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ABSTP~CT 

Philology, or the love of words, is a source of power 

in Emily Dickinson's poems. Noah Webster's dictionary was 

a storehouse of philological knowledge and thus a major 

source of linguistic power for Dickinson. Her poems show 

that philology is an effective way to compose and interpret 

texts, and that paying attention to words is a source of 

rhetorical power for readers and writers today. The first 

six chapters of the dissertation feature aspects of 

Dickinson's philology from the perspective of nineteenth

century rhetoric: Definition, Music, Cohesion, Dictionary 

Use, and Etymology. Chapter One tells the story of Emily's 

"Lexicon" and "Noah's Ark." Chapter Two discusses 

definition as a rhetorical strategy and presents a 

definition of terms. Chapter Three explores music as 

rhetorical power in the themes, prosody, sound patterns, 

syntax, and lexis of Dickinson's poems. The cohesion of 

Dickinson's lexical choices is the focus of Chapter Four. 

Chapter Five focuses more intently the role of the Lexicon 

in Dickinson's composing processes. The 'ole of etymology 

in Webster's lexicography and in Dickinson's poetry is the 

subject of Chapter Six. Chapte~ Seven uses A. L. Becker's 

definitions of a new philology to discuss the function of 

philology in contemporary English studies. 
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CHJl.PTER ONE 

EMILY'S LEXICON AND NOAH'S ARK 

Exordium 

In Writing on the Tongue, A. L. Becker explains that 

philology can "bridge the gap between a modern reader and a 

distant text" and can build "a bridge to another way of 

languaging" (1). One of the general purposes of this 

dissertation is to show that philology can also build a 

bridge between our personal lives and the ways we language 

as professional text-builders. Language is something we 

live, not just something we study. 

A connection between studying language and living 

language became apparent to me in the spring of 1988, when 

my mother, my sister, and I visited the final resting place 

of my father's Aunt Elizabeth, who had been a Humanities 

Program tutor for the University of Arizona. Elizabeth's 

ashes were deposited in one of the columbarium niches of 

Grace Episcopal Church in Tucson. The columbarium was a 

small room with a brilliant, blue, stained-glasc window, 

depicting the Holy Spirit descending as a white dove. 

When I got home, philological curiosity prompted some 

questions: "What is a columbarium? Where did that word 

come from?" In Calvert Watkin's 1985 American Heritage 

Dictionary of Indo-European Roots, the reconstructed 



predecessor of the word COLUMBARIUM is *kel-s , a root 

meaning 'gray', 'black', or 'dark', whose Latin derivative 

COLUMBA means 'dove' or 'pigeon'. According to its first 

definition in the Oxford English Dictionary, a COLUMBARIUM 

9 

is a pigeon-house, dovecote, or pigeon-hole. In definition 

two, a COLUMBARIUM is a subterranean sepulchre, having in 

its walls niches or holes for cinerary ashes, the citation 

being taken from an 1846 work entitled Catacombs. The 

first definition reminded me of Hilda's dovecote shrine in 

The Marble Faun by Nathaniel Hawthorne, and the second 

reminded me of the subterranean sepulchers in Rome where 

Miriam had her encounter with the man in black. Because I 

had paid attention to a word in the context of my life, the 

contrasts between Hilda and Miriam in Hawthorne's story 

seemed more vivid. 

I was also touched by the thoughtful design of the 

Grace Columbarium: the symbolism of the dove, the Spirit, 

the window, and of peace enlightening the dovecote and the 

darkness of death. Elisabeth Murray's description of her 

grandfather's Oxford English Dictionary scriptorium came to 

mind: 

The ugly little iron room, its skylights painted grey 
with a brown roof, looked rather like a chapel • 
filled • . • with over a thousand pigeon holes for the 
quotation slips. (Murray 173) 
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James A. H. Murray's Scriptorium was a tabernacle for the 

English language; his dictionary was a sanctuary for living 

words and a shrine for the remains of words, just as a 

columbarium is a shelter for living birds or a memorial for 

the remains of human beings. 

Philology then led me to look in the Rosenbaum 

concordance to see if Emily Dickinson had made any 

reference to columbariums or dovecotes. I found that 

Dickinson had tied the Germanic word Dove in verse one of 

Poem 48,1 to a Latinate synonym Columba in verse two, 

creating a keenly intelligent connection between the two 

halves of the poem: 

Once more, my now bewildered Dove 
Bestirs her puzzled wings 
Once more her mistress, on the deep 
Her troubled question flings --

Thrice to the floating casement 
The Patriarch's bird returned, 
Couragel My brave Columbal 
There may yet be Land! 

