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Emily Dickinson's use of water as a dominant poetic 

trope differs from typical religious archetypal associations 

with baptism, cleansing, and rebirth. Dickinson transforms 

rather than recapitulates established theological concepts, 

borrowing and adapting Biblical themes to suit her artistic 

purposes. 

Dickinson's water poems are the poet's means of 

initiating a discourse with God. Dickinson's poems, however, 

portray the poet's seeking communion and finding only a 

silent response to her attempts to initiate an exchange with 

God. Unable to find requital to her needs for discourse, 

Dickinson uses Biblical imagery to vindicate ultimately 

abandoning the orthodox tenets of Calvinism. 

Resenting the unresponsiveness of God, particularly if 

the solitude she experiences has been imposed through His 

will rather than her own, Dickinson poetically reverses 



roles with God to establish her autonomy, looking instead to 

the reader of her poetry to requite her need for discourse. 

And as interaction is seen as a need that Dickinson must 

have realized, poetry may then be understood as the poet's 

invitation of the reader into the discourse she finds 

lacking in God. 

Refuting Calvinist doctrines allows the poet to 

validate her autonomy as well. Instead of following a course 

of life prescribed by God, Dickinson demonstrates her 

resistance to suppliance through water. Dickinson refuses to 

follow God's guidance unquestioningly because merely being 

part of a collective who follow an indifferent god provides 

no lasting distinction for a poet seeking immortality. 

Having broken the union with God and established her 

god-like identity as a poet, Dickinson turns to the similar 

use of Biblical language in her poetry to establish the 

communion with her reader that she finds lacking in her 

relationship with God. Dickinson then strengthens this bond 

with the reader by asserting that divinity is present in 

every individual not suppressed by the restraining presence 

of God. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

"How larger - be?" 

Since Shakespeare, very few writers have presented 

scholars with as mysterious a figure as Emily Dickinson.1 

Dying in the same house in which she was born, Dickinson 

lived her entire life (1830-1886) in obscurity as a poet, 

with only about fourteen of the 1775 poems found soon after 

her death having been published during her lifetime. 

Unlike her contemporaries, Emerson and Whitman, 

Dickinson led a life of seclusion. And because of this 

isolation, other than her letters and poems, little remains 

as verifiable evidence of Dickinson or her poetic 

intentions. The isolation afforded her in writing poetry 

upstairs in her father's house has only fueled the mystery 

surrounding the poet, allowing scholars to raise her to a 

mythic, but certainly an indeterminate position in American 

literature. Dickinson's self-imposed isolation has led 

critics to speculate and fill volumes with such topics as 



her love interests--heterosexual as well as homosexual--her 

dictionary, her library, her acquaintances, her familiarity 

with the art, philosophy, and literature of the times, her 

garden, and her theological beliefs, to name but a few. 

As evidenced in her works, Dickinson is an atypical 

product of her literary period, geographic location and 

gender. And while an orderly chronological development of 

the themes and imagery found in Dickinson's poetry would be 

beneficial to a critical examination, one will probably 

never exist2: 

Dickinson's work habits reflect her commitment to 

process and her immersion in the present. . . she 

often wrote on scraps of paper, on flaps or backs 

of envelopes, discarded letters, wrapping paper, 

edges of newspapers--on anything that came to 

hand. For her, revision was a continual process, 

and her writing technique resembled patchwork 

quilting, in which the larger pattern became 

evident through the repetition of a design or 

motif. (Martin 622) 



A critical methodology for approaching the poet would then 

favor a close textual reading of her works, rather than a 

reliance entirely upon biographical and historical critical 

conjecture. For instance, Dickinson was certainly an 

unconventional product of her nineteenth-century New England 

Puritan environment; her life-long rejection of evangelical 

Christianity can be seen throughout her letters and poems 

and is particularly realized in her use of water imagery: 

"The shore is safer," she writes in a letter to Abiah Root, 

"but I love to buffet the sea" (L I, 104) .3 Moreover, 

Dickinson demanded and was granted the opportunity to read 

and to write her poetry, despite educational restrictions 

placed upon most nineteenth-century women: "She gained 

access to her father's library and also won exemption from 

schedule. Thereafter, she often worked late at night in 

[her] large bedroom that overlooked the main street of 

Amherst" (Martin 612). Therefore, despite the literary and 

social norms of her period, Dickinson's concerns and 

writings, particularly with the postmodern syntax of her 

poems, positioned her more comfortably as being indicative 

of a contemporary sensibility: "Granted, the systems of 



twentieth-century literary theory are presumably not 

identical with the patterns of Dickinson's own thoughts. But 

they need not be identical to pose important questions 

about, and to, Dickinson's writing. . ." (Loeffelholz 3-4). 

While the critical and historical exploration of the 

prevalent literary tradition is important to the examination 

of any canon of literature, Dickinson's elusive, often-

ambiguous poetic style--more analogous to postmodern poetry 

in its intertexuality--lends itself to a predominately 

reader-response interpretation: 

The inexhaustibility of literary construction is 

one measure of its adequacy to this truth; and 

Dickinson's sentences and lines often seem 

designed (in judicious ellipses, elisions, 

contractions and dashes) to afford the greatest 

possible number of competing readings. Where a 

lesser writer might try to comprehend the world by 

adding more and more words to his portrait of it, 

Dickinson allows for it, by framing in opposites 

or absents, directing us to what is irresoluble, 

or unsaid. Where the addition of a word would 



subtract even one of the cohabitant readings in a 

text, she leaves the sense unsteady and word 

unadded. (McHugh 51) 

Any critical examination, therefore, must account for 

Dickinson's style to gain an understanding of the poet's 

intentions. 

In addition to providing an interpretation for 

Dickinson's often-baffling poetic syntax, this dissertation 

will analyze poems that illustrate the trope of water 

whereby the poet progresses from a theological reticence to 

an open disavowal of God as she finds her poetic voice. And 

rather than exclusively employing a biographical approach to 

the Dickinson's poetry, as has been the trend with recent 

Dickinsonian criticism, I have chosen to examine poems 

through close readings of texts, focusing primarily upon the 

theoretical and intertexual. 

One means of examining Dickinson's use of water imagery 

that this work will employ is through a Biblical 

hermeneutic. Archetypically, water has been the origin of 

many forms of symbolism in literature--the source of life as 

well as a protective embryonic fluid; rebirth through 



baptismal and purification rituals; and pain, metaphorically 

suggested through tears. In fact, Bettina Knapp argues that 

as a fluid, 

water denotes possibilities and virtualities, 

preformal potential . . . . It quenches, feeds, 

bathes particles in substances and liquidity. As 

if by a magic wand, it triggers dreams, dissolves 

opacities, stirs phantoms which flow into the 

immaterial world to form new universes, warmed by 

the very excitement of the transmutation process. 

(127) 

Rather than utilizing water in a manner expected of a poet 

grounded within strict Puritan beliefs, as a form of baptism 

and rebirth, Dickinson portrays water as an elemental 

component of nature, suggesting instead a deviation from 

typical Christian symbology: "Water is the symbol of 

communication between the formal and the informal, the 

element of transition between different cycles, yielding by 

nature, and also related to the ideas of material, earthly 

fecundity and the Heraclitean 'death of the soul'. . 

(Cirlot 55). More analogous then to this archetype is 



Dickinson's poetic use of water, first as a method of 

approaching God in an attempt to establish communication; 

then progressing to the narrator's subsequent 

disillusionment at God's silence; and finally consummating 

with the poet's openly displacing God in an effort to enter 

into discourse and consequently experience communion with 

the reader--immortality gained through literary recognition 

rather than theological salvation. 

Critical examinations of Dickinson's use a water trope 

is sparse, varied, and often in support of a larger 

historiographic, metaphysic, or sociologic interpretation. 

For example, some critics have examined Dickinson's usage of 

water imagery throughout her poetry as being reflective of 

the larger artistic movement found in the literature and 

paintings of the period. For instance, Judith Farr observes 

the parallels of Dickinson's Master letters and poems and 

Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre, noting the resemblance in the 

writers' use of water imagery (202). Earlier in the same 

critical study, Farr contends that Dickinson's employing 

water as a poetic trope is indicative of the American 
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Romantic tradition of portraying the grand design of nature, 

similar to the artists Turner, Ruskin, and Cole: 

Her many wrecks or ships in distress do not only 

imply her view of life as tragic; they place her 

in age whose thinking was shaped by the paintings 

of Turner and the aesthetics of Ruskin, to whom a 

wrecked ship was quintessentially sublime. The 

little boat, personifications of the soul, might 

have its antecedent elsewhere than in Cole's 

series, but other aspects . . . the brown dusk, 

the raining down of night, the red dawn, the 

angels--appear in Manhood and Old Age. The 

counterpoint established between the sailors who 

see only the shipwreck and the angels who 

recognize that it leads to eternal life on another 

sea is implicit in Cole. (Farr 79-80) 

Water is thus a symbol--recognizable by its frequency 

throughout Dickinson's works--that allows the poet a means 

of expressing her ontological/epistemological concerns 

beyond God. 



One similar critical treatment of Dickinson's use of 

the water image is that the poet perceives the air as a sea 

and representative of a cosmological journey whereby humans 

are sailors (Freeman 19). In this interpretation, Dickinson 

is unable to accept the idea that life, progressing within 

linear time, ceases after death; eternity rather is within 

time, the same as a corporeal existence. The poet thus turns 

to the cycles of nature as well as the cosmological 

discoveries of Wright, Kant, and Lambert to place the 

individual metaphorically against the larger backdrop of the 

universe4. Death then allows for ultimate knowledge of the 

universe rather than the "revealed religion" ideal of 

Heaven, and immortality is found in breaking from linear 

time: "Infinity in time, eternity in space. Had Dickinson 

known about black holes, in which time and space exchange 

places, she might have found the metaphor she was searching 

for that would enable her to unite life and death" (Freeman 

28). While Freeman's examination does address Dickinson's 

concern for the afterlife and immortality, her 

interpretation does not provide for a large portion of 
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Dickinson's water poetry and particularly her Brook/Sea 

poems. 

Another notable interpretation of water imagery in 

Dickinson's poetry comes from Rebecca Patterson, who sees 

water as a metaphor often associated with the distance 

between the poet and her friends, Kate Turner and Susan 

Gilbert. Patterson suggests that, for Dickinson, water 

represents the direction of metaphorical voyages that occur 

throughout the poems: 

The element associated with the West is water--

'that Great Water in the West - / Termed 

Immortality' [726]. Symbolically conceived, the 

West is ocean or sea, an association so consistent 

that the direction of any of her symbolic voyages 

may be assumed to be westward. (198) 

Additionally, Patterson views the metaphor of water as a 

single constituent of Dickinson's oral symbology, beginning 

in a letter to Turner and dominating the poetry written 

throughout 185 9 (34). 

Scholars have frequently associated water, particularly 

sea imagery, with Dickinson's ambivalence toward her own 
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sexuality, often citing the Master letters to validate this 

assertion. For these critics, the sea represents the 

"unknown" for Dickinson, her fear of confronting her sexual 

orientation; others contend that the male lover of the 

Master letters prevents the poet from drowning at sea, lost 

in her own sexuality. Critics arguing for Dickinson's 

lesbian tendencies use the reversal of the "feminine image" 

of a port to which the narrator comes "seeking salvation" as 

proof of Dickinson's sexual ambiguity, and they point 

specifically to poems and letters to Susan Gilbert 

Dickinson, replete with water imagery, as evidence (Farr 

192, 150). Comparable is the psychoanalytic interpretation 

that water symbolizes the unconscious mind of the poet, 

illustrating Dickinson's desire to delve into the ocean of 

the self to unlock the secrets of her psyche (Barker 79).5 

In addition to the varied assertions of how Dickinson 

uses water imagery to represent passion, love, and eternity 

are the following observations of the frequent Biblical 

allusions found within poems employing the trope of water. 

One interpretation claims that the poet challenges 

conventional Calvinist doctrine by rewriting the Old 
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Testament in naturalistic terms (Loeffleholz 142). Another 

similarly contends that the Bible allows for a familiar 

backdrop against which the poet may safely examine the 

frightening topic of her sexuality by examining it within 

naturalistic settings such as Eden (Farr 230).6 

Dickinson does, in fact, use Biblical imagery in her 

water poetry, but rather as a means of addressing God 

through his own language. This work will show that Dickinson 

uses imagery from the Bible as a means to question God and 

ultimately as a means to assert her own divinity through the 

similarly metaphorical language of poetry. 

No major critical examination of Dickinson's poetry 

specifically addresses Dickinson's use of water imagery as a 

means of supplanting God. Two of the poet's biographers, 

Cynthia Wolff and Richard Sewall, briefly note this 

occurrence, but provide only a cursory examination and then 

only of the most overtly representative of Dickinson's 

poems: 

The Drop, that wrestles in the Sea -

Forgets her own locality -

As I - toward Thee -
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She knows herself an incense small -

Yet small - she sighs - if All - is All -

How larger - be? 

The Ocean - smiles - at her Conceit -

But she, forgetting Amphitrite -

Pleads - "Me" ? [284] 

Both biographers note the struggle with God for identity and 

independence inherent within the poem, yet both fail to 

recognize this theme as prevalent throughout much of 

Dickinson's poetry that uses water imagery, particularly her 

Brook/Sea poems. 

The intent of this dissertation is to demonstrate that 

Emily Dickinson characterizes her relationship with God 

through poems employing water imagery. Her use of water as a 

dominant poetic trope, however, differs from typical 

religious archetypal associations with baptism, cleansing, 

and rebirth. Dickinson transforms rather than recapitulates 

established theological concepts, borrowing and adapting 

Biblical themes to suit her artistic purposes. 
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Chapter II explicates Dickinson's water poems as the 

poet's means of initiating a discourse with God. These 

poems, however, do not glorify the deity. Rather, 

Dickinson's water poems portray the poet's seeking communion 

and finding only a silent response to her attempts to 

initiate an exchange with God. In her typical portrayal of 

water imagery, Dickinson equates silence with indifference, 

ineffectualness, and neglect. Unable to find requital to her 

needs for discourse, Dickinson uses Biblical imagery to 

vindicate her ultimate abandonment of the orthodox tenets of 

Calvinism. 

Dickinson's concern for equality with any other 

individual, moreover, is realized in her water poetry.7 The 

chapter demonstrates that initially Dickinson struggles with 

the Calvinist doctrine that recognizes God's demand for 

complete subservience and the resulting loss of self by the 

individual. She understands that the same silent waters that 

lead to spiritual life require the death of individuality 

within the individual. Yet poetry allows Dickinson the means 

to autonomy. Having fought for and won the privilege to 

write poetry, despite the theological and patriarchal 
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constraints of the nineteenth century, Dickinson perceives 

the loss of the self as the loss of freedom to question, 

which is, in effect, the loss of her poetry, the means by 

which she is capable of questioning. 

The chapter further illustrates that, rather than 

continuing to seek an unresponsive entity, Dickinson wishes 

to be pursued herself, an additional departure from 

nineteenth-century Calvinist doctrine. Resenting the 

unresponsiveness of God, particularly if the solitude she 

experiences has been imposed through His will rather than 

her own, Dickinson poetically reverses roles with God to 

establish her autonomy, finding the reader of her poetry to 

requite her need for discourse. In switching roles with God, 

the poet is then able to illustrate the neglect that 

worshipers experience in persistently yet fruitlessly 

petitioning a response from a silent deity. Dickinson's 

poetry contends that an all-encompassing god requires no 

individual to increase his size. God, therefore, perceives 

no sense of urgency in answering a worshiper's prayers. 

The silent response from God, moreover, may be equated 

to the suppression of the creative/poetic act. Chapter III 
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presents Dickinson questioning God's significance, demanding 

her autonomy, then establishing her own import as a poet. 

Having been forsaken in her poetic attempts to establish a 

discourse with God, the poet is left with no recourse except 

to reject God--God's own response to impassive individuals--

or to lose her poetic identity completely. What results from 

this struggle is poetry that systematically undermines the 

Calvinistic principles that would have an individual damned 

for eternity for renouncing subservience to God. And as 

interaction is seen as a need that Dickinson must have 

realized, poetry then can be understood as the poet's 

invitation of the reader into the discourse she finds 

lacking in God. 

