"Twas an old road"




After great pain, a formal feeling comes—-

The nerves sit ceremonious, like tombg--

The stiff heart questions was it He, that bore,
And yesterday, or centuries before?

The feet, mechanical, go round--
A wooden way

Of ground, or air of oughte-
Regardless grown,

A Quartz contentment, like stone--

This is the hour of lead--

Remembered, if outlived,

As freezing persons recollect the snowe-

First the Chill, then the Stupor, then the letting &80
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THE SOLID SPRITE WHO STANDS ALONE

The solid sprite who stands alone,
And walks the world with equal stride,
Grieve though he may, 1s not undone
Because a friend has died.

He knows that man is born to eare,
And ten and threescore's all his span;
And this is comfort and to spare

For sueh a level man.

He is not made like crooked me,
Who eannot rise nor life my head,
And all because what had to be
Has been, what lived 1s dead:

Who lie among my tears and rust,

And all because a mortal brain

That loved to think, is clogged with dust,
And will not think again.
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*Twas comfort in her dying room
To hesy the living elock,

A short relief to have the wind
Walk boldly up and knock,
Diversion from the dying theme
To hear the children play, ‘
But wrong, the mere

That these could live,=--

And This of ours must diet
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ELEGY

Let them bury your big eyes

In the secret earth securely,
Your thin fingers, and your fair,
Soft, indefinite-~colored hair,--
All of these in some way, surely,
From the secret earth shall rise;
Not for these I sit and stare,
Broken and bereft completely;
Your young flesh that sat so neatly
On your little bones will sweetly
Blogsom in the alir,

But your voice. . . never the rushing
Of a river underground,

Not the rising of the wind

In the trees before the rain,

Not the woodcock's watery eall,

Not the note the white-throat utters,
Not the feet of children pushing
Yellow leaves along the gutters

In the blue and bitter fall,

Shall content my musing mind

For the beauty of that sound

That in no new way at all

BEver will be heard again.

Sweetly through the sappy sbalk
Of the vigourocus weed,

Holding all it held before,
Cherished by the faithful sun,
on anqgg eternally '

Shall 'your #ltered fluid run,
Bud and bloom and go to seed:
But your singing days are done;
But the musie of your talk
Never shill the chemistry

- Of the secret earth restore,
All your lovely words are spbdken.
Once the ivory box is broken,
Beats the golden bird no more.




ELEGY BEFORE DEATH

There will be rose and rhododendron
When you are dead and under ground;
8till will be heard from white syringas
Heavy with bees, a sunny sound;

Still will the tamaracks be raining
After the raln has ceased, and still
Will there be robins in the stubble,
Grey sheep upon the warm green hill.

Spring will not all nor autumn falter;
Nothing will know that you are gone;--«
Saving alone some sullen plough-~land
None but yourself sets foot uponj;

Saving the may-weetl and the pig-weed
Nothing will know that you are dead,--
These, and perhaps a useless wagon
Standing beside some tumbled shed.

Oh, there will pass with your great passing
Iittle of beauty not your own,--
Only the light from eommon water,
Only the grace from simple stome!

clxxiii

Now sits the autumn ericket in the grass,

And on the gravel erawls the chilly bee;

Near *o its e¢lose and none too soon for me ,
Draws the dull year, in which has come to pass
The changing of the happy cehild I was

Into this quiet creature people see

Stitehing a seam with ecareful industry

To deaden you, who died on Michaelmas.

Ages ago the purple aconlte

I1aid its dark hoods about it on the ground,
And roses budded small and were contentb;
Swallows are south long since and out of sight;
With you the phlox and asters also went;

Nor can my laughter anywhere be found.
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Mindful of you the sodden earth in spring,

And all the flowers that in the springtime gTowW;
And dusty roads, and thistles, and the slow
Rising of the round moon; all throats that sing
The summer through, and each departing wing,

And all the nests that the bared branches show;
And all winds that in any weather blow,

And all the storms that the four seasons bring.
You go no more on your exultant feet

Up paths that only mist and morning knew;

Or wateh the wind, or listen to the beat

Of a bird's wings too high in air to view, -«
But you were something more than young and sweet
And falir,--and the long year remembers you.
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Except to heaven, she is nought;

Except for angels, lonej

~ Except to some wide-wandering bee,
A flower superfluous blowng

Execept for winds, provineial;
Exeept by butterflies,
Unnoticed as a single dew
That on the acre lies.