The semantic similarity between Dove and Columba goes back 

to the Indo-European (IE) root *kel-s , meaning gray, black, 

dark, and the Old English *dlife (meaning dove or dark-

colored bird), which is a derivative of Indo-European 

*dheu-1 , meaning 'to rise in a cloud of dust, vapor, or 

1AII references to and quotations from Dickinson's 
poems will follow the conventions in the Thomas H. Johnson 
editions. 



smoke'. I began a fruitful study of the derivatives and 

Indo-European roots of other words in the poem. 

11 

In the first verse, Dove is modified by the adjective 

bewildered, which suggests the Germanic words WILD and 

WILDERNESS, so that the my now bewildered pove may be 

interpreted as one now in the wilderness who seeks a 

promised land. In the second stanza, Columba is modified 

by a Latinate adjective brave from Old Italian, so that the 

Latinate adjective-noun phrase below mirrors the Germanic 

adjective-noun phrase above, in structure and sense. 

The bewildered Dove is a metaphor for the troubled 

question of the mistress, as seen in the parallelism and 

word repetition of lines 1-2 and lines 3-4 in verse one. 

Further evidence for equating the Dove with the mistress's 

question comes from the Indo-European roots of key words. 

For example, the root of STIR and TROUBLE is IE *twer-1, 

meaning 'to turn or whirl', so that the troubled question 

is linked etymologically to the Dove who Bestirs her wings. 

Although not a part of the poem's lexis, another *twer-1 

derivative, STORM, is peripherally relevant because the 

poem alludes to the Old Testament story of Noah, who sent 

out a dove to seek land after forty days and nights of rain 

(Genesis 6-9). The root of the word question is *guaerere, 

meaning to seek, which links the Dove who seeks land to the 

mistress who seeks the answer to her question. 
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The persona of the poem gives encouragement to the 

Columba by comparing her quest to that of the Patriarch's 

bird. Although the word Patriarch refers mainly to Noah, 

the Biblical forefather, there may also be a tie between 

Patriarch's and Land, as seen in the English derivatives 

PATRIOTIC, and EXPATRIATE (cf. Spanish patria, 'homeland, 

country'). The mistress is a matriarchal Noah, looking for 

an answer to a perplexing question, or for a place to rest 

her mind (Noah meaning 'rest' in Hebrew). 

The story of the bewildered Dove and brave Columba 

makes a frame for the Patriarch's bird as it returns to 

Noah's floating casement. The etymology of the word CASE, 

from Latin capsa, meaning 'a repository or case', reveals 

that the floating casement is not just Noah's window 

(Genesis 6:16), but is a synecdoche for Noah's Ark, the 

dovecote or columbarium for all living things (Genesis 

6:19). The word floating suggests that the Ark itself is a 

kind of bird, and that a bird is life-filled boat or case. 

A 'floating' boat and a 'flying' bird have in common the IE 

root *pleu- whose derivatives include FLOW, FLOOD, FLY, 

FLIGHT, FOWL, and FLOAT. 

Since cross-textual support is an important aspect of 

philology, I was pleased to find the boat/bird connection 

in Poem 798. The lexis of Poem 48 taught me how to read 

the metaphors in Poem 798: 



She staked her Feathers -- Gained an Arc 
Debated -- Rose again 
This time -- beyond the estimate 
Of Envy, or of Men --

And now, among Circumference 
Her steady Boat be seen --
At home -- among the Billows As 
The Bough where she was born 

13 

The She of the poem is a bird whose Feathers are analogous 

to the wings of the bewildered Dove in Poem 48. The bird 

in her steady Boat parallels the floating casement. 

Debated and Bestirs both suggest the struggle and beating 

of bird wings. Once more is a synonym for again. Home and 

Land have related meanings. The Billows of Poem 798 and 

the deep of Poem 48 both refer to the sea and the sky, and 

figuratively refer to frontiers of knowledge or experience. 

As I did more Dtckinson research, I found a reference 

to R~chard Benvenuto!s 1983 article, "Words within Words: 

Dickinson's Use of the Dictionary" (Dandurand 34-35). 

Benvenuto identifies an 1844 printing of Webster's 1841 

edition of the American Dictionary of the English Language 

as the lexicon of the Dickinson family, and he cites willis 

J. Buckingham's Harvard Library Bulletin endorsement of the 

1841, 1844, or 1845 versions of Webster for Dickinson 

studies (Benvenuto 46). Benvenuto uses key words in 

Webster's 1841 dictionary to interpret Dickinson poems and 

calls for further study to demonstrate that "the linguistic 

information that Webster provides--the etymons, collateral 
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words and various definitions--are part of the language 

Dickinson uses" (54). 