In the process of being refuted in her efforts to 

establish an open dialogue with God within the constraints 

of Calvinist doctrine, Dickinson begins to turn instead to 

poetry predominately employing water imagery to question 

God's importance. Dickinson uses this poetry as a way to 

demand God's recognition of her significance and, finding 

instead an inaccessible, often malevolent deity, as a method 

of surreptitiously denying God's divinity. 
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Refuting Calvinist doctrines allows the poet to 

validate her autonomy as well. Instead of following a course 

of life prescribed by God, the poet looks for control of her 

own destiny. Dickinson demonstrates her resistance to 

suppliance through water, rather than to following God's 

guidance unquestioningly because, as shown in Chapter III, 

merely being part of the collective who follow an 

indifferent god provides no lasting distinction for a poet 

seeking her own immortality. 

Chapter III additionally explains Dickinson's difficult 

style as a method of engaging the reader. Dickinson uses the 

water trope to emulate God in her poetry: the Bible 

describes how God creates and thereby instills a need for 

communion in his creation. Ignored by God, Dickinson 

requites this need by engaging the reader, providing the 

discourse that she requires. Once the result of her 

difficult poetic structure is examined, the poet's intention 

becomes clear. Dickinson's style demands from the reader the 

intensity of interaction in her poetry that she finds 

lacking in her own relationship with God. 
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Having broken the union with God and established her 

god-like identity as a poet through her water poems, 

Dickinson turns to the similar use of Biblical language in 

her poetry to establish the communion with her reader that 

she finds lacking in her relationship with God. Dickinson 

then more confidently strengthens this bond with the reader 

by asserting that divinity is present in every individual 

who is not suppressed by the restraining presence of God. 

And once achieving her own divinity through her poetry, 

Dickinson turns to instilling a sense of the divine in her 

readers. Her works furnish a more accessible alternative to 

God, who offers anonymity for devoutness. Like a god, the 

poet may lack a corporeal form, but, unlike God, is more 

capable and willing to engage in discourse with an 

individual, despite distance and time, merely through the 

reader's examination of her poems. 

And having established that a pious life provides no 

lasting fame except for God, the poet looks instead to 

establishing her own immortality through the body of her 

works. Dickinson's poetry, much the same as a Biblical 

text's confirming God's holiness, provides a surviving 
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testament to her divinity. Like a god, the poet lives 

through the interaction of the reader with her poems. And 

similar to God, Dickinson thus becomes immortal through the 

interest of others. 

Chapter IV examines how Dickinson's Sea/Brook poems 

realize all of the themes found in her water poetry: the 

poet's progression from seeking discourse from God and being 

rejected in her efforts to questioning and eventually 

abandoning God's tenets to continue writing poetry and 

ultimately to establishing communion with the reader to 

realize her divinity and immortality as a poet. Resembling 

Biblical parables, these Brook/Sea poems provide Dickinson 

the means to conceal herself behind metaphor of a diminutive 

brook until she realizes this succession into a god-like 

sea. 

The Brook/Sea poems once again use water imagery to 

depict the poet's seeking acknowledgment from a silent 

deity. Chapter IV illustrates the progression through which 

Dickinson discovers her wellspring of life in her poetry. 

Wanting to share it with the deity, the poet finds only 

silence, compelling her to look to another audience instead. 
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The poet perceives that God wishes to keep individuals in a 

state of innocence, rather than to allow them divinity in 

their own right. For instance, in the story of the Tower of 

Babel in the Bible, God prevents those hoping to attain god-

like power by inhibiting language and the act of speech 

(Genesis 11). Dickinson thus understands God's muting 

capacity in her own poetic expressions. The chapter then 

illustrates Dickinson's succession beyond this state of 

innocence and her rejecting God as the source of life to 

continue writing her poetry. The Brook/Sea poems in the 

final chapter thus realize Dickinson's struggle for equality 

and eventually autonomy once God discovers her new secret 

source of life. 

While the early Brook/Sea poems characterize the poet's 

deference to the strength and size of the larger body of 

water, in a fashion comparable to other poems employing the 

water trope, Dickinson establishes the roles of the Brook 

and the Sea only to invert them, thereby achieving dominion 

over God. Dickinson's poetry allows her a similar act of 

creation and provides the opportunity to engage the reader 

in the relationship she earlier tries to initiate with God, 
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communication. Chapter IV once again attributes Dickinson's 

difficult poetic syntax to her purposefully engaging the 

reader; the poet assumes the stature of the Sea/God in 

demanding the reader's involvement in determining the 

identities of a god and the creator/poet. 

The final chapter, moreover, indicates that the 

creative authority found in poetic works provide Dickinson 

with artistic rather than theological salvation found in 

orthodox religion. Dickinson suggests that the Bible, like 

poetry, is metaphorical in nature by using the same Biblical 

imagery to illustrate that the poet is capable of achieving 

divinity through language, but only through the intercession 

of a reader/worshiper. She thus argues that religion, like 

art, is imaginary and thereby deposes God of his divinity. 

Finally, the chapter examines poetry that exemplifies 

the poet's understanding of eternity and the afterlife. In 

being distant and unresponsive, the Sea/God relinquishes 

contact with the Brook/poet, allowing her to discover the 

presence of a limitless number of seas. In the ultimate act 

of supplantation and heresy, Dickinson validates her claim 

as a creator by describing this presence of a multitude of 
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gods, a series perpetually displacing one another. And, like 

Dickinson, once we as readers are capable of seeing beyond a 

Biblical god, we may perceive limitless sources of divinity. 

After having demonstrated these other sources of divinity, 

Dickinson is able to assert her own to the reader and 

thereby achieve immortality through poetry. 

Chapter IV concludes with the contention that while 

Dickinson's poems that do not use water imagery may 

demonstrate concerns other than the nineteen examined in 

this dissertation, her water poems establish a hermeneutic 

that allows for one method of interpreting her entire canon. 



NOTES 

1 See Harold Bloom. "Emily Dickinson: Blanks, 

Transports, the Dark," 291-309. The Western Canon: The Books 

and School of the Ages. New York: Harcourt Brace & Company, 

1994 . 

2 See the introduction to Thomas Johnson's three-volume 

collection of Dickinson's poems: "The poems have been given 

a chronological arrangement even though at best it is but an 

approximation. Since very few poems can be given exact 

dates, any chronology must be considered relative" (lxi). 

3A11 of Emily Dickinson's poems will be taken from the 

Thomas H. Johnson three-volume edition of The Poems of Emily 

Dickinson (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1951, 1955); all letters 

will be taken from the Johnson three-volume edition of The 

Letters of Emily Dickinson (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1958) . 

Poems and letters cited within the text will henceforth use 

the Harvard numbering system. 

4See Timothy Ferris, Coming of Age in the Milky Way. 

New York: Anchor Books, Doubleday, 1989. Mentioned in 
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Freeman, "Metaphor Making Meaning: Dickinson's Conceptual 

Universe" Journal of Pragmatics, Volume 24, 1995. 649. 

5This interpretation is similar to Freud's writing that 

religion can be described through the metaphor of water: 

It is a feeling which he would like to call a 

sensation of 'eternity', a feeling as of something 

limitless, unbounded--as it were, 'oceanic'. This 

feeling, he adds, is a purely subjective fact, not 

an article of faith; it brings with it no 

assurance of personal immortality, but it is the 

source of the religious energy which is seized 

upon by the various Churches and religious 

systems, directed by them into particular 

channels, and doubtless also exhausted by them. 

(Civilization and Its Discontents 11) 

Understandable once the reader learns that "Eden" is 

the Hebrew word for "bliss," a meaning of the term with 

which Dickinson was familiar and frequently used in her 

poetry. 

7See Wolff, Cynthia Griffin. "Emily Dickinson." The 
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Columbia History of American Poetry. Ed. Jay Parini. New 

York: Columbia UP, 1993, 129. 



CHAPTER II 

AN UNREQUITED NEED FOR DISCOURSE 

"There's Ransom in a Voice" 

That Emily Dickinson characterizes her relationship 

with God through water imagery is not surprising. The Bible 

is replete with similar metaphorical associations, and 

Dickinson knew her Bible well. Her use of water imagery as a 

dominant poetic trope, however, differs from typical 

religious archetypal associations with baptism, cleansing, 

and rebirth. Rather, Dickinson uses water imagery to portray 

an individual ambivalent toward God from a position of 

subservience and insecurity, vying for recognition from a 

silent entity.1 

Scholars have noted the occurrence of Dickinson's 

gleaning of religious material for her poetry.2 But rather 

than recapitulating established theological tenets, 

Dickinson transforms them, borrowing and adapting them to 

suit her artistic purposes. For instance, Dickinson modifies 

the metrical patterns of the hymnist Isaac Watts through 

26 
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syncopation to allow for a more organic poetic style. And in 

a similar fashion, she adapts conventional religious 

doctrine, paraphrasing the Bible to suit the concerns of her 

poetry.3 The difference between Dickinson and the model 

nineteenth-century Calvinist lies in her poetic sensibility. 

Dickinson's poems are a means of initiating a discourse with 

God. And finding only a silent response to her attempts to 

establish a symbiotic relationship with God, the poet turns 

to using her poetry as a method of demanding first 

recognition then autonomy. Rather than surrender herself to 

submissiveness to God as prescribed in Calvinist doctrine, 

she engages in artistic discourse with God through her 

poetry. 

Throughout her poems of water imagery, Dickinson does 

not seem particularly interested in typical theological 

debates of whether humanity is innately evil; the poetry 

that deals with the topic of God can be understood, rather, 

as being made up of implicit demands for communion and, 

later, of the recognition of her freedom and authority to 

create. It is through the image of water that the poet is 
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provided with the veil of figurative language to address 

these issues. 

Of all of Dickinson's poetry utilizing water portray 

the poet's theological concerns, Poem 284 is the only work 

that has been recognized as employing the trope of water to 

characterize Dickinson's struggle for autonomy from God.4 

This poem establishes the prevalent metaphor of associating 

God with water in characterizing an individual as a mere 

"drop" in relation to the vastness of size of the deity, 

"the Sea." The piece also demonstrates that Dickinson 

struggles with the Calvinist doctrine that recognizes God's 

demand for complete subservience and the resulting loss of 

self for the individual. For the poet, the loss of the self 

is the loss of freedom to question, which is, in effect, the 

loss of her poetry, the means by which she is capable of 

questioning. 

The Drop, that wrestles in the Sea -

Forgets her own locality -

As I - toward Thee -

She knows herself an incense small -
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Yet small - she sighs - if All - is All -

How larger - be? 

The Ocean - smiles - at her Conceit -

But she, forgetting Amphitrite -

Pleads - "Me" ? [284] 

The capitalization of "Drop" immediately calls into 

question the tone of the poem. A likely first reading of 

"Drop" is as a state of depravity or fallen fruit, 

suggesting an allusion to the Bible and the fall of Adam and 

Eve. The additional definition of the word as a small amount 

of water further indicates the proportion of the individual 

to God as the Drop to the Sea. But rather than portraying an 

anonymous, minute individual in relation to the expanse of 

the Sea, the poet ironically capitalizes both entities, 

suggesting equality and calling for closer examination of 

the terms. That the Drop "wrestles" indicates a thoughtful 

struggle rather than passivity in deference to size and 

furthers the reading that the Drop senses equivalence to the 

Sea. The theme of the poem, moreover, echoes a similar 
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circumstance in which an individual wrestles with God to 

gain recognition: 

And he rose up that night, and took his two 

wives, and his two womenservants, and his eleven 

sons, and passed over the ford Jabbok. 

And he took them, and sent them over the 

brook, and sent over that he had. 

And Jacob was left alone; and there wrestled 

a man with him until the breaking of the 

day. . . . And he said, Let me go, for the day 

breaketh. And he said, I will not let thee 

go, except thou bless me. . . . And he said, Thy 

name shall be called no more Jacob, but Israel: 

for as a prince hast thou power with God and with 

men, and hast prevailed. (Genesis 32:22-28) 

Dickinson uses the same imagery from the Biblical passage to 

vindicate her ultimate abandonment of the tenets of 

Calvinism in struggling with a divine presence for 

acknowledgment and god-like power. 
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While a few scholars acknowledge the theological debate 

that unfolds in this particular piece, most critics view the 

work as a love poem5: 

A concern with sin or human evil scarcely touches 

her poetry, and the word 'fall' is seldom 

employed. Yet a similar word, 'drop,' resounds 

with implication: 'drop' differs from 'fall' 

because it shifts the responsibility for our 

cosmic isolation from ancient human errors to 

continuing divine neglect or malice. A people that 

are 'fallen' have brought the plight upon 

themselves by error or foolhardiness or 

misadventure; if we have been 'dropped,' we are 

the victims of God's actions. Deaf to our prayers 

and silent in the face of our loneliness, He has 

dropped us into time to tarry for but a life's 

short span; when death comes, He lets us drop once 

again, now into some fathomless chasm of 

nightmarish space, perhaps never to stop. (Woolf 

270) 
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No critical attention, however, has been given to how the 

poet consistently uses the metaphor of water as a major 

poetic trope to portray her relationship with God in other 

poems. If placed within the canon of poems employing water 

imagery, the poem takes on a greater significance in 

relation to Dickinson's developing struggle for recognition 

as a poet, equal to God in her capacity to create. 

The poet's demanding recognition continues in the 

second line: "Forgets her own locality (2). The term 

"locality" implies that the Drop does not feel part of the 

whole that is the ocean. In addition to meaning location, 

"locality" may be defined as a condition or situation, 

further illustrating the impudence expressed in the poem; 

the Drop has the insolence to question the Sea, forgetting 

the difference in size in relation to the larger body of 

water. 

The simile "As I - toward Thee in the final line of 

the first stanza further gives the poem the quality of a 

Biblical parable. The narrator relies upon a metaphorical 

representation rather than directly addressing God. The 

narrator, not incidentally, appears for this single line in 
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the poem, then quickly disappears once again. This process 

of unveiling then veiling, particularly through the means of 

poetry, suggests a reluctance to announce her equality with 

God, but the words "toward thee" to end the line indicate 

that a more outright announcement to God is imminent. 

The second stanza depicts the measuring process of the 

poet/Drop in relation to the larger body of water: "She 

knows herself an incense small" (4). The line implies that 

although the Drop is certain of her size, she finds doubt 

and indignation in the proportion of her size to that of the 

Sea. The term "incense" means both to flatter and to arouse 

anger; yet the indignation is "small," defined as without 

loudness, which, in turn, suggests volume and reinforces the 

reading that the poet has yet to find the volume of her 

voice to arouse the attention of God. 

The next two lines can be read as representing the 

beginnings of Dickinson's surreptitious demand for equality 

with God, a theme that more overtly pervades other poetry 

using water imagery: "Yet small - she sighs - if All - is 

All - / How larger - be?" (5-6). "Yet" can mean even, but 

the definition of "still," which in turn intimates 
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"silence," advances the reading that the poet is looking to 

establish communion with God and perceives silence as the 

rejection of an indifferently muted deity. This 

understanding is further supported by the Drop/poet's words 

being the only ones spoken throughout the poem. 

The lines additionally depict the Drop's paradox of how 

losing herself in the Sea will increase her, as well as 

God's, volume if the Sea/God is understood as being all-

encompassing: "At one level, the argument is played out with 

words: this would-be rebel, like the Voice of the audacious 

child, knows that the word xsmall' can contain *All,' but 

that the word Mil,' however great in implication, cannot 

contain 'small.'" (Woolf 272). Being infinitely all-

encompassing, God needs no addition to realize his size. If 

this syllogism is then carried to its logical conclusion, 

the poet has successfully argued for independence from God's 

dominion: "It follows from this premise that an infinite God 

ought not to mind the loss of the 'Drop' that wants to be 

free, for infinity minus any increment, however large, is 

also still infinity unchanged" (Woolf 272). The lines 

additionally indicate that the Drop/poet anticipates growth 
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and questions what volume she will ultimately realize if 

allowed to remain autonomous and separate from the Sea. 

The first line of the last stanza illustrates the 

bemused, nonverbal response of the Ocean, in keeping with 

Dickinson's perception of God's being a silent, indifferent 

deity: "The Ocean - smiles - at her Conceit (7). While 

initially implying amusement as the Drop's idea of self-

worth, the term "Conceit" additionally suggests a poetic 

conceit and supports the idea that the Ocean should 

recognize the Drop as a poet/creator. Moreover, the change 

from "Sea" in the first stanza to "Ocean" in the last 

illustrates a creative transformation.6 

The last two lines "But she, forgetting Amphitrite - / 

Pleads - 'Me'?" (8-9) allow for two readings. One reading 

examines how the Drop once again questions the position she 

aspires to achieve, likely in response to the amusement of 

the Ocean at her hope to be equal one day in volume. Having 

posited herself in the role of Amphitrite, a goddess of the 

sea and the only other female to assume the role of equality 

with a god,7 the Drop now seemingly yields to the immensity 

of her ambition. This reading is inconsistent with the 
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poem's entirety, however, and the last two lines are more 

likely an ironic response to the musings of the Ocean. 