The smellest housewife in the grass,
Yet take her from the lawn,

And semebody has lost the face

That made existence home!
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The bustle in a house

The morning after death

Is solemnest of industries
Enacted upon earth,-=-

The sweeping up the heart,

And putting love away

We ghall not want to use again
Until eternity.




LAMENT

Listen, children:

Your father is dead.

From his old coats

I'1]l meke you little Jackets;
I'1ll make you little trousers
From his old pants.

There'll be in his pockets
Things he used to put thers,
Keys and pennies

Covered with tobacco;

Dan shall have the pennies
To save in his bank;

Anne shall have the keys

To make a pretty noise with.
Iife must go on,

And the dead be forgetten;
Life must go on,

Tholgh good men dle;

Anne, eat your breakfast;
Dan, take your medicine;
Iife must go ong S

I forget Jjust why. Yo
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SONNETS FROM AN UNGRAFTED TREE

The doctor asked her what she wanted done

With him, that eould not lie there many days.

And she was shocked to see how life goes on

Even after death, in irritating wayss

And mused how if he had not died at all.

"Twould have been easler--then there need not be

The stiff disorder of a funeral

Everywhere, and the hideous industry,

And erowds eof people calling her by name

And questioning her, she's never seen before,

But only watching by his bed once more

And sitting silent if a knocking came. . .

She sald at length, feeling the doctor's eyes,

"I don't know what you do exactly when a person
T dlesg." ' T D

¢ © 6 # 8 o ° 6 e * & & 5 8 @ @




XVII

Gazing upon him now, severe and dead,

Tt seemed a curious thing that she had lain

Beside him many & night in that cold bed,

And that had been which would not be again.

Trom that desirous body the great heat

Was gone at last, 1t seemed, and the taut nerves

Loosened forever. Formally the sheet

Set forth for her today those heavy curves

And lengths familiar as the bedroom door.

She was ag one who enters, sly, and proud,

To where her husband speaks before a crowd,

And sees a man she never saw before--

The man who eats his victuals at her side,

Small, and absurd, and hers; for once, not hers,
unclassified.
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CHILDHOOD IS THE KINGDOM
WHERE NOBCDY DIES

childhood is not from birth to a certain age and
at a certain age :

The child is grown, and puts away childis

Childhood is the kingdom where nobody dies.

Nobody that matters, that is. Distant relatives
of course

Die, whom one never has seen or has seen for an hour,

And. they gave one candy in a pink-and-green striped
bag, or a Jjack-knife,

And went away, and cannot really be sald to have
lived at all.

And cats die. They lie on the floor and lash
their tails,

And their reticent fur is suddenly all in motion

With fleas that one never knew were there,

Polished and brown, knowing all there is to know

Trekking off into the living world. -

You fetch a shoe-box, but it's wuch too small,
because she won't curl up now:

80 you find a bigger box, and bury her in the

yard, and weep.

But you do not wake up a month from then, two months
A year from then, two years, in the middle of the night
And weep, with your knuckles in your mouth, and say
Oh, God! Oh, Godl
Childhood ig the kingdom where nobody 4

ies that
matters, -~mothers and fathers don't die

&




CHILDHOOD IS THE KINGDOM-=Cont,

And if you have said, "For heaven's sake, must you
always be kissing a person?"

Or, "I do wish to gracious you's stop tapping on
the window with your thimblet"®

Tomorrow, or even the day after tomorrow if you're
busy having fun,

Is plenty of time to say, "I'm sorry, mother.,"

To be grown up is to sit at the table with people
who have dled, who neither listen nor speak; '

Who do not #drink their tea, though they always sald

Tea was such a comfort,

~ Run down into the cellar and bring up the last jJjar
of raspberries; they are not tempted.

Flatter them, ask them what was it they sald exactly

That time, to the bishop, or to the overseer, or to
Mrs. Mason; They are not taken in,

Shout at them, get red in the face, rlse,

Drag them up out of their chairs by thelr stiff
shoulders and shake them and yell at thems

They are not gtartled, they are not even embarrassed;
they slide back into thelr chalrs.