Soon I had checked out a copy of Webster's 1841 

dictivnary to analyze the lexis of Dickinson's poems. Like 

Coralee Frederickson, who used Webster's 1847 dictionary to 

establish that "individual words are poems" in Dickinson's 

poetic process (ii), I found evidence that Dickinson had 

studied dictionary entries in order to release the power of 

multiple meanings and metaphors in her words. In Poem 48, 

the intricate maze of lexical items and corresponding 

entries in Webster's 1841 dictionary makes a perfect 

metaphor for the question which the puzzled mistress flings 

upon the deep. Webster's entries endorse and enhance the 

association of words in the poem, revealing groups of key 

words that carry inter-woven meanings and metaphors. 2 

Word groups which resonate between the poem and the 

dictionary include the following clusters 1) ~, ~, 

Columba; 2) Bestirs, troubled; 3) troubled, bewildered, 

puzzled; 4) puzzled < POSE, question, casement, returned; 

5) bewildered < WILD, gggp, ~; and 6) Courage, brave. 

2In a computer-assisted semantic analysis of a 
Dickinson poem (P241), Ellen Spolsky uses the Random House 
Unabridged Dictionary to show how "a reader understands the 
relationships within the hierarchy of ideas presented in a 
single poem" and how "the semantic components most 
frequently repeated are the ones which the author is most 
concerned to communicate" (163, 166). 
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In the Dove, bird, and Columba cluster, the word DOVE 

signifies a specific kind cf 'fowl I while BIRD specifies a 

young 'fowl v: 

BIRD, n. [Sax. ~, or bridd, a chicken; from the 
root of bear, or W. bridaw, to break forth.] 1. 
Properly, a chicken, the young of fowls, and hence a 
small fowl. 2. In modern use, any fowl ()r flying 
animal. 

DOVE, n. [Sax. duua . • • Ar. hatafa, to coo, as a 
dove.] The popular name of several species of Columba 
of Linnaeus, a genus of fowls of his order Passeres, 
most of which are called Pigeons. The different 
species, which are properly called Doves, are 
distinguished by some additional term prefixed. 2. A 
word of endearment, or an emblem of innocence. 

'J'he dictionary entry for DOVE includes the Latin word 

Columba, and Webster's etymology may have been the basis 

for the Dove and Columba connection in Poem 48. 3 Webster 

does not enter Columba as a word in American English, but 

several cognate forms appear: 

COLUMBARY, n. [Lat. columbarium, from columba, a 
pigeon; •.• Russ. golub, a pigeon or dove. In Russ. 
golubei signifies, of a sky-blue azure.] A dove-cot; 
a pigeon house. 

3Webster's dictionary is not the only place where 
Dickinson may have noticed the Latin term Columba, since 
she mentions the "columbarium" of Longfellow's Kavanagh 
(Letters 1:102). The "Columba Tabullaria" (71), the 
"columbaries of Egypt" (72), a description of the rooms of 
Alice and Cecelia as "the dovecots, the pure and friendly 
columbaria" (77), and a "faded columbine" (99) also occur 
in Kavanagh. 
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COLUMBIAN, a. Pertaining to the united states, or to 
America, discovered by Columbus. 4 

COLUMBINE, a. Like or pertaining to a pigeon or dove; 
of a dove-color, or like the neck of a dove. 

COLUMBINE, n. [L. columbina.] Columbina is, in 
Italian, a diminutive term of endearment, 'pretty 
little dove' ••• in old Italian comedy the name of a 
maid-servant, who is a perfect coquet • • • 

The lexical item Dove from the poem appears in the entries 

for COLUMBARY and COLUMBINE. Webster's definitions speak 

of the noun DOVE and the noun COLUMBINE as terms of 

endearment, which may provide a clue about tone for an 

interpretation of Poem 48. 

For the second cluster, Webster's etymologies do not 

show the Indo-European between Bestirs and troubled; 

however, Webster uses 'stir' to explain the meaning of 

Gaelic treabham in the etymology of TROUBLE, and his 

entries reflect the connotations of disturbance and motion 

in Dickinson's lexis: 

BESTIR, v.t. [be and stir.] To put into brisk or 
vigorous action; to move with life and vigor; usually 

4since Columba shares the same etymological root as 
Columbus and Columbia, Jack Capps has suggested that Poem 
48 may imply the voyage of Columbus, so that Land could 
infer the Americas (37-38). Capps notes that Dickinson had 
read Irving's biography of Columbus (122). One of 
Dickinson's textbooks, The Rhetorical Reader, contained an 
excerpt from Irving which speaks figurat1vely of the 
"wings" of Columbus (E. Porter 137). In Fables of 
Identity, Northrop Frye identifies the "Dove" of Poem 48 
with Columbus and with "the poet, picturing herself as Noah 
sailing the flood of experience" (210). 



with the reciprocal pronoun; as, rise and bestir 
yourselves. 
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BESTIRRED, pp. Roused into vigorous action; quickened 
in action. 

BESTIRRING, ppr. Moving briskly; putting into 
vigorous action. 