A second reading occurs if "Pleads" is defined as 

maintains. The term then permits the last term "Me" to be a 

final statement for individuality and allows the poet to 

have the last--here the only--word in the debate. In 

maintaining a separate identity, the Drop/poet has the 

potential to supplant the Ocean/God by the creation of other 

poems. That the stanza ends with a question rather than a 

period suggests incompleteness rather than a final 

declarative statement and indicates that this idea is 

inconceivable in light of the insignificance that the Drop 

senses, at least for the moment, in relation to the Ocean. 

Implied within the theme of the last poem that an all-

compassing god requires no individual to increase his size 

is the idea that no individual is uniquely important to him. 

God, therefore, should perceive no sense of urgency in 

answering any individual worshiper's prayers. The following 

poem displays a more overt expression of Dickinson's need 

for communication embedded within an embittered indictment 

against the neglect that she perceives from God: 
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We send the Wave to find the Wave -

An Errand so divine, 

The Messenger enamored too, 

Forgetting to return, 

We make the wise distinction still, 

Soever made in vain, 

The sagest time to dam the sea is when the sea is 

gone - [1604] 

Indicative of Dickinson's reticence to display open 

enmity toward God is her use of the collective "We," rather 

than the singular pronoun. Moreover, this rhetorical 

convention establishes an immediate bond between poet and 

reader. The transitive verb "send" implies an actor 

dispatching a summons from a position of higher authority, 

suggesting the increasing authority that the poet assumes 

and encompasses in her poetry. The term "Wave" supports 

Dickinson's association of water imagery with God and 

divinity as well and suggests a gesture that can represent 

both a greeting and a farewell. A greeting sent to God 

indicates an individual's prayer, anticipating some 

response. 
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The next line reinforces this reading: "An Errand so 

divine" (2). The word "Errand" can be defined as a message; 

the term's being modified by "divine" indicates that the 

message is addressed to a deity, which further supports the 

reading of God's being equated with the sea in the last line 

of the poem. 

The next two lines provide a reason for the absence of 

a response from God and suggest that the poet experiences a 

feeling of neglect, despite openly longing for a more 

intimate relationship: "The Messenger enamored too, / 

Forgetting to return," (3-4). The poet must then experience 

the neglect of the God as well as the messenger, further 

demonstrating that her devotion presents no uniqueness to a 

deity worshiped by all. 

The remaining lines of the poem offer two readings: one 

depicts the more typical orthodox Christian view of the 

innate need worshipers have to establish communion with God; 

the other, surprisingly, illustrates the recourse for the 

individual desiring a relationship but finding no requital: 

"We make the wise distinction still, / Soever made in 
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vain, / The sagest time to dam the sea is when the sea is 

gone (5-7). On the surface, the lines appear to contend 

that we as worshipers must, in keeping with the Calvinist 

doctrine of limited atonement, continue to seek God, despite 

the neglect we experience. 

A third implicit reading arises from a closer 

examination of the diction within the line. The word 

"distinction" means not only discernment, but also 

characterization. The term "wise" is defined as being 

prudent as well as insolent, implying that the poet sees 

unveiled impudence as unwise. This reading is maintained in 

the word "still," which implies silence. The line then 

suggests that the worshipers making insolent 

characterizations of God do so silently, which explains the 

tacit insolence of the narrator. This interpretation, 

moreover, is not limited only to poems that use water 

imagery; critics and scholars have frequently observed 

Dickinson's divergent reaction to Calvinism and God 

throughout her poetry: 

But in Emily Dickinson the puritan world is no 

longer self-contained; it is no longer complete; 
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her sensibility exceeds its dimensions. She has 

trimmed down its supernatural proportions; it has 

become a morality; instead of a tragedy of the 

spirit there is a commentary upon it. Her poetry 

is a magnificent personal confession, blasphemous 

and, in its self-revelation, its honesty, almost 

obscene. It comes out of an intellectual life 

toward which it feels no moral responsibility. 

Cotton Mather would have burnt her for a witch. 

(Tate 27) 

The final two lines further support a reading of the poem's 

being veiled blasphemy: "Soever made in vain, / The sagest 

time to dam the sea is when the sea is gone (6-7). 

"Soever" acts as an intensifier to "distinction"; that this 

distinction is "made in vain" echoes the Book of Deuteronomy 

and the reason for the poet's reticence: "Thou shalt not 

take the name of the Lord thy God in vain: for the Lord will 

not hold him guiltless that taketh his name in vain" 

(Deuteronomy 5:11). As a tremendous body of water, the sea 

is incapable of being dammed, as is suggested in the final 

line. Thus the line indicates that the poet is referring to 
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alternate meanings of "dam" and "sea." Read aloud, the word 

"dam" also suggests "damn," supporting the understanding of 

the poet's associating a deity with the sea as well as 

suggesting that the prudent time to curse God openly is in 

his absence. 

In her typical portrayal of water imagery, Dickinson 

associates strength and potency--often depicted as creative 

capacity--with movement and sound; silence is equated with 

indifference, immobility, and often stagnation: 

Declaiming Waters none may dread -

But Waters that are still 

Are so for that most fatal cause 

In Nature - they are full - [1595] 

The word "Declaiming" in the first line illustrates a 

characteristic poetic device found throughout Dickinson's 

poetry, choosing a term duplicitously ambiguous in having a 

word buried within it that may represent the same idea, but 

which can suggest an entirely opposite meaning. "Declaiming" 

is rhetorical elocution. But embedded within the term is the 

verb/noun "claim," signifying to call for or to possess--

intimating a verbal obligation--as well as the suffix "de-," 



42 

which means to do the opposite of the word it is attached 

to. Although the term "Declaiming" is equated with the 

absence of "dread," a disapproving association exists, 

however, if "dread" is read by its alternate definition of 

inspiring awe. The question thus arises as to which 

interpretation (or both) the poet intends the reader to 

pursue: to see God's calling in an affirmative manner, 

evoking no sense of "dread" or to perceive it as being 

comprised of empty rhetoric, not to be taken seriously. 

Still another interpretation occurs when the reader 

examines Dickinson's perception of silence. Again, 

throughout her poetry, silence is associated with 

ineffectualness and neglect. Moreover, silence may be 

equated with the suppression of the creative/poetic act; as 

evidenced in her letters, this is an act unthinkable to the 

poet: 

Trapped into silence, Dickinson writes simply that 

* I had often thought / How noteless- I could 

die-'. Such despair occurs infrequently in 

Dickinson, probably because she had discovered 

that writing could be a positive silence. She was 
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not noteless. No matter what happened to her, she 

could write. To be silent was not to be silenced. 

(McNeil 94) 

If interaction is then seen as a need that Dickinson must 

have realized, the poem may be read as the poet's invitation 

of the reader into discourse to break that silence. More 

apparent in the silent resistance of the Sea in other poems 

using the water trope, interaction appears to be a condition 

never met in her relationship with God. Despite the 

following Biblical passage advising the devotee to be 

"still" or silent in the knowledge that God ultimately 

recognizes and meets the needs of the individual, Dickinson 

uses the same water imagery to complain that her desires are 

unrequited: 

God is our refuge and strength, a very 

present help in trouble. 

Therefore will not we fear, though the earth 

be removed, and though the mountains be carried 

into the midst of the sea; 
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Though the waters thereof roar and be 

troubled, though the mountains shake with the 

welling thereof. Senlah. 

There is a river, the streams whereof shall 

make glad the city ctf God, the holy place of the 

tabernacles of the rr 

God is in the rr 

moved: God shall help her, and that right 

early. . . . Be stil 

will be exalted amon 

exalted in the earth 

The term "still" suggests sile 

frequently throughout Dickinsc 

ost High. 

idst of her; she shall not be 

1, and know that I am God: I 

g the heathen, I will be 

. (Psalm 46 :1-10] 

nee, and this stillness occurs 

n's poetry utilizing water 

imagery. The poet consistently uses the word to indicate her 

disapproval of God's silence. 

The theme of God's silent disregard is not, of course, 

limited to poems employing water imagery; Dickinson 

illustrates this association in all poems that examine the 

significance of silence: 

Silence is all we dread. 

There's Ransom in a Voice -



45 

But Silence is Infinity. 

Himself have not a face. [1251] 

The poem employs the same water imagery as that of Poem 

1595, explicitly depicting the source of fear for the poet. 

The narrator equates speech with "Ransom," which suggests 

deliverance from sin and redemption; silence represents 

distance and immeasurable size, much the same as the drop of 

water in relation to the sea in Poem 284. 

The final three lines of Poem 1595 support this 

conclusion in presenting a contrast to the waters depicted 

in the first line: "But Waters that are still / Are so for 

that most fatal cause / In Nature - they are full (2-4) . 

The word "still" of line two indicates silence and echoes 

Psalm 23: 

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: 

he leadeth me beside the still waters. 

He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the 

paths of righteousness for his name's sake. (Psalm 

23:1-3) 
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The meaning of the final two lines then becomes clearer if 

interpreted within this Biblical context. The term "fatal" 

means to cause death, but can also be defined as to bring 

ruin; "cause" means to effect by command or authority. 

"In Nature from the final line offers the 

reflexivity of ambiguously modifying "that most fatal cause" 

or "they are full." The poet may then be referring to the 

external world, but more likely she means humanity's natural 

condition of total depravity, which, according to Calvinist 

precepts, it received as a result of Adam's fall. Taken 

together, then, the images of water suggest the baptismal 

process, similar to that described in the biblical passage, 

whereby the individual is cleansed of the natural state of 

depravity and is reborn spiritually. 

Implied within the passage, however, is the reading 

that the same waters that lead to spiritual life require the 

death of the individuality within the individual, 

particularly if "fatal" is equated to ruin. This 

interpretation is furthered by the poet's understanding of 

the demands that God places upon the individual, expected to 

love unquestionably but without recompense: "If the terms of 
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our existence thus conspire to affront our coherent sense of 

self, so do the terms of salvation: God courts us with the 

promise of a splendid afterlife, yet the winning of this 

prize requires a yielding of identity"(Woolf 271). The "most 

fatal cause / In Nature may then be understood as being 

the death of the natural essence of the individual, the 

metaphorical death of nature and aesthetic inspiration. 

This reading is supported by the final line: "In 

Nature- they are full" (4). This line offers two distinctly 

different interpretations, depending upon the understanding 

of "full." The term initially suggests completion, not 

needing or lacking. Desiring a symbiotic relationship with 

God, Dickinson perceives the silence inherent in the "still" 

waters. Although providing rebirth and salvation, the still 

waters also inspire "dread." 

The term "full," however, may represent the opposite 

definition of lacking restraint. If "In Nature" can be 

understood as representing the natural world, the line then 

suggests the poet as creator, lacking restraint and verbally 

establishing sympathy with those of similar disposition. 

Instead of silent indifference, Dickinson advocates verbal 
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communion; and unable to receive this from God, she 

eventually turns to establishing this bridge with the reader 

instead. 

One poem in particular explains Dickinson's need for a 

symbiotic relationship with God. Rather than continue to 

pursue an indifferent deity, the narrator of the poem 

herself wishes to be pursued, a clear departure from the 

nineteenth-century Calvinist view of the perseverance of the 

saints, whereby the Elect are compelled to persist in the 

path of holiness: 

I've none to tell me to but Thee 

So when Thou failest, nobody. 

It was a little tie -

It just held Two, nor those it held 

Since Somewhere thy sweet Face has spilled 

Beyond my Boundary -

If things were opposite - and Me 

And Me it were - that ebbed from Thee 

On some unanswering Shore -

Would'st Thou seek so - just say 
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That I the Answer may pursue 

Unto the lips it eddied through -

So - overtaking Thee - [881] 

The initial line is duplicitous in nature: the dramatic 

monologue illustrates the narrator's need to express herself 

as well as suggests a previous, almost ambivalent 

relationship with the listener. For instance, the "so when" 

of the second line implies that the "Thee" of the first line 

has failed the narrator in this capacity in the past. If the 

"Thee" is understood as God, then the narrator breaks from 

Christian tradition in questioning rather than worshiping a 

deity. The god depicted, moreover, is one capable of failure 

and even recognizable as such by its creation. This 

depiction suggests the narrator's desire for a more balanced 

meeting ground to exist between God and man. 

The narrator addresses the fairness of this 

relationship in the second stanza in the word "nobody." The 

word suggests spiritual isolation; the narrator resents the 

unresponsiveness of the listener, leaving her no one to 

express herself to and implying that this need should be met 

by the deity, particularly if the solitude she experiences 
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has been imposed through his will, rather than her own. The 

resentment against the absence of free will suggests an 

indictment against the idea of total depravity, the 

Calvinist belief that humans have the natural inability to 

exercise control over their circumstances. 

Continuing to assert herself with an increasing 

intensity, the narrator shifts from present to past tense in 

the next line to indicate a point in time from which the 

narrator now has the vantage point: "It was a little tie 

(3). While one definition of the word "tie" is a moral or 

legal obligation to someone or something typically 

constituting a restraining power, influence or duty, another 

meaning is to restrain from independence or freedom of 

action or choice. The relationship between narrator and the 

listener then becomes clearer if viewed from these 

definitions of the word. The modifier "little" further 

suggests that the narrator has felt "little" sentiment to 

follow the guidance of the listener. Another definition is 

to provide or offer something equal to. And if the word is 

taken from this definition, the narrator may be suggesting 

that the relationship originated out of her desire for 
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symbiosis, but changed due to the indifference of the 

listener. 

The placement of modification in the next line further 

illuminates the past tie of the narrator to listener: "It 

just held Two, nor those it held" (4). The modifier "just" 

in the fourth line demonstrates that the narrator perceives 

the relationship between the two in a way other than in a 

theological sense. The use of "just" as an adverb negates 

all other avenues of action, rather than restricting the 

relationship of the narrator and the listener to that of the 

typical sacred communion between a deity and worshiper if it 

were placed as an adjective before the word "Two." Rather 

than illustrating a close affinity between the two, the 

poet's use of modification emphasizes the weakness of the 

bond she has with God. The conjunction "nor" additionally 

places the succeeding statement "those it held" in 

apposition to the preceding "It just held Two" and further 

negates the tie of the speaker to the listener: the tie is 

incapable of holding even the two. This use of negation is 

typical of Dickinson's poetic style: 
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Negation has the linguistic function of making 

room for the expression of new perception by-

breaking away from what has already been 

established, and the narrative (or structurally 

symbolic) function of maintaining the poet's 

independence by reasserting her oppositional 

stance of authority. Like her questions, her 

negations have a constructive and assertive role. 

(Miller 102) 

Having confirmed her autonomy syntactically, the poet is 

then free to move toward establishing her equality to God as 

a creator by reversing their roles. 

If read as a continuation of the previous line, the 

line "Since Somewhere thy sweet Face has spilled" (5) 

explains why the tie between the narrator and listener has 

been broken. The "Since" that begins line five is ambiguous 

as to whether it means "after some point in the past" or the 

word "when." The present tense of the verb "has" implies an 

ongoing process, which then suggests that the narrator has 

been unable to break completely from this role, despite her 

struggle for recognition. The indefiniteness of "Somewhere" 
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indicates an absence rather than the continuous intimacy 

that the narrator expected between the two. And by using 

Biblical language in addressing the listener formally by 

"thy" rather than the typical second person "you," the 

narrator reinforces the distance she feels and furthers the 

reading that the poem is an edict from worshiper to deity. 

If coupled with the present tense of the verb phrase 

"has spilled," "sweet Face" expresses continuing affection, 

despite the distance of the listener. That the face "has 

spilled" reinforces the water imagery later detailed in the 

poem. The line further intimates an accidental breaking of 

the tie, as though the narrator is attempting to excuse the 

listener, and implies an occasional overflowing of 

spirituality, which, in turn, may have led to the poet's 

need to write the poem. 

The next line "Beyond my Boundary (6) characterizes 

Dickinson's understanding of a supernatural god. "Beyond" 

can be defined as out of the comprehension of or something 

outside the scope of ordinary experience, particularly the 

hereafter. The poem in its entirety may then be understood 

as the poet's questioning of the reality or authority of an 
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entity beyond of the boundary of corporeal existence as well 

as the capacity for an individual to trust in an absent, 

often-unanswering deity. 