Your tea is cold now.
You drink it standing up,
And leave the house.,
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We cover thee, sweet face.

Not that we tire of thee,

But that thyself fatigue of us;
Remember, as thou fles,

We follow thee until

Thou notice us no more,

And then, reluctant, turn away
To eon thee o'er and o'er,

And blame the seanty love

We were content to show, .
Augmented, sweet, a hundred fold
If thou would'st take it now.
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Death sets a thing significant
The eye had hurried by,

Except a perlished creature
Entreat us tenderly

To ponder little workmanships

In erayon or in wool,

With *This was last her fingers did,"
Industrious until




DEATH SETS A THING SIGNIFICANT--Cont.,

The thimble welighed too heavy,
The stitches stopped themselves,
And thén 'twas put among the dust
Upon the closet shelves.

A book I have, a friend gave,

Whose pencil, here and there,

Had notched the place that pleased himg ==
At rest his fingers are.

Now, when I read, I read not,
For interrupting tears
Obliterate the etechings
Too costly for repalirs.
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If anybody's friend be dead,

It*s sharpest of the theme ,
The thinking how they walked allve,
At sueh and suech a time.

Thelr costume, of a Sunday,
Some manner of the halr;--

A prank nobody knew but them,
Lost, in the sepulchre.

~How warm they were on such a day;

You almost feel the date, |
80 short way off it seems; and now, ' 1l
_They're eenturies from that.

How pleased they were at what you said;
You try to touch the smile, .

And. dip your fingers in the frostg
When was 1t,; can you tell,

You asked the company to tea,
Acquaintance, just a few,

And chatted clése with this grand thing
That don't remember you?

Past bows and invitations,

Past interview, and vow,

Paist what ourselves can estimate,-- -
That makes the quick of woe!
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Their height in heaven comforts not,
Thelr glory nought to me;

*T was best lmperfect, as it wass
I'm finite, I can't see.

The house of supposition,

The glimmering frontier

That skirts the acres of perhaps,
To me show insecure.

The wealth I had econtented me;
If 't was a meaner size,
Then I had counted it until
It pleased my narrow eyes.

Better than larger values,
However true their show;

This timid life of evidence
Keeps pleading, "I don't know."
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I meant to find her when I came;
Death had the same design;

" But the suceess was his, it seenms,
And the discomfit mine. '

I meant to tell her how I longed -
For Jjust this single time;

But Death had teold her so the first,
And she had hearkened him. '

To wander now is my abode;
To rest,--to rest would be
A privilege of hurricane
To memory and me.
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Gone over to the enemy now and marshalled against me
Is my best friend,

What hope have I to hold with my narrow back

This town, whence all surrender?

Someone within these walls has been in love with Death
longer than I care to say;
It was not you!. . .but he‘getsvin that way.

Gone under cover of darkness, leaving a runnihg track,
And the mark of a dusty paw on all our splendour,
Are they that smote the table with the loudest blow,
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GONE OVER TO THE ENEMY---Cont.
Saying, "I will not have it sot"

No, no.
Thig is the end,

‘What hope have I7

You, too, led captive and without a cry!

At least, my dear,
You d4id not have to live to see me die.

Considering now how many things I did
that must have caused you pain,

Sweating at certain memories, blushing
dark blood, unable :

To gather home my scattered thoughts
that graze the forbidden hills,
cropping the mind-barne,

T ¢ut from the hedge for crook the one
disservice . : ,

T never did you,---you never Saw me die.

T find in my disorderly filles among unfinished
roems, and photographg of picnics on the
rocks, letters from you in your bold hand.
find in the pockét.of & ecoat I could hot
bring myself to give away R

A knotted handkerchief, containing columbine-
A

—

seeds., _
few more moments such as these and I shall
have paid all. '

Not that you ever--—-
0, love inflexible, O militant forgiveness,
I know
You kept no books against me! In ny own hand
Are written down the sum and the crude
items of my inadequacy.

Tt is only that there are moments when for
the sake of a 1little gquiet in the brawling
mind T must gearch out,
Recorded in my favour,
One princely gift.
The most I ever did for you was to outlive you.
But that is much.




I shall know why, when time is over,

And I have ceased to wonder why;
Christ will explain each separate angulsh
In the falr schoolroom of the sky.