STIR, v.t. [Sax. stirian, styrian; ••• This word 
gives storm • • .] 1. To move; to change place in 
any manner. 2. To agitate; to bring into debate. 3. 
To incite to action; to instigate; to prompt. 4. To 
excite; to raise; to put into motion. 

TROUBLE, v.t. [Fr. troubler; ••• L. turbo; Gaelic, 
treabhlaim, which seems to be connected with treabham, 
to plow, that is, to turn or to stir, ••• The 
primary sense is to turn or to stir, to whirl about, 
as in L. turbo, turbinis, a whirlwind. Hence the 
sense of agitation, disturbance.] 1. To agitate; to 
disturb; to put into confused motion. 2. To disturb; 
to perplex. 3. To afflict; to grieve; to distress. 

TROUBLED, pp. Disturbed; agitated; afflicted; 
annoyed; molested. 

In the third cluster, bewildered, puzzled, and 

troubled are synonyms, tied by a notion of perplexity in 

Dickinson's poem and in Webster's entries: 

BEWILDER, v.t. [Dan. forvilder, vilder; • from 
wild.] To lead into perplexity or confusion; to lose 
in pathless places; to confound for want of a plain 
road; to perplex with mazes; or in general, to 
perplex. "Lost and bewildered in the fruitless 
search." Addison. 

BEWILDERED, pp. Lost in mazes; perplexed with 
disorder, confusion, or intricacy. 

WILDER, v.t. puzzle with mazes or difficulties; 
bewilder. 

WILDERED, pp. .•• lost in a pathless tract; 
puzzled. 
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WILDERING, ppr. Puzzling. 

PUZZLE, v.t. [from the root of pose,--which see.] 1. 
To perplex; to embarrass; to put to a stand; to 
gravel. 2. To make intricate; to entangle. 

PUZZLE, v.i. To be bewildered; to be awkward. 

PUZZLED, pp. Perplexed; intricate; put to a stand. 

PUZZLING, ppr. perplexing; bewildering. 

POSE, v.t. 1. To puzzle, [a word of the same 
origin;] to set; to put to a stand or stop; to gravel. 
2. To puzzle or put to a stand by asking difficult 
questions; ... 

TROUBLE, v.t. 2. To disturb; to perplex. 

The next cluster of words includes senses that have to 

do with questioning, seeking, and answering: puzzled < 

POSE, question, casement < CASE, and returned: 

POSE, v.t. [We posiaw, to pose, to make an increment, 
to gather knowledge, to investigate, to interrogate; • 
• • ] 1. To puzzle, [a word of the same origin;] to 
set; to put to a stand or stop; to gravel. 2. To 
puzzle or put to a stand by asking difficult 
questions; to set by questions; hence, to interrogate 
closely, or with a view to scrutiny. 

QUESTION, n. [Fr. and Sp. question; ••• See Ouest.] 
1. The act of asking; an interrogatory; as to examine 
by question and answer. 2. That which is asked; 
something proposed which is to be solved by answer • • 

8. Endeavor; effort; act of seeking. 9. In logic, 
a proposition stated by way of interrogation. 

QUEST, n. [Fr. quete, for queste; L. qu~o ••• ] 
1. The act of seeking; search. 2. Inquest; a 
jury. 4. Inquiry; examination. 5. Request; desire; 
solicitation. 

CASEMENT, n. [It. casamento, a large house.] 1. A 
hollow molding, usually one sixth or one fourth of a 
circle. 2. A little movable window, usually within a 
larger, made to turn and open on hinges. 
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CASE, n. [Fr. caisse; Sp. and Port. ~, a box or 
chest; It. cassa; • • • the word originally denoted a 
bag made of skin, like a bottle, or a basket made of 
osiers interwoven, like t12£, fiscus • • .] 1. A 
covering, box or sheath; that which incloses or 
contains; as, •.• a case for books 2. The 
outer part of a building. Addison. 

CASE, n. [Fr. cas; ••• from £29Q to fall]. 3. A 
question; a state of facts involving a question for 
discussion or decision. 

RETURN, v.i. [Fr. retourner; rei and tourner, to turn, 
L. torno; It. ritornare; Sp. retornar.] 1. To come or 
go back to the same place. •• 2. To come to the 
same state; as to return from bondage to a state of 
freedom. Locke. 3. To answer. "He said, and thus the 
queen of heaven return'd." Pope. 

The wings of the Dove have been puzzled, or set at a 

standstill, until she bestirs them again and flies from the 

casement to seek the answer, or return, for the mistress's 

question. 

However, the answer does not come easily. The senses 

of wildness and wilderness in bewildered foreshadow the 

incomprehensible waters of the deep in contrast with the 

plainness of the sought-after Land: 

WILD, a. [Sax. wild ••• ] 1. Roving; wandering; •• 
5. Turbulent; tempestuous; 12. Exposed to 

wind and sea. 