In the second stanza, the poet inverts, in a heretical 

manner, the position of the narrator to that of God. By 

switching roles with God, the poet is able to illustrate the 

neglect that worshipers experience in persistently yet 

fruitless petitioning a response from a silent deity. 

Dickinson thereby demonstrates metaphorically that she 

perceives God as an indifferent rather than benevolent 

deity, a theme that critics have found prevalent in her 

poetry: 

What did Emily Dickinson do, as a poet, with her 

sense of privation? One thing she quite often did 

was to pose as the laureate and attorney of the 

empty-handed, and question God about the economy 

of His creation. Why, she asked, is a fatherly God 

so sparing of His presence? Why is there never a 

sign that prayers are heard? Why does Nature tell 

us no comforting news of its Maker? Why do some 

receive the whole loaf, while others must starve 
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on a crumb? Where is the benevolence in shipwreck 

and earthquake? (Wilbur 7) 

Dickinson, rather, provides a more approachable alternative 

to God through her water poetry. 

By asking such questions as these, she turned 

complaint into critique, and used her own 

sufferings as experiential evidence about the 

nature of the deity. The God who emerges from 

these poems is a God who does not answer, an 

unrevealed God whom one cannot confidently 

approach through Nature or through doctrine. 

(Wilbur 7) 

Critics like Richard Wilbur have failed to notice, however, 

the sequence of poems employing water imagery whereby 

Dickinson moves from questioning a silent, uncaring god to 

supplanting God of his authority by establishing her 

divinity and ultimately her authority through the reader's 

interaction with her poetry. 

This progression of worshiper to creator is illustrated 

in line seven, which switches from the indicative mood of 

the previous lines to the subjunctive mood of "If . . . 
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were": "If things were opposite - and Me / And Me it were -

that ebbed from Thee" (7-8). The subjunctive mood of the 

verb thus indicates that the narrator acknowledges that a 

role-reversal of God and worshiper defies theological 

conventions of the period. The obscurity of the word 

"things" of the same line implies that the narrator is 

incapable of finding an instance of when the listener would 

be capable or willing to fill a similar role. In using the 

term "opposite," Dickinson imposes the same isolation upon 

the deity, an imaginative reversal demonstrating the equally 

divine capacity of the poet. 

The dash and final "and me" at the end of line seven 

illustrate typographically the distance the narrator feels 

from the listener. Repeated and capitalized again to begin 

line eight, the words "And Me" more emphatically demand the 

recognition of the poet's authority by God and the reader.8 

The narrator ends the poem with water imagery and 

subverts the theological archetype of water as a form of 

cleansing. This subversion is realized in her depicting the 

ascendancy of the poet in relation to God in the second 

stanza: 
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And Me it were - that ebbed from Thee 

On some unanswering Shore -

Would'st Thou seek so - just say-

That I the Answer may pursue 

Unto the lips it eddied through -

So - overtaking Thee - (8-13) 

The relative clause beginning with "that" in line eight 

indicates that the narrator perceives the listener as a 

deity rather than an individual and that the poet is 

speaking directly to God. While "Ebbed" may be defined as 

the reflux of the tide toward the sea, the word additionally 

represents the act of falling from a higher to a lower 

level, or from a better to a worse state. If the line is 

read from the first definition, the narrator forces God into 

a human rather than a supernatural form. God then, like the 

speaker of the first stanza, must now look toward a creator, 

the poet--a compliant position in keeping with the role-

reversal illustrated in the stanza. The second definition 

reinforces as well the reading of the listener as deity and 

indicates that the narrator perceives a fallen state and 

damnation resulting from her questioning God. Dickinson 
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demonstrates, however, the ability to overcome this vestige 

of Calvinism in other poems of the same theme, such as Poems 

4, 1469, and 1605. 

Line nine illustrates more explicitly the narrator's 

current state: "On some unanswering Shore." The words "some 

unanswering" implies a state of lost contact and suggests 

that the poem is one last effort at meaningful discourse. 

The line indicates, however, little hope of compliance by 

God in answering the needs of the narrator. By setting the 

stanza on the shoreline, the poet allows the line to be read 

as the characterization of the listener/God as the tide, 

often receding rather than maintaining constant touch with 

the shore--the narrator/worshiper. 

The lack of a question mark for the question beginning 

line ten indicates a question without the expectation of an 

answer and reinforces the reading of waning communion 

between the narrator and God. The narrator imposes her own 

silence but doubts that the listener would pursue her in the 

same manner if the converse situation were to take place. 

In changing from the interrogative to the imperative 

mood in the final four lines, the narrator once again 
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becomes more assertive in demanding that the listener 

experience the solitude suggested in the initial stanza. The 

command "just say" additionally depicts the poet as a god-

like creator in echoing Genesis, where God is able to speak 

the world into existence. 

The meaning of the phrase "That I the Answer" becomes 

more apparent if taken as being the answer to the question 

"Would'st Thou seek so" of the previous line. The needs of 

the individual, corporeal or supernatural, then become 

ultimate. Moreover, when the poem is read aloud, "I" 

suggests the word "eye." And seeing may be equated with 

knowing "the Answer." The poem may then be understood as 

associating sight with reality, the tangible--that which can 

be seen--with truth, rather than with blind submissiveness 

to theological convention. 

The last three lines depict the poet as creator in 

demanding that God recognize the yearnings of the narrator. 

The deity has assumed corporeal form in having lips to allow 

for the discourse the narrator longs for. The poet has 

reversed roles by placing God on the same level as humanity. 
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The final water image, "eddied," a current of water 

running contrary to the main current, allows the narrator to 

be acknowledged openly despite her disputing the Christian 

obligation of submission to God. This idea continues in the 

final line "So - overtaking Thee In using "So" as an 

interjection to indicate awareness, the narrator has imposed 

the edict of the final two lines upon God. The term 

"overtaking" suggests pursuit and dominion over, which 

implies that the creation has ultimately become the creator 

within the poem. Thus with this final line, the narrator has 

argued to a deity that a creation, albeit an individual who 

questions and challenges convention, should be acknowledged, 

accepted, and allowed to continue. 



NOTES 

-̂The poet's biographer, Cynthia Woolf, describes 

Dickinson's understanding of the Calvinistic relationship 

with God. Jesus is described throughout the New Testament as 

a bridegroom, which explains the reason that some of 

Dickinson's works may be read as love poetry to some unknown 

individual. This relationship is not, however, symbiotic, 

with God's assurance of eternal devotion to those who 

actively seek him; Calvinists believe that an individual may 

worship a lifetime without the guarantee of attaining 

salvation: 

It is a barbaric courtship. The bridegroom 

promised a Heaven and a place for the bride in 

this kingdom to come. Yet, to win the bride's 

place in the hereafter, we must relinquish 

autonomy and reason, the core of identity in the 

world that we know, to faith. And all must pay 

the price of death, even though Jesus Himself had 

acknowledged that not all would gain Heaven. (273) 

61 
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Understandably, the poet would be unwilling to relinquish 

the independence fought for and won to write her poetry-

given the societal constrictions, particularly restrictions 

due to gender, of the period. 

2See Wendy Martin's "Emily Dickinson." 

3See Richard Wilbur's "Sumptuous Destitution." Wilbur 

is one of few critics who offers a religious hermeneutic 

from which to examine Dickinson's poetry: 

She inherited a great and overbearing vocabulary, 

which, had she used it submissively, would have 

forced her to express an established theology and 

psychology. But she would not let that vocabulary 

write her poems for her. There lies the real 

difference between a poet like Emily Dickinson and 

a fine versifier like Isaac Watts. To be sure, 

Emily Dickinson also wrote in the meters of 

hymnody, and paraphrased the Bible, and made her 

poems turn on great words like Immortality and 

Salvation and Election. But in her poems those 

great words are not merely being themselves; they 

have been adopted, for expressive purposes; they 
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have been taken personally, and therefore 

redefined. (3) 

4Richard Sewall, Dickinson's foremost biographer, 

associates the theme of the poem with the poet's having 

found divinity equal to her Master, suspected to be Samuel 

Bowles, who had previously dashed her romantic hopes in 

failing to respond to her. According to Sewall, her new 

stature allows her renewed hope for later recognition of 

equality by her Master in heaven: 

Her old pose of timidity and helplessness is gone; 

she is no longer a beggar for alms, or a starving 

sparrow, or a drowning swimmer, or the 'The Drop 

[as she wrote in a poem she sent Bowles] that 

wrestles in the Sea -' She assumes a new stature. 

She is still bound to her 'Master,' whose 'face' 

she will present in heaven as her credential to 

claim equality of rank . . . . (504) 

While Sewall acknowledges the change in tone throughout 

Dickinson's poetry by demonstrating her newly acquired 

independence, the biographer provides no definiteness in the 

identity of the listener in the poems: "Bowles (or whoever 
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or whatever)" (503). For that matter, the source of this 

divinity is debatable as well: "the 'Degree' somehow 

conferred upon her, by herself, or some Being unknown" 

(503) . 

5A reading often overlooked by critics: "Explicitly 

characterized as a wrestling match, the engagement has such 

an appearance of chivalric restraint that even insightful 

critics have read this as a love poem" (Woolf 271). 

6Linguists would contend that this change demonstrates 

Dickinson's supremacy over God in being capable of renaming 

a deity through the written word. While God is capable of 

speaking the world into being, Dickinson creates through the 

written rather than oral word: 

Oral peoples commonly think of names (one kind of 

words) as conveying power over things. 

Explanations of Adam's naming of the animals in 

Genesis 2:20 usually call condescending attention 

to this presumably quaint archaic belief. Such a 

belief is in fact far less quaint than it seems to 

unreflective chirographic and typographic folk. 

First of all, names do give human beings power 
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over what they name: without learning a vast store 

of names, one is simply powerless to understand, 

for example, chemistry and practice chemical 

engineering. And so with all other intellectual 

knowledge. Secondly, chirographic and typographic 

folk tend to think of names as labels, written or 

printed tags imaginatively affixed to an object 

named. Oral folk have no sense of a name as a tag, 

for they have no idea of a name as something that 

can be seen. Written or printed representations of 

words can be labels; real, spoken words cannot be. 

(Ong 33) 

Noticeable within this interpretation of the power inherent 

in an individual's capacity to name is the Biblical analogy 

to Adam. The poet is able to demonstrate an equally creative 

power by having the ability to designate within the written 

lines of poetry, which, like the Bible, remains as a 

testament to her dominion over reality and existence. 

7 See Cynthia Griffin Woolf's Emily Dickinson. New 

York: Addison-Wesley, 1988: 

Amphitrite became the wife of Poseidon under the 
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most unpropitious circumstances. One day this 

ruler of the waves saw her dancing innocently upon 

the shores of Naxos; he commissioned his emissary 

the dolphin to go steal her from her father's 

home, and when she was brought to him, he raped 

her. Confirmed as the consort of this jealous and 

vicious ruler, she was condemned to dwell forever 

in the dark, undulant depths of an unfamiliar 

world of water. Entitled to wear a crown as 

'queen,' she could never again be inviolate or 

free--an apt rendering of the woman 'blessed' with 

the 'crown' of conversion as Dickinson construed 

it. (272) 

8Christanne Miller's study of Dickinson's poetic 

syntax, A Poet's Grammar, examines the frequency of the 

poet's use of coordinating conjunctions and provides an 

explanation for their intent: 

In a random sampling of 16 of her poems, out of 71 

sentence connectors (not including pronoun 

connectors), 39, or almost 55 percent, are 

accounted for by and, but, or, and so . . . . The 
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simplicity of paratactic syntax both makes the 

speaker's voice sound impulsive or natural and 

increases the elevating ellipticism or obscurity 

of her message. Thus the same syntactic device 

leads to comparisons with a child's voice and with 

that of the author of the Bible--what was long 

thought to be the voice of God. (31-33) 



CHAPTER III 

FROM SUPPLICATION TO SUPPLANTATION 

"Thither I pilot thee 

The process by which Dickinson rejects God is subtle, 

yet emphatic. Having been forsaken in her poetic attempts to 

establish a symbiotic relationship with God, the poet is 

left with no recourse except to turn away and reject God--

God's own response to impassive individuals--or to lose her 

poetic identity completely. What results from this struggle 

is poetry that systematically undermines the Calvinistic 

principles that would have an individual damned for eternity 

for renouncing subservience to God. Within her water poetry, 

Dickinson questions God's significance, demands her 

autonomy, thereby establishing her own significance as a 

poet. Perhaps the most effective technique in her 

theological/ontological debate is the convention of using 

Biblical imagery in her poetry to assert her own divinity 

first to God, then to the reader: 

68 
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Her transfer of religious metaphor to fiction-

making later on is not fortuitous. Religious and 

literary concerns converge at the idea of 

truth. . . . The Bible is said to be a true text, 

yet her own experience shows her how easily 

figurative language can deceive, and the Bible is 

figurative. (Homans 133) 

Dickinson's water poetry demonstrates a theological/ 

ontological debate; the reader must adopt a Biblical 

hermeneutic to perceive that the poet is emulating God in 

her poetry: the Bible describes how God creates and thereby 

instills a need for communion in his creation. Unrequited in 

her attempt at communion, however, Dickinson rejects eternal 

life promised by a silent entity, choosing instead divinity 

and ultimately immortality found through poetry. Once having 

established her god-like identity as a poet, Dickinson turns 

to the similar use of Biblical language in her own poetic 

creations to establish the communion with her reader that 

she finds lacking in her relationship with God. 

As illustrated in other poems utilizing the water 

motif, Dickinson wants an approachable god. In the process 
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of being refuted in her efforts to establish an open 

dialogue with God within the constraints of Calvinist 

doctrine, Dickinson begins to turn instead to poetry using 

the water motif to question God's significance. Dickinson's 

use of water, however, is an aberration of conventional 

religious water archetypes.1 Her poetry demonstrates a 

heretical departure from the perception of water as the 

means of cleansing the spirit through baptism that allows an 

individual to approach and stand in the presence of God. 

Dickinson uses water imagery, rather, as a means to approach 

God, but after she finds an inaccessible, often malevolent 

deity, she uses her art instead as a means to deprive 

poetically God of his divinity: 

Each that we lose takes part of us; 

A crescent still abides, 

Which like the moon, some turbid night, 

Is summoned by the tides. [1605] 

The poem begins with ambiguity that suggests the theme; 

"Each" has no definite referent, but is modified by the 

relative clause "that we lose," which suggests "Each" loss. 

While the typical definition of "crescent" is a cycle of the 
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moon, implying less than the full moon, another is an 

increase, leading to the paradox of how a loss may be 

perceived as an increase. The answer may be in the 

modification of the word "Each" itself--an object's modifier 

acting as its own referent. Similar is the thematic 

relationship of the tides to the moon that the narrator 

describes later in the poem. 

Two interpretations exist to explain how a loss might 

be perceived as a gain. One interpretation of this 

paradoxical loss as gain is a loss that strengthens the 

spirit or resolve of the individual, as is the case with the 

Calvinist mindset of God's capacity to purify the soul 

through hardship and suffering. The suggestion of a crescent 

that "still abides" in the second line then becomes clearer. 

To abide means to await as well as to endure or to 

tolerate.2 The line then suggests a sense of resolve, 

awaiting the arrival of something or someone who may be 

intolerable. The second interpretation is that the absence 

of a referent for "Each" suggests the absence of God in the 

life of the narrator until summoned through adversity and 

prayer. This position supports later imagery of the capacity 
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of the tides to evoke the moon, a reversal of the 

traditional relationship between the moon and tide that 

symbolically demonstrates the reversal of positions of God 

and suppliant that Dickinson desires. 

The form of the entire poem further suggests the theme, 

once more pairing seemingly disparate elements in relation 

to each other to characterize the narrator's relationship 

with God. Lines three and four comprise the simile "Which 

like the moon" embedded within a relative clause that 

modifies the first two lines. The moon calls to mind Christ 

in its being the reflection of an original source of light, 

similar to a monthly resurrection. Having the resurrection 

occur "some turbid night" (3) implies a state of confusion 

or disorder--similar to the atypical cause/effect 

relationship of the moon's being summoned by the tides. This 

state is additionally reflected in the unspecified times of 

loss that begin the poem. That this confusion takes place at 

night further indicates that the original source of light, 

the sun, is not present to the sight of the narrator, much 

the same as an absent god. 
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The last two lines depict an object's being capable of 

summoning the source, suggestive of the relationship of a 

worshiper at prayer summoning God. The syntax of the first 

line, in allowing an object to be able to modify itself, is 

thus similar to the relationship of the last two lines of 

the poem in relation to the first two lines. In both 

instances, the object determines the subject, a relationship 

suggestive of Dickinson's theology concerning the 

relationship between God and the individual: 

Eventually, Dickinson came to appreciate a 

paradoxical fact. The relationship between God and 

His creatures has an essentially reciprocal 

quality. Perhaps we need Him to provide an heroic 

dimension to our otherwise banal lives; at the 

same time, He may need our belief. Perhaps it is 

not enough for God to exist; perhaps He requires 

our confidence in Him to suffuse His existence 

with meaning. (Woolf 456) 

Through the act of evoking a deity through prayer, the 

worshiper supplies significance to a god; through the act of 
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effecting contrition, a deity provides significance to the 

worshiper. 