He will tell me what Peter promised,
And I, for wonder at his woe,

I shall forget the drop of anguish
That scalds me now, that scalds me now.
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To know just how he suffered would be dear;
To know if any human eyes were near

To whom he could intrust his wavering gaze,
Until it settled firm on Paradise.

To know if he was patient, part content,
Was dying as he thought, or different;
Was 1t a pleasant day to die,

And did the sunshine face his way?

What was his furthest mind, of home, or God,
Or what the distant say

At news that he ceased human nature

On such a day?

And wishes; had he any?

Just his sign, accented,

Had been legible to me.

And was he confldent until

Ill fluttered out in everlasting well?

And 1f he spoke, what name was best,
What first,

What one broke off with

At~the drowslest?

Wes he afraid, or tranquil?

Mighb ‘he know

How consclous consciousness could grow,

Ti1ll love that was, and love too blest to be,
Meetumnand the Junction be Eternity?




xxxVvii

Your face is like a chamber where a king

-Dles of his wounds, untended and alone, ,
gtifling with courteous gesture the crude moan

That speaks too loud of mortal perishing,
Rising on elbow in the dark to sing

Some rhyme now out of season but well known
In days when banners in his face were blown
And every woman had a rose to fling.,

I know that through your eyes which look on me
Who stand regarding you with pitiful breath,
You see beyond the moment's pause, you see
The sunny sky, the skimming bird beneath,

And, fronting on your windows hopelessly,
Black in the noon, the broad estates of Death.
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The last night that she lived,
It was a common night, ’
Except the dying; this to us
Made nature different.

We noticed gmallest things,--.
Things overlooked before,

By this great light upon our minds
Italiecized, as 't were.

That others could exist
Whiler she must finish quite,
A jealousy for her arose

8o nearly infinite,

We walted while she passed;

It was a narrow time,

Too Jjostled were our souls to speak,
At length the notice came.

She mentioned, and forgot;

Then lightly as a reed

Bent -to the water, shivered scarce,
Consented, and was dead.,

And we, we placed the hailr,
And drew the head erect;

And then an awful lelsure was,
Our faith to regulate.
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80 proud she was to die

It made us all ashamed

That what we cherished, so unknown
To her desire seemed.

So satisfied to go
Where none of us should be, :
Immediately, that angulsh stooped




80 PROUD SHE WAS TO DIE=-~Cont.
Almost to jealousy.
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This that would greet an hour ago
Is quaintest distance now,

Had it a guest from paradise

Nor glow would it, nor bow;

Had it a summons from the noon
Nor beam would it, nor warmne-

Mateh me the silver reticence!
Mateh me the solid ecalm!
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DIRGE WITHOUT MUSIC

I am not resigned to the shutting away of loving
hearts in the hard ground.

S0 it 18, and so it will be, for so it has been, time
out of mind:

Into the darkness they go, the wise and the lovely.
Crowned

With 1lilies and with laurel they go; but I am not
resigned.

Lovers and thinkers, into the earth with you.

Be one with the dull, the indiseriminate dust,

A Tragment of what you felt, of what you knew,

A formula, a phrase remains,-~but the best is lost.

The answers quick and keen, the honest leck, the laughter,
the l@ve § I

They are gone., They are gene>t@ feed the roses.
Elegant and curled

‘Iz the blossom. Fragrant is the bleasom, I know.

But I do not approve,
More preecious was the light in your eyes than all
the roses in the world.

Down, down, down into the darkness of the grave

Gently they go, the beautiful, the tender, the
kindg

Quietly they go, the intelligent, the witty, the
brave.

I know. But I do not approve. And I am not
resigned.




Twas the old road

Through pain,

That unfrequented one

With many a turn and thorn
That stops at Heaven,

This was the town

She passed;

There, where she rested last,
Then stepped more fast,

The little tracks close pressed,

Then--not so swift,
Slow--slow--as feet did
Weary go,

Then stopped--no other track,

Wait! Look! Her little book
The leaf at love turned back,
The very hat

And this worn shoe

Just fits fthe tracke--
Herself, though-~fled.

Another bed, a short one
Women make to-night

In chambers bright,

Too out of sight, though,
For our hoarse Good Night
To touch her hand,
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