WILDERNESS, n. [from wild.] A desert; a tract of land 
or region uncultivated and uninhabited by human 
beings, whether a forest or a wide barren plain • 

DEEP, n. The sea; the abyss of waters; the ocean. 2. 
A lake; a great collection of water. 3. That which is 
profound, not easily fathomed, or incomprehensible. 

DEEP, a. [Sax. deoPi dupa; It seems to be 
allied to dip and dive, who radical sense is to thrust 
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or plunge • _ .] 1. Extending or being far below the 
surface; descending far downward; profound • •. 2. 
Low in situation; being or descending far below the 
adjacent land . • • 4. Far from the outer part; 
secreted. 5. Not superficial or obvious; hidden; 
secret. 6. Remote from comprehension • •• 15. 
Unknown; unintelligible. • • 17. Intricate; not 
easily understood or unraveled. 

LAND, n. [Sax. land; • • • I suppose this to be W. 
llan, a clear place or area, and the same thing as 
~; cantabrian, landa, a plain or field • • • The 
primary sense is a lay or spread.] 1. Earth, or the 
solid matter which constitutes the fixed part of the 
surface of the globe, in distinction from the sea or 
other waters, which constitute the fluid or moveable 
part. • . 2. Any part of the solid, superficial part 
of the globe, whether a kingdom or country, or a 
particular region. 

Richard Sewall explains that Dickinson frequently used the 

phrase "I am so far from Land" in her letters to express 

depression, bewilderment, or inner turmoil (~ 484). 

Webster uses derivative forms of Courage and brave to 

cross-define each other, and the etymology of BRAVE 

indicates a sense of wildness and swelling which can tie 

back to the bewildered Dove and the deep: 

COURAGE, n. [Fr. from coeur; Lat. ~, the heart • • 
.] Bravery; intrepidity; that quality of mind which 
enables men to encounter danger and difficulties with 
firmness, or without fear or depression of spirits; 
valor; boldness; resolution ••• 

COURAGEOUS, a. Brave; bold; daring. 

BRAVE, a. [Fr. brave • • 0 In Spo and Port. bravo 
signifies brave, valiant, strenuous, bullying, fierce, 
wild, savage, rude, unpolished, excellent, fine 0 • • 

brava is a swell of the sea 0 • .] 1. Courageous; 
bold; daring; intrepid; fearless of danger •• 0 2. 
Gallant; lofty; graceful; having a noble mien. 3. 



Magnificent; grand ••• 4. Excellent; noble; 
dignified 

The diction of Poem 48 is so inter-connected that almost 
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every word is a synonym or subtle metaphor for other words 

in the poem, and many of those connections are documented 

in Webster's 1841 dictionary. Each word also has nuances 

and allusions which may extend beyond the poem and the 

dictionary. Although the story of Noah's ark is not 

mentioned directly in Poem 48, the allusion is unmistakable 

in lexical items such as Patriarch's and floating casement. 

To say that Dickinson's floating casement in Poem 48 

alludes to Noah's Ark is no great interpretive leap, but I 

am on the threshold of saying that the floating casement 

also represents Noah's-Dictionary, and that the mistress of 

Poem 48 may be sending out her poetic bird from Webster's 

lexicon, searching for answers to puzzling questions about 

language, life, death, and immortality.S Other Dickinson 

texts hint that an allusion to Noah Webster is possible in 

Poem 48. Most critics believe that Dickinson is referring 

to Webster's dictionary when she tells Thomas W. Higginson 

that "for several years, my Lexicon was my only 

companion" (Selected Letters 172). Poem 246 speaks of 

"finding out -- what puzzled us --I without the lexicon"; 

SIn a June 1866 letter, Dickinson tells Thomas W. 
Higginson that "Immortality" is lithe Flood subject" 
(Selected Letters 194). 
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Poem 728 speaks of Easing my famine/ At my Lexicon"; and 

Poem 1342 speaks of a "statement" whose words have "no 

Lexicons" to explain them. Although Noah Webster's 

dictionary is not mentioned by name in any of Dickinson's 

poems or letters, the allusion is as unmistakable as any of 

the other compressed and powerful metaphors the poet uses 

the explore the universe of discourse. 

One historical detail supports the idea that Poem 48 

contains an allusion to Noah Webster and his dictionary. 