By the poem's end, the narrator has, in effect, 

established a relationship of commonality with God, once 

again portraying Dickinson's effort to address God on equal 

terms through her own creative act of poetry. Yet a sense of 

ambivalence toward God is implied through the negative 

connotations of terms such as "lose," "abides," and 

"turbid." Rather than accepting God unquestioningly, the 

narrator recognizes the significance of the role that she 

plays in relation to God, thereby enhancing her own 

importance. 

Poem 1469 further demonstrates that God hopes to keep 

individuals in a state of simplicity. The piece additionally 

suggests the reason behind Dickinson's proclivity for using 

obscure syntax in her poetry. Critics have often examined 

her baffling poetic style, recognizing its power but 

offering little or no explanation of its intent: 

One of the primary difficulties for the modern 

reader of Dickinson' poetry is to understand this 

tension between the poet's partially articulated 
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desire to speak to an audience, to move her 

reader, and her largely unarticulated decision to 

write the riddling, elliptical poetry she does. 

This tension, however, is at the root of the 

peculiar urgency in Dickinson's poems. (Miller 1) 

Two additional, yet overlooked, interpretations exist to 

explain Dickinson's style. One interpretation of her 

allusive style is that the poet demonstrates, particularly 

through poems employing water imagery, reticence in 

questioning God openly in his dominion. A second possibility 

is that Dickinson's style is a method of engaging the 

reader; her style provides the discourse that she suggests 

is lacking in her relationship with God. This style demands 

from the reader a state of sentience that Dickinson believes 

she is expected to have surrendered to be able to approach 

God; and in asserting her own divinity, she requires this 

state of surrender from the reader. The reader is thus, in a 

sense, prostrate before Dickinson's poetry. 

For Dickinson, a state of simplicity implies 

subjugation, which, in turn, means that she not be allowed 

to be recognized as an individual or as a poet. The poem 
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thus characterizes an enlightened mind demanding 

independence and recognition from an irresistible force, 

indicated as God in the form of the Sea. Dickinson's battle 

with an irresistible force manifests itself not only in the 

diction, but also in the tone and overall theme. The tone 

suggests an embittered statement against having the capacity 

to question without having the right to question. The theme, 

moreover, suggests that the poet questions loving an 

ambivalent God. 

If wrecked upon the Shoal of Thought 

How is it with the Sea? 

The only Vessel that is shunned 

Is safe - Simplicity - [1469] 

The poem begins by describing the aftermath of a past 

conflict between the force of the Sea and the individual, 

leaving the narrator "wrecked" upon the "Shoal of Thought." 

The poem is ambiguous in describing the reason for the 

conflict. Did "the Sea" or "Thought" itself--that is, God or 

the individual--cause the conflict? Perhaps the thought of 

supplication to a deity, particularly one exhibiting 

indifference, has grounded the individual. The term 
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"wrecked" means cast up on land by the sea, implying the 

former rather than the latter reading. If the God is 

understood as representing the Sea, then the narrative 

suggests unrequited love. The poem then implies that the 

narrator, or any other thoughtfully independent individual, 

will continually find the same circumstances simply by 

having the capacity to reason and to question. Through the 

absence of an actor for the verb "wrecked," the narrator 

seems reluctant to impose blame for the action, in keeping 

with the reticence for openly challenging God that 

characterizes much of Dickinson's poetry. 

The narrator appears to question the propensity for an 

individual to find solace in the sea or the ability to 

return to the point of ignorance or innocence, here implied 

in the safety of the shore. Being "wrecked" upon the "Shoal 

of Thought" becomes clearer when understood within this 

context. "Shoal" is defined as a sandbar and represents a 

middle ground between the shore, earthly existence, and the 

sea, divinity or eternity. 

The question of line two "How is it with the Sea?" 

implies resentment that the relationship is not symbiotic 
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and that whatever governs the individual does not seem to 

govern the Sea. This capacity to question seems in keeping 

with the image of the "Shoal of Thought" that is mentioned 

in the previous line as well as indirectly asserting the 

importance of the poet in having the capacity and 

willingness to question. The absence of an answer to this 

question further indicates an absent or perhaps indifferent 

god. 

Assuming the role of God in replying for the Sea, the 

narrator answers the question posed in the previous line and 

argues against Calvinist doctrine: "The only Vessel that is 

shunned" (3). "Vessel" can be defined as a person in whom 

grace is infused as well as a hollow structure designed for 

navigation.3 If the line is read from the first definition, 

the modifier "only" presents a paradox. Calvinist doctrine 

states unquestionably that Elect individuals are incapable 

of losing grace, a point that Dickinson often examines and 

debates in her poetry: 

. . .the sense of being Chosen, or Elected; the 

idea of Redemption. All these were at work, I 

think, in her complicated consciousness, if not as 
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theological convictions, at least as fixed points 

in her spiritual navigation--sometimes vividly-

seen, more often suffused in a fog or mist. 

(Sewall 25) 

If the individual is defined as a "Vessel," then the grace 

modified by the relative clause "that is shunned" implies 

that this state brings deliberate, especially habitual, 

avoidance by God. The term "only" then suggests that a deity 

seeks only the individual ignorant of his presence. If the 

second definition of "Vessel" is used, the poem connotes 

resentment by the poet at being a vessel designed for 

navigation, suggestive of life, yet ignored by its creator. 

The final lines answer the question raised by the first 

reading. This definition of "Vessel" contests the Calvinist 

idea of Election and contends that the poet has the same 

creative power as a god to the reader. The adjective "safe" 

begs the question of the noun that it modifies, allowing for 

two possibilities. The term can be defined as meaning free 

from harm as well as not being a risk or threat--one is a 

passive role, the other is active. As both readings suggest 

states of being, the first definition implies a role of 
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passivity, with God's assuming the role of the protector for 

the narrator; the second implies an active role, with the 

narrator's being the threat. The latter role supports the 

reading of the narrator's demanding to be recognized as 

having the same capacity to create as a god. The narrator 

then assumes much the same role as a god to the reader, 

which supports the definition of the poet's being a threat 

to God as creator, a role with the reader that seldom has 

been perceived by scholars of her poetry and never within 

the context of her being a threat to God, but rather as a 

testament to the female reproductive power.4 Dickinson 

forces the reader into the passive role, effecting the 

creative union that the she desires but is unable to find in 

God. 

The final line is ambiguous in setting "Simplicity" in 

apposition to no clear referent, which enables the poet to 

challenge the reader to examine the poem beyond a simple or 

surface reading. If the term "safe" apposes "Simplicity," 

then the poem suggests an embittered indictment against 

sentience. If "Simplicity" is understood as being in 

apposition to "Vessel," however, the meaning of the poem 
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changes to represent a statement to the reader to avoid a 

similar relationship with a creator/poet5: 

Dickinson's unconventional syntax, like her 

experiments with other aspects of language, 

functions primarily to draw the reader into the 

poem. A poem will remain partially blank until the 

reader becomes engaged in filling it 

out. . . . (Miller 88) 

Once more, scholars find significance in Dickinson's style, 

yet do not find provide a reason other than noting its 

occurrence. Once the result of the poetic structure is 

examined, however, the intent becomes clear. Dickinson 

demands from the reader the intensity of interaction in her 

creative process that she finds lacking in her relationship 

with God. And refuting Calvinism is the only method for this 

effort to be successful. 

Dickinson must refute Calvinist doctrines to validate 

her autonomy as well. Once the poet has refuted God's 

significance in questioning Calvinist tenets, she then is 

able to move toward demonstrating her autonomy. The 
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following poem illustrates the poet's overt reaction against 

the Calvinist concept of predestination, the doctrine that 

God in consequence of foreknowledge of all events infallibly 

guides those who are destined for salvation. Rather than 

following a course of life prescribed by God, the poet looks 

for control of her own destiny, demonstrating her resistance 

to suppliance through water: 

On this wondrous sea 

Sailing silently, 

Ho! Pilot, ho! 

Knowest thou the shore 

Where no breakers roar -

Where the storm is o'er? 

In the peaceful west 

Many the sails at rest -

The anchors fast -

Thither I pilot thee -

Land Ho! Eternity! 

Ashore at last! [4] 
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Dickinson begins the poem in a positive manner: comparing 

life to traversing a wide expanse of water with a pilot, 

suggestive of God, controlling the voyage, suggestive of an 

individual's destiny. The serenity portrayed in the poem, 

however, changes after the initial line. At first, life is 

depicted as a metaphorical voyage, with God sitting at the 

helm of the ship to ensure no mishaps, as evidenced in the 

initial characterization of the sea: "On this wondrous sea / 

Sailing silently"(1-2). The language used denotes serenity: 

the stacking of the sibilants "wondrous," "sea," "Sailing," 

and "silently" denote a peaceful, relaxing trip to the final 

destination of heaven, which is indicated by the voyage's 

being described as a trip to "Eternity" in line eleven. 

Early evidence in the poem of God's association with 

silent indifference, however, occurs in the line "Sailing 

silently"(2). Suggestive of Dickinson's demanding discourse 

from God, a theme more fully realized in other poems, is the 

poet's breaking the tranquility of the journey by verbally 

taking over the navigation of the vessel. The image of 

peaceful supplication, moreover, changes in line three. 

Rather than allowing the pilot to steer the ship and rely on 
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the silent guidance of another, the poet emphatically, as 

evidenced by the exclamation marks, breaks the serenity of 

the moment by questioning the pilot's navigational ability: 

Ho! Pilot, ho!" (3). The lines "Knowest thou the shore / 

Where no breakers roar - / Where the storm is o'er?" (4-6) 

indicate that the serenity of the trip has been an illusion 

and that the pilot has previously demonstrated dubious 

navigational skills. The line further echoes a Biblical 

passage illustrating a possible reason for the storm that 

has occurred in the segment of the voyage preceding the 

poem: 

Peace, peace to him that is far off, and to 

him that is near, saith the Lord; and I will heal 

him. 

But the wicked are like the troubled sea, 

when it cannot rest, whose waters cast up mire and 

dirt. 

There is no peace, saith my god, to the 

wicked. (Isaiah 57:20-21) 

Like the "troubled sea" found in the Biblical passage, 

"breakers" that "roar" have threatened the tranquility of 
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the journey, and a storm now appears at the end of the 

stanza, suggesting that the entire journey has taken place 

in turmoil. In questioning the captain's ability, the 

narrator appears uncertain in trusting the control of her 

destiny to the direction of another, albeit a god. To doubt 

God rather than follow his guidance unquestioningly--the 

behavior expected of her Calvinist forebears--offers one 

reason the poet would consider herself to be among the 

wicked in the Biblical passage. 

The poem thus suggests a poet establishing her voice in 

questioning mainstream theological beliefs.6 Dickinson uses 

the same method of beginning with images of serenity before 

moving to that of turmoil in the second stanza. The line "In 

the peaceful west" implies a journey from a tumultuous east. 

The west typically symbolizes the setting sun and death, 

whereas the east implies the rising sun or birth. The 

symbolism thus contradicts the initial imagery of life as a 

silent, wondrous sea. Rather, the poet suggests that a 

corporeal existence under the direction of another offers 

only tribulation, a opinion that Dickinson preaches 

throughout her poetry: "Emily Dickinson was a product of the 
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New England tradition of moral Calvinism; her 

dissatisfaction with her tradition led to her questioning 

most of its theology and discarding much of it, and led to 

her reinterpreting some of it . . ." (Winters 39). As she 

replaces the captain in the second stanza: "Thither I pilot 

thee (10), Dickinson begins the motif of deposing God by 

taking control of her own destiny, a reversal in the 

relationship of the passenger to the pilot from that of the 

sea to the moon, anticipated in Poem 1605. 

Still other poems more openly display the poet's 

challenge of accepted theological beliefs. These poems 

demonstrate that the poet wants independence from God to be 

able to steer her destiny because, as shown in poems 1604 

and 881, merely being part of a group that follows an 

indifferent god provides no lasting distinction for her. In 

fact, the first poems that Dickinson is known to have sent 

Samuel Bowles were contained in letters that express through 

water imagery her desire for independence from God.7 

The convention of associating God with the image of 

water occurs more frequently throughout Dickinson's poetry 

after the death of her Aunt Lavinia in 1860, with the poet's 
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often describing Lavinia as being "at sea." Dickinson's 

using water to examine God and the afterlife then begins to 

figure predominately in her writings, both in the letters 

and poems. Four poems in particular address Dickinson's 

ideas of immortality and divinity, each through undermining 

Calvinist doctrine. For example, in the following poem, 

Dickinson overtly disputes the Calvinist idea of the Elect 

who find eternal life through the actions of a capricious 

god: 

Above Oblivion's Tide there is a Pier 

And an effaceless "Few" are lifted there -

Nay - lift themselves - Fame has no Arms -

and but one smile - that meagres Balms - [1531] 

The first half of the poem follows traditional Calvinistic 

beliefs, yet these doctrines are undermined by the last two 

lines. The first line depicts a harbor that prevents a 

select few from foundering in a sea of forgetfulness. Using 

the imagery of a "Pier" by which God provides a harbor, the 

poet equates the tides of the ocean to an "Oblivion" that 

encompasses all but God's chosen "Few." In keeping with the 

doctrine of the Elect, the poem declares that only through 
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the grace of God are these "Few" capable of finding eternal 

life or becoming "effaceless." The poet, however, supplants 

this theology in the negation of the final two lines. 

In the final lines, the poet describes the sole means 

by which individuals are able to find salvation, satirically 

contradicting the Biblical depiction of the following a 

benevolent god into the afterlife: 

Behold, the Lord God will come with strong 

hand, and his arm shall rule for him: behold, his 

reward is with him, and his work before him. 

He shall feed his flock like a shepherd: he 

shall gather the lambs with his arm, and carry 

them in his bosom, and shall gently lead those 

that are with young. 

Who hath measured the waters in the hollow of 

his hand, and meted out Heaven with the span, and 

comprehended the dust of the earth in a measure, 

and weighted the mountains in scales, and the 

hills in a balance? (Isaiah 40:10-12) 

In the final lines "Nay - lift themselves - Fame has no 
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Arms - / and but one smile - that meagres Balms," the poet 

contends that God's form of "Fame" in fact "has no Arms" (3) 

and that the only means by which individuals are capable of 

being lifted from the sea of oblivion are through their own 

actions. 

The final line's depicting a benevolent god who smiles 

appears to contradict this reading until the image is 

understood from a Biblical hermeneutic. Instances of God's 

smiling throughout the entire Bible are few, and all are 

limited to the Book of Job, in which God tests the faith of 

one of his most devout: 

I will say unto God, Do not condemn me; shew 

me wherefore thou contendest with me. 

Is it good unto thee that thou shouldest 

oppress, that thou shouldest despise the work of 

thine hands, and shine [smile] upon the counsel of 

the wicked? 

Hast thou eyes of flesh? or seest thou as man 

seeth? (Job 10:2-4) 

This "smile" then may be understood as representing 

blessings or grace given to other less-devout or deserving 



90 

individuals as well as a look of bemusement at the whimsical 

tribulations God brings to individuals to test their faith. 

This reading, moreover, echoes the line "The Ocean - smiles 

- at her Conceit from Poem 284, in which the poet depicts 

God's amusement at any individual's struggle for 

distinction. 

The final image apposes God's cynical smile, which 

furthers the reading of the poem's being a challenge to the 

orthodox ideal of heaven. The final description "that 

meagres Balms" then suggests that the form of immortality 

found through God's grace is meager, providing no lasting 

fame for the individual, only for the deity. 