Because Dickinson frequently read New England periodicals, 

she may have been aware that contemptuous critics had 

compared Noah Webster, albeit unfavorably, to the Biblical 

Noah, calling his dictionary "Noah's Ark" (Leavitt 34). In 

1800, thirty years before Dickinson was born, Webster had 

announced a plan in New Haven newspapers for dictionaries 

that would include words peculiar to·the Americas: 

It is found that a work of this kind is absolutely 
necessary on account of considerable differences 
~atween the American and the English language. New 
circumstances, new modes of life, new laws, new ideas 
of various kinds give rise to new words, and have 
already made many material differences between the 
language of England and America • • • The differences 
in the language of the two countries will continue to 
multiply, and render it necessary that we should have 
Dictionaries of the AmericaQ language. (Warfel 289) 
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Webster's proposal prompted a series of sarcastic responses 

from William Dutton. editor of the New Enaland Palladium, 

who objected to "a Columbian dictionary, in which the 

vulgar provincialisms of uneducated Americans are to be 

quoted as authorities for language" (Warfel 297). Dutton 

believed that the only difference between a "Columbian" and 

an English dictionary was that the American dictionary 

would be full of barbarisms (Baron Grammar 52). To express 

his disapproval, Dutton gave Webster a cynical suggestion: 

"Let, then, the projected volume of foul and unclean things 

bear his own christiuh name and be called NOAH'S ARK" (Moss 

99). As time passad and Webster's lexicography became a 

standard worldwide, what had been an insult became more of 

an affectionate nickname. 6 

Emily Dickinson had good reasons to turn the insult of 

"NOAH'S ARK" into sympathetic allusions. Noah Webster had 

lived in Dickinson's hometown, Amherst, Massachusetts, from 

1812 to 1822, and there "he completed the greater part of 

the work on his big dictionary" (Leavitt 28). Known for 

community service, he was one of the founders of Amherst 

Academy, which was "an influence of first importance in 

6See the reference to Noe and the Ark in the 1911 
Punch tribute to a new edition of WebsterBs dictionary 
(Ford 2:490). Note also the title of Robert Leavitt's 
book, Noah's Ark. New England Yankees. and the Endless 
Ouest, published by the Merriam company for the centennial 
of the 1847 edition of Webster's dictionary. 
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Emily's formative years" (Sewall Life 337). with Samuel 

Fowler Dickinson, Emily's grandfather, Webster helped 

establish Amherst College~ where Dickinson's father Edward 

served as treasurer for forty years, followed by her 

brother Austin (S. King 82). Webster's daughter married 

William C. Fowler, professor of rhetoric and oratory at 

Amherst College from 1838 to 1843 (Tyler 303); and their 

daughter Emily Ellsworth Fowler Ford, who compiled a two 

volume biography of her grandfather Noah, was one of 

Dickinson's best friends (Sewall Life 369).7 

Because the Webster name was a part of life in 

Amherst, Dickinson may have considered Webster=s lexicon to 

be an ark for living words; she may have seen the 

lexicographer of the American language as a Columbus in 

search of a new world, as a Noah in search of a promised 

land. On of Dickinson's earliest poems, an 1852 valentine, 

mentions the explorer Columbus in a phrase that prefigures 

the brave Columba of Poem 48: 

It was the brave ColumbUS, 
A sailing o'er the tide, 

Who notified the nations 
Of where I would reside! 

. . . . . . . . . . .. (P3) 

7When Dickinson and her circle of friends chose 
nicknames from their classical studies, Dickinson was known 
as "Socrates" (Sewall Life 372). 
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Amherst was the place where Dickinson would reside for most 

of her fifty-six years. Just as Webster's dictionary was 

an "ARK" where new American English mingled with 

traditional Commonwealth English, Amherst was a community 

where New England and victorian influences merged. 

citizens of Amherst participated in elite arts as well as 

in many folk arts, such as the keeping of portfolios, 

albums, scrapbooks, and herbariums (st. Armand 9). Jack 

Capps verifies that Dickinson illustrated the poems in her 

"portfolio" with clippings from periodicals and the Bible 

(140). She put new life into the literary vocabulary of 

her age by employing "a fair sprinkling of homely and 

dialectal expressions" (Anderson Stairway 34). The tension 

between colloquial usage and learned sources gave unique 

strengths to Dickinson's poetic language (Lindberg

Seyersted 61), much as the combination of tough Anglo-Saxon 

and dainty Norman French was said to be a strength in the 

English language (Whitman 456). 

The cultural context shared by Webster and Dickinson 

created ties between their works, even though one was 

writing a straightforward lexicon for publication and the 

other was writing enigmatic verses in the privacy of hand

written packets. Religion was a major cultural influence 

in early American literature and lexicography, and the 

works of Dickinson and Webster are replete with the 
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language of Christianity. Not surprisingly, Webster used 

many illustrative quotations from the Holy Bible, even 

though he had not always looked to the Bible as a source of 

unquestionable authority. Emily E. F. Ford reports that 

her grandfather "left college as an independent thinker and 

investigator of religious creeds" (2:34). In 1807, when 

his daughters asked him for counsel about a religious 

revival taking place in the First congregational Church of 

New Haven, Webster searched the scriptures and struggled 

with doctrinal inconsistencies until "he accepted humbly 

and enthusiastically the doctrine of the atonement, or 

redemption by Christ" (Ford 2:35).8 By the time Webster 

moved to Amherst in 1812, he had dedicated his work to God, 

and his 1828 dictionary had a distinctly religious tone 

(Moss 104). 

Unlike Webster, Dickinson "could never testify, as so 

many of her pious friends did, to that direct visitation of 

the Spirit which was essential to membership in the church" 

(Sewall Lifg 24). In an 1850 letter, Emily reports that 

Amherst had become a solemn and sacred place, where lithe 

people are listening, and believing, and truly obeying" 

(Letters 98). In a letter to Jane Humphrey, Dickinson 

8An alternate explanation by K. Alan Snyder traces 
Webster's soul-searching and subsequent conversion to the 
chaotic and licentious excesses of the French revolution 
(374). 
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mentions that some of her closest companions had accepted a 

calling to Christ, including her sister Lavinia: "Even my 

darling Vinnie believes she loves, and trusts him, and I am 

standing alone in rebellion" (Letters 94). Clara Newton 

Turner, one of Dickinson's classmates at Mount Holyoke 

Seminary, recounts that when Miss Lyon asked all who wanted 

to be Christians to rise, "the wording of the request was 

not such as Emily could honestly accede to and she remained 

seated" (Sewall Life 269). According to Richard Sewall, 

Dickinson states no specific objection to becoming a 

Christian (Life 360), but mentions instead a lack of 

spirituality in herself (326). 

Other critics see Dickinson's reticence as a rejection 

of orthodoxy, a conversion from conventional religion to 

the religion of poetry (H. Wells 278). Yet, the genius of 

Dickinson is "deeply religious," even when it challenges 

orthodox conventionalism (Buell 103). Dickinson discusses 

the Bible ironically (P1545), but like Webster, makes more 

allusions to Scripture than to any other source (Capps 24). 

Althvugh Dickinson defines God as "a distant -- stately 

Lover" (P357), she also mentions the hospitable face of 

"our Old Neighbor -- God" (P623). She has doubts about 

"Jesus of Nazareth" (Letters 98), but sees him as a source 

of joy: "I feel that I shall never be happy without I love 

Christ tl (Sewall Life 381). Dickinson portrays Christ as a 
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"Tender Pioneer" (P698) whose "temptations • • . were like 

our own" (Letters 94). Many of her poems testify of 

Christ, making Dickinson one of those "prophets who do not 

think of themselves as prophets, seekers of spiritual truth 

who never are satisfied with their answers" (Tanner 296). 

Secular texts, American and British, were another 

source for Webster's illustrative quotations and 

Dickinson's poetic quests. In his preface to the 1841 

dictionary (vii), Webster makes a point of supplementing 

the British authorities in Samuel Johnson's dictionary with 

American authors. Though William Shakespeare is not in his 

preface list of English authors, Webster often uses 

quotations. from Shakespeare's plays to illustrate the sense 

of a word in the dictionary. For example, Webster cites 

Shakespeare to document definitions for th~ words ~, 

mistress, and brave in Poem 48. 

Dickinson also cites many secular texts in her poems 

and letters. In her reading, she enjoyed classical and 

popular authors, some British, some American (Capps 147-

88). However, no author surpassed Shakespeare in her 

estimation. In the early 1860s, regaining the use of her 

eyes in Boston after treatment of an unidentified ailment, 

Dickinson read the collected works of Shakespeare and 

wondered why people needed to read any other book (Selected 

Letters 210). 
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Shakespeare is the second greatest source of literary 

allusion in Dickinson (Capps 24). However, she refers to 

Shakespeare's works more in her letters than in her poetry. 

Of the 1,775 collected poems, Dickinson refers to 

Shakespeare's plays and characters in only three poems 

(Capps 182-85). Nevertheless, Henry Wells cites 

Shakespeare and the Bible as the two most likely sources of 

stylistic richness in Dickinson's poetic composition: 

Truly as her style is her own, it becomes evident that 
from these sources she won much of her sagacity in 
language. From the Bible she received encouragement 
in forthright, dignified, simple, and earnest 
statement; from Shakespeare she gained encouragement 
for the bolder flights of her imagination and fancy, 
for her large vocabulary, her audacious use of the 
parts of speech, and, occasionally, her more than 
Asiatic opulence. (279) 

The language of Shakespeare may also have influenced 

Dickinson's poetic style in areas such as dialogue, 

neologisms, word order variations, coordinate sentence 

structures, tone, register, dialect, and a balance of 

logical, ethical, and emotional appeals. Her style is not 

as Shakespearean or Biblical as Melville's, rather 

Dickinson creates her own idiom by learning the secrets by 

which the Bible and Shakespeare "gave life and power to 

words" (Anderson Stairway 31). 