In the poetry that most patently repudiates God, 

Dickinson demonstrates that she has chosen instead an 

autonomous affiliation to her poetry, and after realizing 

her autonomy from God, she is then able to assert her 

divinity as a creator of poetry. Once having broken the 

union with God through her water poems, Dickinson turns more 

confidently toward initiating a bond with the reader by 

asserting that divinity is present in each individual not 

suppressed by the restraining presence of God. And in having 
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contended that a pious life provides no lasting fame except 

for God, the poet then looks instead to establishing her own 

immortality through the body of her works. Much the same as 

a Biblical text's attesting to God's holiness, Dickinson's 

poetry provides an enduring testament to her divinity. 

Dickinson's poetic confidence is noticeably realized by 

her openly contesting the most basic of theological 

(especially Calvinistic) precepts. For instance, the 

following poem impudently effaces the passage from the Book 

of John that dictates that the only way to gain eternal life 

is through the belief in and supplication to God: 

Those not live yet 

Who doubt to live again -

"Again" is of a twice 

But this - is one -

The Ship beneath the Draw 

Aground - is he? 

Death - so - the Hyphen of the Sea -

Deep is the Schedule 

Of the Disk to be -

Costumeless Consciousness -
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That is he - [1454] 

The first two lines "Those not live yet / Who doubt to live 

again allow for two interpretations, both of which 

support the theme of Dickinson's finding immortality through 

poetry. The first reading results from the paradox found in 

the initial lines. The question that is raised is how those 

who are not alive may have the ability to doubt, which, in 

turn, suggests an allusion to the Biblical passage whereby 

Jesus describes the process to be alive and to live again: 

Jesus said unto her, *I am the resurrection, 

and the life: he that believeth in me though he 

were dead, yet shall he live: 

And whosoever liveth and believeth in me 

shall never die.' (John 11:25) 

Dickinson's negation of being alive and doubting to live 

advances the understanding that the poet lacks the 

theological beliefs that will allow for life through God in 

this existence or the hereafter. 

Another reading arises from the definition of "live" as 

of continuing interest. The resulting question then is the 

identity of the source of this interest. The poet may have 
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experienced the solitude depicted in the fourth line "But 

this - is one and have written the poem in response to 

the unrequited emotion sought for in her relationship with 

God. This interest, however, may be from the reader of 

Dickinson's poetry, which is suggested in the line: "Who 

doubt to live again (2) . The poet who doubts in poetry 

lives through the interaction of the reader with her poems. 

Similar to God, the poet thus becomes eternal through the 

interest of others. 

The lines "'Again' is of a twice / But this - is one 

(4-5) continue the reading of the poet's finding equality 

with God. As Dickinson contends in other poems, divinity 

does not come to the followers of God, and salvation offers 

no distinction in this or other potential lives for a poet 

who seeks recognition by establishing communion with a 

reader. The word "one" that ends line five further suggests 

that this life is the single source for Dickinson's finding 

divinity. 

In the succeeding lines "The Ship beneath the Draw / 

Aground - is he?" (5-6), the poet questions whether those 

who seek salvation through God actually do find eternal 
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life. The terra "Draw" means to move gradually by the pulling 

of an attractive force as well as to swell out by the winds, 

suggestive of sails on a ship. The imagery then suggests the 

idea of perseverance of saints from Calvinist doctrine, the 

predetermined Elect inescapably following God in the path of 

holiness. 

The poet questions this doctrine in the following line, 

however. The term "Aground" can mean both on the shore as 

well as at the bottom of a body of water. The question "is 

he?" to end the line then implies that the poet is uncertain 

as well of which meaning applies and doubts whether eternal 

life is indisputably found in persistently acquiescing to 

God. 

The remaining lines advance poetry as the means to 

attaining lasting divinity. "Death" is described as "the 

Hyphen of the Sea (7), which suggests that death is 

capable of being transcended through divinity. The image of 

the "Hyphen" allows for the interpretation of a form of 

punctuation that divides word elements, indicating that "the 

Sea," or God, is the barrier that separates the poet from 

lasting fame. But in addition to dividing, a hyphen is 
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capable of connecting parts of words. Rather than acting as 

a terminal form of punctuation, hyphens allow for words to 

continue from one line to the next, a concept supported as 

well in the typography of Dickinson's use of dashes, two 

hyphens, as punctuation. Rather than providing end-stops, 

the dashes allow the poems to move from one line to the 

next, suggestive of the flowing of this existence into the 

next through the means of poetry. 

The final four lines answer the question raised earlier 

in line six of whether salvation provides lasting fame: 

Deep is the Schedule 

Of the Disk to be -

Costumeless Consciousness -

That is he (8-11) 

The word "Schedule" suggests a written statement, furthering 

the reading of Dickinson's capacity to transcend death 

through writing, despite having to assume a non-corporeal 

form, a "Costumeless Consciousness." The imagery of a 

schedule that is "Deep" suggests water and furthers the 

interpretation that the poet will find divinity similar to 

that of the Sea. Advancing the earlier hyphen metaphor, the 
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line "Of the Disk to be evokes the idea of an even 

progression from Dickinson's corporeal form to a form 

suggestive of a divine celestial body, but this movement 

occurs only through the flowing lines of poetry. 

After having achieved her own divinity through her 

poetry, Dickinson turns to instilling a sense of the divine 

in her readers. Her works thus provide a more accessible 

alternative to God, who offers only eternal anonymity for 

devoutness: 

Though the great Waters sleep, 

That they are still the Deep, 

We cannot doubt -

No vacillating God 

Ignited this Abode 

To put it out - [1599] 

The plurality of the larger bodies of water in the first 

line suggests that the poet understands that divinity is not 

limited to one deity. The waters' being characterized as 

"great" further implies largeness in number as well as 

supremacy over the smaller, a point of contention for 

Dickinson that is more fully realized in her Brook/Sea 



97 

poems. This perception of divinity's being present in not 

just one deity suggests that the poet sees divinity as 

attainable for all. That the poet equates a divine presence 

with discourse, with one definition of "great" being 

loudness, further supports other poems whereby Dickinson 

associates speech with godliness. 

The image of the Waters' as asleep allows for two 

readings relating to the theme of immortality. In the first 

reading, the poet acknowledges the existence of these divine 

presences, but attributes their silence to "sleep," implying 

a current state of apathy or indifference, but realizing the 

potential that they have to awaken one day. The second 

interpretation of "sleep" allows for the definition of 

death, which suggests that the "great Waters" may be seen as 

poetic precursors, the "Strong" that the poet refers to in 

Poem 1200 who have been silenced by death, but who have the 

potential to awaken through the interest of a reader. 

The next line explains the reason for a silent deity, a 

question that Dickinson never answers in her pursuit of a 

discourse with God. "That they are still the Deep" (2) 

reinforces the characterization of silence in the first 
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line. The term "still" means yet, but the reflexive syntax 

of the line allows it to refer back to the aforementioned 

state of hibernation as well as to the term "Deep." "Deep" 

can mean beneath the surface or not located in the body, 

inviting the perspective of an agent, the poet, capable of 

recognizing the divine existences of invisible entities, 

much the same role the reader has in interpreting a poem 

and, in the process, realizing the divinity of the poet. 

Like a god, the poet may lack a corporeal form, but, unlike 

God, is more capable and willing to engage in discourse with 

an individual, despite distance and time, merely through the 

reading of poetry. 

The next line illustrates Dickinson's engaging poetic 

style. The third line "We cannot doubt exists as a 

syntactic balance, capable of modifying the first two lines 

as well as the last three. By the rhetorical use of "We," 

the poet unites with the reader, furthering the 

interpretation of Dickinson's utilizing water imagery to 

establish communion with the reader. The accumulation of 

negatives in lines three and four encourages and demands a 

closer examination of the poet's intention: "We cannot 
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doubt - /No vacillating God." To understand the lines, the 

reader must put the statement back into the affirmative, a 

syntactic convention common to Dickinson's poetry: 

"'No' is the wildest word we consign to Language," 

Dickinson writes to her suitor Otis Lord (L 562). 

Perhaps this is so because, like disjunction 

generally, no creates space and therefore 

potential for new seeing and new meaning. No opens 

the doors that normal definitions close. Negation 

keeps the poet honest to her own sense of a 

changing world and experience, and it allows her 

to create her own boundaries of definition and 

meaning. (Miller 98-9) 

The placement of negatives in relation to God then suggests 

a negative association and calls for doubt of the very 

existence of a supreme god, "vacillating" or otherwise. 

The last two lines suggest that the poet seeks 

vindication for poetic expression: "Ignited this Abode / To 

put it out (5-6). The immediateness of "this" to modify 

the "Abode" implies that the residence depicted is the body 

of the poet herself, whose corporeal form is a temporary 
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stay until joining the "great Waters" of the first two 

lines. That the narrator identifies God's having ignited the 

poet's bodily form is understandable and supports the 

reading that poetry allows the poet to supplant God if the 

capacity for water to put out fire is examined. 

Having firmly assumed the role of the poet/creator, 

Dickinson justifies her actions, here the act of 

supplantation in seeking immortality, through the use of 

water: 

If my Bark sink 

'Tis to another sea -

Mortality's Ground Floor 

Is Immortality - [1234] 

The intent of the poem is to portray the idea of baptism as 

a form of subservience to God; according to Cirlot, 

immersion in water assumes two ideas: "a return to a 

preformal state, with a sense of death and annihilation on 

one hand, but of rebirth and regeneration on the other" 

(365). Rather than return to a state of "Simplicity," which 

she depicts in Poem 1469, Dickinson looks to another reason 
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for rebirth by water, a heretical aberration of the orthodox 

baptismal process. 

The subjunctive mood of the first two lines, in fact, 

suggests a response to a doubt that has been raised by the 

theological conventions of her period. The first line "If my 

Bark sink" reveals that the narrator has been floating upon 

the water, rather than submerged, which, in turn, suggests 

the poet's unwillingness to be submerged within the body of 

the divine. This idea supports the lines "Yet small - she 

sighs - if All - is All - / How larger - be?" from Poem 284; 

Dickinson is never willing to become part of the collective 

of God. Rather, she establishes a separate identity as a 

poet, as evidenced by remaining imagery of the poem. 

The term "Bark" presents two readings, both supporting 

the theme of the poet's realizing her autonomy from God. The 

image of sailing on the sea rather than being submerged in 

the body of water is maintained in the term "Bark," which is 

a Middle English word for ship. The term additionally 

indicates a sharp or angry sound, suggesting Dickinson's 

poetic voice. The portrayal of a work of the poet riding 

upon the surface of her metaphor for God reinforces the 



102 

theme of the first two lines: "If my Bark sink / 'Tis to 

another sea (1-2). While "sink" typically means immersed, 

it can also mean to restrain or suppress, a point of 

contention for the poet having established her voice, 

further evidenced by the possessive pronoun "my." The 

result of this potential action is realized in the second 

line; the poet has found association to a source other than 

God rather than being sequestered. Further proof of this 

occurrence is supported in the lower-case "sea," different 

from the "Sea" Dickinson often uses throughout poems 

depicting God. The "sea" can additionally be understood to 

represent "see" when the word is read aloud, indicating a 

different sight or perspective from the poet at the 

suggestion of a metaphorical death by water. 

While the final two lines may represent the religious 

doctrine of grounding one's actions in the belief of an 

afterlife, the reading changes if viewed from the 

perspective of the poet's search for immortality. The word 

"Ground" can be read as representing burial, but the term 

furthers the water motif in the definition of being the 

sediment found at the bottom of a body of water. The 
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narrator can then be seen as referring to the other "sea" of 

the second line. The sediment that builds upon this sight 

can be understood as the body of poetry that collects 

throughout the life of the poet, which, in turn, is the only 

means that the Dickinson may gain true "Immortality" or 

lasting fame. 



NOTES 

•̂See J.E. Cirlot's A Dictionary of Symbols for a more 

complete elaboration of the significance of water as a means 

of rebirth and cleansing. 

2Cf. the hymn, "Abide With Me." 

3The King James version of the Bible is replete with 

instances of the worshiper being described as a "vessel." A 

particular passage from the Bible that Dickinson might have 

written this poem in reaction to comes from Corinthians: 

But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, 

that the excellency of the power may be of God, 

and not of us. 

We are troubled on every side, yet not 

distressed; we are perplexed but not in despair; 

Persecuted, but not forsaken; cast down, but 

not destroyed; 

Always bearing about in the body of the Lord 

Jesus, that the life also of Jesus might be made 

manifest in our body. (II Corinthians 4:7-10) 

104 
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4See Emily Dickinson: A Poet's Grammar. Cambridge: 

Harvard UP, 1987: 

Although one need not conclude that Dickinson 

claims poetry as belonging to women's sexual and 

reproductive power, the poem allows this direction 

of interpretation. Dickinson's practice of keeping 

her own poems hidden in a chest in her bedroom 

underlines the conjunction of poetic creation and 

woman's experience in this poem. (Miller 4) 

5See Poem 754 to examine how the theme of the 

immortality brought through poetry is dependent upon the 

poet's having a reader to achieve this state: 

My Life had stood - a Loaded Gun -

In Corners - till a Day 

The Owner passes - identified -

And carried Me away -

And now We roam in Sovereign Woods -

And now We hunt the Doe -

And every time I speak for Him -
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The Mountains straight reply -

Though I than He - may longer live 

He longer must - than I -

For I have but the power to kill, 

Without - the power to die - [754] 

6See Louise Bogan's "A Mystical Poet." Emily Dickinson: 

A Collection of Critical Essays. Ed. Richard B. Sewall. 

Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1963. 137-43: 

Her deeply religious feeling ran outside the 

bounds of dogma; this individualism was, in fact, 

an inheritance from her Calvinist forbears, but it 

was out of place when contrasted to the 

Evangelicalism to which, in her time, so many 

Protestants had succumbed. She early set herself 

against the guilt and gloom inherent in this 

revivalism. She avoided the constrictions which a 

narrow insistence on religious rule and law would 

put upon her. (13 9) 

7Woolf describes the struggle that leads to the image 

of God as the Sea in these thematically linked poems: 



107 

The first letter evidently follows a particular 

conversation that had ended inconclusively; it 

places the traditional wrestle for faith that 

occurred during the conversion experience almost 

surrealistically--in the midst of the 'sea' that 

had dominated so many of Dickinson's letters 

during the recent harrowing of pain and loss. Even 

'at sea,' she suggests, one might choose autonomy 

and the inviolable self over an easy, optimistic, 

complaisant acceptance of the promises of Christ. 

(247) 



CHAPTER IV 

DISCOVERING DIVINITY AND IMMORTALITY THROUGH POETRY 

"Because my Brook is fluent" 

Within the Dickinsonian canon appear a series of poems 

that employ water imagery to depict the poet's theological 

struggles with a Calvinistic God who wishes to quash the 

autonomy she finds through poetry. Resembling Biblical 

parables, these Brook/Sea poems allow Dickinson the means to 

conceal herself behind metaphor in her adversarial 

relationship with God, understandable if observed from the 

strict Calvinist view of finding God's commands irrefutable. 

Through the artifice of poetry, she is allowed to 

address her unorthodox concerns by poems utilizing the trope 

of water. Finding God silent despite her efforts to initiate 

a discourse, Dickinson turns to other avenues in seeking 

recognition of her god-like capacity for creation through 

poetry. While the early poetry characterizes the poet's 

deference to the strength and size of the larger body of 

108 
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water, her later Brook/Sea poems establish her equality with 

God as a creator, diminutive only in experience. 

After having realized her poetic voice, Dickinson uses 

elision to engage the reader, thereby establishing the 

discourse lacking in her relationship with God. In the 

ultimate act of supplantation, Dickinson validates her claim 

as a creator by describing the presence of a multitude of 

gods, a series perpetually displacing one another. 

Poem 13 6 initially suggests a minor work of an immature 

poet, girlish, seeking to establish a connection with the 

listener. Typical of the Romantic poetic tradition, water is 

equated with inspiration. Like other of Dickinson's poems 

employing the water trope, however, this association exists 

on a cursory, surface reading of the poem. Upon closer 

examination, the imagery tacitly depicts Dickinson's 

relationship with God, who is characterized more openly in 

later poems as the Sea: 

Have you got a Brook in your little heart, 

Where bashful flowers blow, 

And blushing birds go down to drink, 

And shadows tremble so -
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And nobody knows, so still it flows, 

That any brook is there, 

And yet your little draught of life 

Is daily drunken there -

Why, look out for the little brook in March, 

When the rivers overflow, 

And the snows come hurrying from the hills, 

And the bridges often go -

And later, in August it may be -

When the meadows parching lie, 

Beware, lest this little brook of life, 

Some burning noon go dry! [13 6] 

This poem begins with a question, a more overt attempt to 

establish a connection with the reader than the style that 

typifies her later poetry. Further suggestive of early work 

of the poet is the diction. Imagery of diminution, such as 

"little heart," "bashful flowers," "blushing birds," and 

"shadows" that "tremble," denotes reluctance, secrecy, and 

uncertainty. 
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The first line of the second stanza reinforces the 

anonymity of the poet yet to realize her creative potential: 

"And nobody knows, so still it flows," (5). The use of the 

word "nobody" provides two avenues of interpretation. The 

poet may realize that her creativity has been ignored by 

God, or the line may be an early effort by Dickinson to 

initiate a confidential conversation with the reader--just 

as a prayer is a private conversation with God--a theme more 

clearly illustrated in later poetry: 

I'm Nobody! Who are you? 

Are you - Nobody - Too? 

Then there's a pair of us! 

Don't tell! They'd advertise - you know! [288] 

Dickinson indicates later that she understands the creative 

process of poetry (a deference to God's authority) and that 

poetry should be a secret kept between the poet and reader. 

The hushing sound produced through the repetition of the 

sibilant "s" in the words "knows," "so," "still," and 

"flows" in line five reinforces the theme of secrecy in the 

second stanza. The question that is raised, however, is the 

identity of the individual or entity from whom the narrator 
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is keeping the secret of the Brook. The stanza implies an 

anonymous, silent source of inspiration. This reading is 

furthered by the narrator's wanting to depict the source of 

inspiration. The perception of poetry supplying a daily 

source of life contradicts the Calvinist sensibility if 

examined from the Biblical hermeneutic of the Lord's Prayer: 

But thou, when thou prayest, enter into thy 

closet, and when thou hast shut thy door, pray to 

thy Father which is in secret; and thy Father 

which seeth in secret shall reward thee openly. 

But when ye pray, use not vain repetitions, 

as the heathen do: for they think that they shall 

be heard for their much speaking. . . . Give us 

this day our daily bread. (Matthew 6:6-11) 

The poem then may be understood as a complete aberration of 

the method prescribed in the Bible to establish communion 

with God. Some critics have noted Dickinson's poetry as 

statements of her resolve to the imperfections of the world, 

but they fail to see that the poet progressively chooses art 

over theology, thereby establishing independence through 



113 

poetry from the moral constraints found in orthodox 

religion: 

It is one thing to assert as pious doctrine that 

the soul has power, with God's grace, to master 

circumstance. It is another thing to find out 

personally, as Emily Dickinson did in writing her 

psychological poems, that the aspect of the world 

is in no way constant, that the power of external 

things depends on our state of mind, that the soul 

selects its own society and may, if granted 

strength to do so, select a superior order and 

scope of consciousness which will render it 

finally invulnerable. (Wilbur 4-5) 

As discourse is admonished in the Biblical passage, 

Dickinson suggests looking to concealed poetic expression 

rather than an unrequiting god to provide daily sustenance. 

The warning to the reader in the last two stanzas of 

how to maintain a source of life similar to narrator's 

"Brook"; the poem is a secret kept from God. The third 

stanza presents an overflowing of thought in March, not a 

surprising month if considered within its typical 
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association to the spring season and the imagery of nature 

such as the "flowers" and "birds" found in the first stanza. 

The narrator cautions the reader to expect an experience 

similar to Wordsworth's "spontaneous overflow of powerful 

feeling,"1 using much of the same imagery: "When rivers 

overflow" (10). Yet the final line of the stanza, "And the 

bridges often go (12) suggests more than a flood of 

poetic inspiration. The bridge may represent a form of 

communion between the speaker and God that "often" goes, 

despite the wishes of the narrator. As a means of building a 

permanent "bridge," the creative individual must turn to 

poetry to requite her needs for discourse. 

Another reading is to perceive the bridge as a barrier 

inhibiting the act of creation. If the bridge can be 

understood as a structure intimating reason and restricting 

passion, then the line suggests a god-like barrier that may 

be washed away in the process of creating poetry. Moreover, 

"go" echoes the command that one Sea gives to the other with 

the reason that "Wisdom is stale - to Me" (8) in Poem 1210. 

Thus early in her works, Dickinson hints to the source of a 

theme realized in these Brook/Sea poems: the poet's being 



115 

deprived of theological salvation for aspiring to supplant 

God as creator. 

Another interpretation of the passage is that the 

bridge may be equated with the language of poetry. The 

bridge then is the means by which the poet is able to 

establish communion with the reader after the poetic 

inspiration has overflowed. In the process of the poetic 

act, here suggested as being cyclical through the use of the 

seasonal imagery of March and August, the poet is able to 

communicate through the natural bridge created once the 

waters of creativity have receded. 

The last stanza anticipates God's retaliation for the 

flood of poetic inspiration depicted in the previous stanza. 

The emphasis placed upon "later" and "August" indicates that 

the poet wishes the reader to place similar emphasis in 

discerning the meaning of these two words. The first word 

seemingly represents nothing beyond "after" and suggests 

"after" the process of poetic inspiration described in the 

earlier stanza. A variant use of "later" is as the suffix 

"-later," which, when added to a word, is defined as 

"worshiper of." "August" initially suggests a seasonal 
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contrast to the spring imagery of the previous stanza. The 

word may be perceived, however, as being synonymous to the 

adjectives "regal" or "majestic." The line can then be read 

as indicating that the entire last stanza--with its imagery 

representing the absence of poetic inspiration: "parching," 

"burning," and "dry"--characterizes a warning to the reader 

in worshiping a deity in deference to the wellspring of 

life, poetry. 

Line fourteen supports this reading in presenting the 

double entendre: "When the meadows parching lie." The line 

depicts a normal seasonal cycle of nature in presenting a 

landscape devoid of moisture. But the line intimates as well 

a source for this drought in creativity with the words 

"parching lie." The narrator indicates an actor or source 

for drought in choosing the participial form of the 

transitive verb "to parch," which means to deprive of 

natural moisture. God then may be understood being in 

opposition to this creative act through the narrator's 

portrayal of this occurrence taking place in "August." The 

narrator further suggests animosity toward this capacity 

through the use of "lie," implying that all that comes 
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between the poet and the creative act of poetry lacks truth. 

The last two lines may then be seen as Dickinson's warning 

to the reader to be wary of following a deity with a 

similarly restrictive capability, thus establishing 

communion with the reader in opposition to that with God. 

A similar early poem in Dickinson's canon, although 

usually seen by scholars as a love poem appealing for 

personal acceptance, depicts the poet's ambivalence toward 

God.2 The poem assumes a different significance, however, if 

read as Dickinson's portrayal of her relationship to God. 

My River runs to thee -

Blue Sea! Wilt welcome me? 

My River waits reply -

Oh Sea - look graciously -

I'll fetch thee Brooks 

From spotted nooks -

Say - Sea - Take Me! [162] 

Two equally valid interpretations of the poem exist. First, 

the poem is typical of poems using water imagery to depict 

the novice poet's seeking acknowledgment from a silent 

deity. An additional reading characterizes a suppliant 
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individual, a repentant worshiper entreating a deity, 

perhaps in the hope of finding forgiveness for trying 

earlier to establish autonomy through poetry. 

The first line suggests a source of divinity that 

reiterates other water poems illustrating that God draws 

significance from worshipers. The "River" acts as a source, 

emptying into the "Blue Sea," similar to a prayer's 

providing justification for a deity. More implicit in the 

line "My River runs to thee is the sense of self that 

becomes more obvious in later poems. The personal pronoun 

"My," rather than the use of "I," implies the possession of 

the individual, arguing for the poet's dominion over of her 

creative capabilities, here depicted as the "River." 

The question that ends the next line illustrates the 

uncertainty of whether God will accept the individual: "Wilt 

welcome me?" (2). One reading allows for the poet's 

questioning whether she is one of the Select described in 

Calvinist doctrine. Another interpretation suggests that the 

poet may be imploring the deity for salvation or 

forgiveness, both of which fall upon unresponsive ears, as 

evidenced by the lack of an acknowledgment from the 
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listener. Once again God is characterized as a silent, 

indifferent entity who compels the poet look to other 

sources for discourse. This progression toward autonomy of 

the self has been noted by poets and scholars, but not 

applied particularly to Dickinson's poetry using the trope 

of water: 

. . . as Emily Dickinson went from poem to poem, 

I must suppose that she was systematically 

adapting her own experience, which by common 

standards was a humdrum affair of little 

distinction, into the magnificent image of her 

Soul which she has created in the poems. It may 

have been imaginary in the first instance, but it 

becomes more and more actual as she finds the 

courage to live by it. (Ransom 96) 

Ransom does acknowledge that his image of Dickinson is one 

gained through her poetry, supporting that the poet is 

capable of creating an individual through words, much the 

same as the image of God is created through his portrayal in 

the Bible. 
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The third line "My River waits reply" optimizes the 

poet's anticipating a response from God, whose identity is 

established in the succeeding line. As evidenced throughout 

her water poetry, Dickinson has the smaller body of water 

receiving no response from the larger. 

God's identity is established in the following line: 

"Oh Sea - look graciously (4). One definition of the term 

"gracious" is godly, supporting the poet's equating the Sea 

to a deity. Other meanings include merciful and 

compassionate. These definitions indicate that the poet is 

begging God for attention, desiring a loving, compassionate 

god rather than the indifferent one depicted in Calvinist 

theology. The poem may be seen, then, as a poetic prayer 

ignored by God. 

Richard Sewall, Dickinson's biographer, contends that 

the poem's origin may have resulted from the poet's 

familiarity with a passage from Longfellow's Kavanagh: "No 

man is so poor as that. As well might the mountain 

streamlets say they have nothing worth giving to the sea, 

because they are not rivers. Give what you have. To someone, 

it may be better than you dare to think."3 Given the 
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frequency of this imagery throughout the Brook/Sea poems, 

the Longfellow passage may well have contributed to 

Dickinson's notion of looking to other sources in 

establishing an audience other than God for her poetry. 

Poem 1200 realizes all of the themes of dichotomy 

introduced in the Brook/Sea poems--speech/reticent silence, 

creativity/divinity, fluidity/aridity--as well as introduces 

the theme of sight/knowledge: 

Because my Brook is fluent 

I know 'tis dry -

Because my Brook is silent 

It is the Sea -

And startled at its rising 

I try to flee 

To where the Strong assure me 

Is "no more Sea" - [1200] 

The poem begins with the realization of Dickinson's poetic 

voice. The narrator's Brook is "fluent" in the language. 

Supporting the water imagery associated with creation, 

"fluent" connotes "fluid" and is defined as capable of 
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flowing, but the line presents the paradox of how an object 

may be simultaneously fluid and "dry." The lines suggests 

the capacity for the speech act, but the inability to 

create, with a restrictive force preventing the words from 

flowing. An answer is present in the alternate definition of 

dry being "stale," which echoes the final two lines of Poem 

1210: "'Learned Waters - / Wisdom is stale -to Me'" (7-8). 

This same reading of the line is advanced through the 

definition of dry as being not yielding what is expected or 

desired. The poet has the potential for fluidity, speech, 

yet is reluctant to produce poetry, perhaps expecting God's 

retribution for the effort to find divinity through the 

creative act. For God's willingness and capacity to prevent 

equality by inhibiting language and the act of speech is not 

without Biblical precedent: 

And the whole earth was of one language, and 

of one speech. 

And it came to pass, as they journeyed from 

the east, that they found a plain in the land of 

Shi-nar; and they dwelt there. 
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Dickinson recognizes the creative power inherent in 

language. Throughout all of these poems using water imagery 

is the progressive battle to appropriate God's dominion of 

language for herself. Belittling her language is belittling 

the autonomous self realized through poetry; the poet is 

unwilling to belittle the creative self. 

An inversion from Poem 1210, however, is the poet's 

being in possession of the Brook in the first line, a 

departure from being part of the dominion of the Sea, or 

God. The line thus indicates the progression through which 

Dickinson discovers her wellspring of life in her poetry. 

Wanting to share it with the deity, the poet is rejected and 

compelled to look to another audience instead. Poem 1210 

then realizes Dickinson's struggle for equality and 

autonomy, once God discovers this secret source of life. 

Line two suggests that knowledge is control: "I know 

'tis dry." The poet, not God, controls the creative act. 

Dickinson thus has supplanted the Sea--evidenced in the line 

"Wisdom is stale - to Me" from Poem 1210--in perceiving the 

authority she acquires through poetry. 
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And they said one to another. . . .Go to, let 

us build us a city and a tower, whose top may 

reach unto heaven; and let us make us a name, lest 

we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole 

earth. 

And the Lord came down to see the city and 

the tower, which the children of men builded. 

And the Lord said, Behold, the people is one, 

and they have all one language; and this they 

begin to do: and now nothing will be restrained 

from them, which they have imagined to do. 

Go to, let us go down, and there confound 

their language, that they may not understand one 

another's speech. 

So the Lord scattered them abroad from thence 

upon the face of all the earth: and they left off 

to build the city. 

Therefore is the name called Babel; because 

the Lord did there confound the language of all 

the earth. (Genesis 11:1-9) 
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Suggestive of thought association evoked by the line "I 

know 'tis dry," the narrator moves from dryness, to the 

Brook, to silence, and finally to the Sea in succeeding 

lines: "Because my Brook is silent / It is the Sea -"(3-4) . 

The poet thus equates the dryness with silence. The absence 

of communication is then compared with the Sea or God. 

Characteristically, Dickinson approaches outright 

defiance of God, only to retreat behind stylistic ambiguity; 

and here, true to form, the poet returns to elision in 

language and syntax in the second stanza. Once again, she 

conceals her convictions behind obscurity, rather than 

openly revealing herself and her intentions. Critics such as 

Cristanne Miller have noted this practice of veiling, 

revealing, then veiling, in Dickinson's poetry: 

Because there is no semantic or linguistic center, 

no focal word of origin or meaning (and in 

particular no Christian "Word" that explains all), 

there is expansive play of language and analogy, 

which is to say of the mind. In a number of poems, 

Dickinson's speaker threatens the world with a 

power she will never disclose; she pictures 
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herself as outside of all central structure and 

relationship (outside the feast without "Him"--as 

lover or God). (Miller 102) 

Veiling herself behind obscure syntax becomes reasonable if 

understood as illustrating Dickinson's reluctance to acquire 

the power of language. The creative authority found in the 

poem furnishes Dickinson with artistic rather than 

theological salvation; and Dickinson has already rejected 

the form of salvation found in orthodox theology with its 

unbearable silence. 

The second stanza begins in depicting a frightening 

circumstance without disclosing the source of fear: "And 

startled at its rising" (5). The term "startled" indicates, 

in the word's duplicity, the ambivalence of the narrator 

toward God: "startled" implies surprise or alarm and 

immobility, but also contains the word "start," which is 

defined as a sudden, involuntary movement as well as to 

bring into being. This reluctance to create suggests 

Dickinson's own reticence to supplant God through her 

poetry. 
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The "its" of line five further demonstrates the 

ambiguous ieflexivity of the stanza in having no definite 

referent; the word may refer to the Sea, silence, dryness, 

fluency, or the water of the Brook. The "rising" may perhaps 

be a play on words and represent the rising intonation in 

the urgency Dickinson feels to produce poetry. The most 

probable reading, however, is that the narrator experiences 

trepidation in the Sea's rising, that is, the uprising of 

God's authority. This interpretation is supported by the 

next line, in which the narrator describes an attempt "to 

flee" (6) . A variant definition of "flee" is to shun, 

indicating that the speaker wishes to shun God. The 

qualification "try to," however, implies that the effort 

will be fruitless. 

Another reading of "I try to flee / To where the Strong 

assure me / Is 'no more Sea' (6-8) is the poetic device 

of synesthesia: "I" then represents "eye," and "Sea" 

represents "see." If examined from this interpretation, all 

of Dickinson s Sea/Brook poetry may be understood as a 

reaction to Emerson's essay "Nature": 
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In the woods, we return to reason and faith. There 

I feel that nothing can befall me in life, — no 

disgrace, no calamity, (leaving me my eyes), which 

nature cannot repair. Standing on the bare 

ground,--my head bathed by the blithe air, and 

uplifted into infinite space,--all mean egotism 

vanishes, I become a transparent eye-ball; I am 

nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal 

Being circulate through me, I am part and particle 

of God. (10) 

While Emerson similarly depicts his relationship with God 

through the use of water imagery--"the currents of the 

Universal Being"--the message is diametrically opposed to 

Dickinson's. In Emerson's portrayal of his manner of uniting 

with God, "I" becomes "eye-ball," allowing the narrator to 

"see" and blurring the distinction between individual and 

creator. 

Conversely, rather than becoming a medium of God, the 

poet of the Dickinson poem hopes to escape the association 

of sight in the final lines of 1200: "I try to flee / To 

where the Strong assure me / Is *no more Sea' (6-8) . 
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Suggestive of an ironic rebuttal to the Emerson's essay, 

Dickinson shuns this type of relationship with God, looking 

instead to the assurances of the community of those "Strong" 

enough to resist acquiescence. 

The only poem in the Brook/Sea series that 

characterizes the Sea's verbal acknowledgment of the Brook 

is one that most overtly expresses Dickinson's resistance to 

God's demands. The prominent use of the imperative mood 

throughout the poem suggests that this is not the discourse 

originally desired by the poet, but rather an edict 

dispensed from an entity demanding suppliance. Because of 

the ambiguity in the identity of the two forms of water, the 

poet has effectively evaded God in her effort to initiate 

communion with the reader by the poem's end: 

The Sea said "Come" to the Brook -

The Brook said "Let me grow" -

The Sea said "Then you will be a Sea -

I want a Brook - Come now"! 

The Sea said "Go" to the Sea -

The Sea said "I am he 



130 

You cherished" - "Learned Waters -

Wisdom is stale - to Me" [1210] 

The poem begins with an evocation by the Sea. Suggestive of 

a source of power and authority, the Sea, like God, is 

capable of demanding compliance from the smaller entity. 

Further, the ensuing argument implies that the Sea/God 

demands that the Brook approach at a period of development, 

despite the wishes of the Brook. The line suggests an 

individual questioning God's authority and behaving in 

deference to God's calling, an act unthinkable in the 

Calvinist doctrine of irresistible grace. 

The depiction of the "Sea," a vast or overwhelming body 

of water representing divinity, presents a distinct contrast 

to the "Brook," an almost diminutive creek-like body of 

water suggestive of having originated from the larger. The 

relationship of water, however, if traced from the source to 

the final result is in actually in opposition to that 

implied. The water of brooks eventually empties into the sea 

through the intercession of rivers, rather than vice versa. 

The variant interpretation of "Brook"--as a verb meaning to 

tolerate--supports this reading as well. The Brook, by 
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definition, is then able to endure or resist the authority 

of Sea, as is realized in the succeeding lines of the poem, 

without grave or lasting consequences. The poem then may be 

read as Dickinson's attempt to entreat the reader, through 

act of reading the poem, to intercede in her struggle for 

divinity by empowering her with similar authority as 

creator. 

The speech act, "Come," in the first line, echoes the 

Book of Genesis and the act of creation by God's ability to 

speak the world into being: 

And God said, Let there be a firmament in the 

midst of the waters, and let it divide the waters 

from the waters. 

And God made the firmament, and divided the 

water which were under the firmament from the 

waters which were above the firmament: and it was 

so. 

And God called the firmament Heaven. And the 

evening and the morning were the second day. 
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And God said, Let the waters under the heaven 

be gathered together unto one place, and let the 

dry land appear: and it was so. 

And God called the dry land Earth: and the 

gathering together of the waters called he Seas: 

and God saw that it was good. (Genesis 1:6-10) 

Clearly, all of the themes realized within the Sea/Brook 

poems are stated in this Biblical passage. The entire 

collection can be seen then as addressing each of God's 

actions in the poet's claim, first for acknowledgment, and 

finally, supremacy. God gathers the waters together to 

create Heaven, and Dickinson implores God for acceptance by 

promising to bring him waters in Poem 162: "I'll fetch thee 

Brooks / From spotted nooks - / Say - Sea - Take Me!" (5-7). 

Rebuffed in her effort for communion, the poet recognizes 

God's divine capacity for creation in speech, and similarly, 

she achieves divinity through her poetry. God gathers water 

together to name the seas, establishing their authority over 

the lesser bodies of water. And in a comparable fashion, 

Dickinson establishes the roles of the Brook and the Sea, 

only to invert them, thereby achieving dominion over God. 
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And while a poem allows the poet a similar act of creation, 

Dickinson is provided the means to engage the reader into 

the relationship she had earlier tried to initiate with God, 

communication. 

The second line of Poem 1210 demonstrates that the 

Brook recognizes the authority of the larger body of water 

through the verb "Let." Yet the poet uses the imperative 

mood (as used by the Sea in the previous line), confirming 

that, despite its size and demands by a divine source, the 

Brook presumes the independence of growth: "Let me grow 

(2). While "grow" means to increase or expand, it may also 

be defined as to increase influence, as is demonstrated by 

Dickinson's demand for divinity through the trope of water 

imagery. 

The next two lines depict the Sea's recognizing the 

threat of the Brook's demand for autonomy as well as the 

consequences that will result in permitting it: "'Then you 

will be a Sea - / I want a Brook - Come now' !" (3-4) . The 

shift to the imperative mood in order to end line four 

further illustrates the need of the Sea to reestablish a 

relationship of suppliance with the Brook. "Come now" 
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additionally denotes a play on the idiomatic expression, 

implying surprise at the Brook's act of insolence in 

questioning authority. The line suggests as well Dickinson's 

sardonically illustrating the rigidity to roles in a verbal 

exchange with God. 

Indicative of the reflexive nature of Dickinson's 

poetry, the second stanza ambiguously depicts the 

progression of the Brook to a Sea and the consequential 

role-reversal realized in this evolution. The first line 

describes the Brook now on equal terms with the Sea: "The 

Sea said 'Go' to the Sea (5). Several readings thus exist 

as to the identities of the two Seas and the significance of 

their exchange. The Brook, having now assumed the role of 

authority in becoming a Sea itself, may be addressing the 

Sea of the previous stanza on equal terms; the Sea of the 

initial stanza may be addressing the Brook now realized as a 

Sea; or the Brook of the previous stanza may now have 

completely replaced the Sea and be addressing itself in the 

ultimate reversal of the act of creation, returning the 

reader once again to the beginning of the poem and providing 

an answer to the question of the original source of 
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divinity, a question answered more fully in Poem 695. 

Regardless of which interpretation, the poet has assumed the 

stature of the Sea in demanding the reader's involvement in 

determining the identities of a god and the creator/poet. 

All readings must still take into account that the 

metaphorical representation of the waters are now on equal 

terms and that one is sending the other away, whether as an 

act of validation or dismissal. The lines echo God's 

banishing Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden because of 

their search for knowledge, a reading supported throughout 

the entire poem: 

For God doth know that in the day ye eat 

thereof, then your eyes shall be opened, and ye 

shall be as gods, knowing good and evil. 

And when the woman saw that the tree was good 

for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, 

and a tree to be desired to make one wise, she 

took of the fruit thereof, and did eat, and gave 

also unto her husband with her; and he did 

eat. . . .So he drove out the man; and he placed 

at the east of the garden of Eden Cher-u-bims, and 
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a flaming sword which turned every way, to keep 

the way of the tree of life. (Genesis 3:5-24) 

Given the serious consequences depicted in the Biblical 

passage, the reticence with which Dickinson's depicts her 

supplantation of God is not surprising. Rather than openly 

proclaiming the godliness she finds in the ability to 

create, the poet relies upon divinity disguised behind the 

metaphor of water. 

The second and third lines of the stanza of the poem, 

however, trouble the possible interpretations through the 

shifts in verb tense from present to past: "'I am he / You 

cherished'" (6-7). The present tense in line six implies 

that the speaker has remained static, suggesting stagnant 

water, during the intervening time since the initial stanza. 

This reading indicates that the speaker of lines six and 

seven is the Sea of the first stanza, a reading further 

evidenced by the masculine pronoun "he." Another reading, 

however, may be that the Brook/Sea has dismissed the Sea of 

the first stanza as a result of the authority gained in 

becoming a sea itself. Line seven can then be seen as an 
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ironic statement of God's compassion toward humanity in 

neglecting their pleas for recognition. 

Both of these readings are supported by the past-tense 

verb "cherished." If this statement can be attributed to the 

Brook of the first stanza, the poem may then be viewed as 

illustrating the resentment of the poet in desiring to 

attain knowledge to provide equality to her source, but 

ultimately being rejected for the effort. If the statement 

is assigned to the Sea of the first stanza, the reading 

changes to illustrate that the Brook once but no longer 

cherishes its maker. The lines thereby suggest that through 

the progression beyond the state of simplicity described in 

Poem 1469, the individual realizes a loss of devotion for 

the God as the source of life, particularly with the 

understanding that this same entity is the source of 

tribulation that accompanies the course to perfection. 

The same relationship of ambiguity exists at the end of 

the poem in whether God is addressing the poet or whether 

the poet is warning against this act to the reader. The 

lines "Learned Waters - / Wisdom is stale - to Me" 

demonstrate the particular ambiguity of whether they 
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continue or provide a response to the previous statement, "I 

am he / You cherished." The reading of the lines' being a 

response by the Sea to the Brook of the first stanza implies 

a deity embittered by the display of independence of the 

Brook in acquiring wisdom to the point of equality--a 

reading supported by the story of the Tower of Babel from 

the Bible as well as paralleled in the narrator's attesting 

to the fluency of her Brook in Poem 1200. 

The definitions of "Wisdom" as being a generally 

accepted belief or the teachings of ancient wise men, 

however, supports the reading that the Brook now sees the 

divinity of the Sea as being "stale" or trite. The final 

first-person pronoun "Me" brings the poem to the full 

progression from Sea/God to Sea/Poet, with the poet's having 

obscured the distinction of identity to facilitate the 

communion achieved in the reader's interpreting the poem. 

After invalidating God's claim as the ultimate source 

of divinity, Dickinson is then able to turn to persuading 

the reader of the presence of a multitude of gods and 

asserting the god-like capacity inherent in each individual. 

Although typically viewed as a poem that illustrates the 
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poet's understanding of eternity and the afterlife, the Poem 

695 denotes Dickinson's having achieved her intention of 

establishing her autonomy from God. 

As if the Sea should part 

And show a further Sea -

And that - a further - and the Three 

But a presumption be -

Of Periods of Seas -

Unvisited of Shores -

Themselves the Verge of Seas to be -

Eternity - is Those - [695] 

The poem empowers Dickinson with ability to perform 

miraculous acts. The first line "As if the Sea should part" 

echoes Moses' parting the Red Sea in the Book of Exodus. 

Dickinson illustrates her own god-like capacity for similar 

acts through poetry. Rather than using the imperative mood 

to show the parting as a statement of fact, Dickinson uses a 

simile and the subjunctive mood--created in attaching "As 

if" to the beginning of the line--to indicate that the act 

is contrary to reality, but a possibility through the 
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interaction of the poem and reader. This reading is further 

supported in the last two lines of the first stanza: "and 

the Three / But a presumption be (4). Divinity, like 

poetry, demands the willing suspension of disbelief, a 

believer to empower the creator, echoing the tides' ability 

to summon the moon in Poem 1605. Dickinson suggests that the 

Bible, like poetry, is metaphorical in nature by using the 

same biblical imagery to illustrate that the poet is capable 

of similar miracles through language, but only with the aid 

of the reader. She thus argues that religion, like art, is 

imaginary, thereby deposing God of his divinity. 

Once again, Dickinson portrays God's wanting a 

suppliant individual, ignorant of her capacity for achieving 

equality. The word "part" means to separate or to remove 

from contact as well as to relinquish possession or control, 

which is later realized in the lines "The Sea said 'Go' to 

the Sea . . . .Wisdom is stale - to Me in Poem 1210. In 

being distant and unresponsive, God has relinquished contact 

with the individual, allowing Dickinson to discover the 

presence of a limitless number of seas. 
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The second stanza continues in the depiction of the 

poet's resentment in being ignored by God. The first line 

"Of Periods of Seas (5) shows that the god portrayed in 

the Bible is only the first in a series. The word "Period" 

is defined as the end of a cycle and the beginning of 

another.4 Having the term modifying "Seas" indicates that a 

god finds divinity in cycles, perhaps similar to the 

progression toward cognizance that the Brook experiences in 

becoming a Sea in Poem 1210. "Period" additionally offers 

the reading of the line's being a statement of irony if the 

word is understood as a form of punctuation. A period 

provides an end-stop to a sentence, which suggests the God 

of the Book of Revelation: 

I was in the Spirit on the Lord's day, and 

heard behind me a great voice, as of a trumpet, 

Saying, I am Alpha and Omega, the first and 

the last: and, What thou seest, write in a 

book . . . . (Revelation 1:11) 

The Biblical passage states that God should be the 

completion, providing an end-stop to Dickinson's search for 

divinity through poetry. The line from the poem, however, 
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ends with a dash rather than a period. The poet thus 

suggests that her quest will continue and offers the reason 

in the succeeding line. 

The next line "Unvisited of Shores (6) echoes the 

Book of Genesis where God divides the Seas and the earth to 

create Heaven. The shore is the land that is distinguished 

from a sea; that these "Shores" are "Unvisited" by "Seas" 

suggests that God has created Heaven, yet neglects the 

individuals left on the shore. This reading is further 

supported in the term "Unvisited," with one definition of 

visit being comfort provided by a deity and another being to 

converse with another. The line then can be read as 

portraying the poet in her need for communion, ignored by a 

god metaphorically depicted as the Sea. 

This reading is continued in the last two lines 

"Themselves the Verge of Seas to be - / Eternity - is 

Those (7-8). Critics have understood these lines as 

representing Dickinson's arguing indictment for an 

afterlife: 

She can see the immortal self as a 'limitless 

Hyperbole,' limitless and more dynamic and 
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desirous than ever before. Eternity need not 

epitomize completion, but endlessness. . . . 

Eternity will bear a newer goal surpassing it as 

it surpasses life, and that new goal will bear yet 

another surpassing it. On and further on, to the 

endless end, Dickinson's quester will voyage 

forever. (Weisbuch 97) 

While the lines do purvey the idea of a life without 

conclusion, the critic does not address the water imagery 

and what Seas may symbolize, other than bodies of waters for 

voyagers to cross. 

The line "Themselves the Verge Seas to be" suggests the 

individuals waiting on the unvisited shores of the previous 

line. The term "Verge" is defined as a being on the border 

or threshold, but additionally means an object that limits. 

"Seas to be" implies the potential for divinity that each 

possesses, with the poet, rather than God, providing the 

means to this form of immortality. This notion is further 

supported in the last Brook/Sea poem to appear in 

Dickinson's canon: 

Of Death I try to think like this -
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The Well in which they lay us 

Is but the Likeness of the Brook 

That menaced not to slay us . . . . [1558] 

The line then signifies a deity that inhibits the 

development of individuals throughout eternity, with the 

Brook/Poet offering a less "menacing" alternative to God. 

Another reading is to see the poet suggesting to the 

reader the existence of a multitude of gods, the awareness 

of which depend upon our perspective. Dickinson thus 

contends that once we are capable of seeing beyond a 

Biblical god, we will perceive a limitless number of 

deities. And once having argued for the potential for other 

sources to achieve divinity, the poet can now outright 

assert her own. 

Though fewer in number, Dickinson's Brook/Sea poems 

provide a smaller model of the larger epistemological/ 

ontological dialectic that is realized throughout her canon 

of poetry using the trope of water. Characteristic of the 

other water poems, Dickinson's Brook/Sea poems portray 

metaphorically the same progression whereby she seeks a 

discourse with God, but, finding a silent deity, looks to 



145 

the reader instead to initiate a discourse. Once again, the 

means by which the poet establishes this discourse is by 

supplanting God to assert her own equality as a divine 

creator. 



NOTES 

1Cf. Wordsworth's Preface to Lyrical Ballads. 

2See Richard Sewall's The Life of Emily Dickinson, 687. 

3See Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (Kavanagh: A Tale, pp. 

184-85), qtd.in Sewall, The Life of Emily Dickinson. 

Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1974. 687. 

4This reading additionally supports the interpretation 

that Dickinson Brook/Sea poems demonstrate the Gnostic 

belief in divinity found through self-knowledge, with a 

teacher, here the poet, describing the manner by which the 

individual may find godliness: 

Gnostic sources often do depict Jesus answering 

questions, taking the role of teacher, revealer, 

and spiritual master. But here, too, the gnostic 

model stands close to the psychotherapeutic one. 

Both acknowledge the need for guidance, but only 

as a provisional measure. The purpose of accepting 

authority is to learn to outgrow it. When one 

146 



147 

becomes mature, one no longer needs any external 

authority. (Pagels 130-31) 
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