Besides influences from the Bible and Shakespeare, the 

works of Noah Webster and Emily Dickinson have in common an 

uncommon sense of the power of language. Richard Moss 
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explains that Webster was interested in language because he 

knew that "words were power and to control words was to 

have power" (97). For Dickinson, "To be alive is Power" 

(P677), and she packs her poems with the force of living 

words. In a June 1869 letter to Thomas W. Higginson, 

Dickinson confesses a childhood preference for the word 

"Power!' in the Lord's Prayer (Matthew 6: 13) : 

When a little Girl I remember hearing that remarkable 
passage and preferring the "Power," not knowing at the 
time that "Kingdom" and "Glory" were included. 
(Selected Letters 197) 

Lavinia Dickinson wrote that her sister Emily's "power of 

language was unlike anyone who ever lived" (Sewall Life 

153), and Mabel Todd agreed that Emily's "strange" poems 

were "full of power" (Life 217). 

Most of Dickinson's contemporaries were slow to 

recognize power in her words. Just as critics had once 

mocked Webster for being dry (Shoemaker 227) and had 

disparaged the "foul" and "unclean" entries in his 

dictionary (Moss 99), critics failed to recognize that 

Dickinson's innovations and idiosyncrasies were strengths. 

In his 1869 response to the June letter from Emily, 

Higgginson acknowledged the "strange power" of her verse 

(Selected Letters 197), but when Mabel Todd sought his help 

to publish the poems in 1899, he still considered 

Dickinson's forms too crude, too rough, and too mystical 



for publication (Sewall ~ 220-21). When Higginson 

finally agreed to submit the poems, the Houghton Mifflin 

publishers rejected them because "the rhymes were all 

wrong" (221). Thomas Niles of Roberts Brothers felt that 

the verses were defective and "devoid of true poetical 

qualities" (221). Fortunately, Mabel Todd had the "time, 

courage, and faith" to persist until the Poems were 

published by Roberts Brothers in November of 1890, with 

eleven editions out by the end of 1892 (xxvi, 221). Fame 

belonged to Emily Dickinson and Noah Webster, and neither 

could "escape her" (Dickinson Selected Letters 174). 
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Dickinson's poems and Webster's dictionaries rest safely in 

the Temple of Fame on the "Hill of Science,,9 that 

Dickinson mentions in the brave Columbus valentine: 

I climb the "Hill of Science," 
I "view the landscape o'er," 

Such transcendental prospect, 
I ne'er beheld before! 

(P3) 

The frontispiece of Webster's Pictorial Elementary Spelling 

Book features a group of children climbing to the Temple of 

Fame on top of the "Hill of Science" (Shoemaker 80), so 

Webster's speller could be the source of the allusion in 

9In his 1841 dictionary, Webster defines SCIENCE as 
"knowledge" and as "one of the seven liberal branches of 
knowledge, viz. grammar, logic, rhetoric, arithmetic, 
geometry, astronomy, and music." 



Poem 3. 10 Dickinson's lexical play is already evident in 

the etymological tie between climb and transcendental, 

which Webster derives from Latin scando, 'to mount or 

climb' • 

For Dickinson, "words had an existence, a power, an 
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autonomy of their own" (Sewall Lyman 77). Dickinson loved 

words and used Webster's dictionary to make powerful word 

choices. The most important influence of the Lexicon on 

Dickinson "was to reinforce and expand the conviction that 

Words were Power, ,e that words were a bond between God and 

humankind (Wolff 92). As Dickinson probed language in the 

dictionary, "the power of the individual word ••• seems 

to have inspired her with nothing less than reverence:: 

(Thackrey 51). Thus, Dickinson "gives us ample warrant for 

studying her poems one word at a time" (Thackrey 52). As 

we do so, Dickinson can serve as a professor of rhetoric 

who teaches the power of language through the philology and 

poetry of her diction. 

lOLowenberg (86) and Sewall (~ 350) attribute 
Dickinson's "Hill of Science" allusion to Richard G. 
Parker, who says that rules can help a young writer in the 
"laborious ascent of the hill of scienceu (qtd. in Sewall 
Life 350). 
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Prooositio 

The first specific purpose of this study is to show 

that philology, or the love of words, is a source of power 

in Dickinson's poems. The second is to show that Noah 

Webster's dictionary was a storehouse of philological 

knowledge and thus a major source of linguistic power for 

Dickinson. The third purpose is to suggest that philology 

is an effective way to compose and interpret texts, and 

that paying attention to words is a source of rhetorical 

power for all readers and writers. 

critical theory, socio-linguistics, the hist~ry of 

ideas, and the philosophy of language would be effective 

vehicles for exploring Dickinson's philology, but the ark I 

have chosen is rhetoric. Ellen Quandahl has defined 

rhetoric as "the contextual study of ]a.'!gu.ag~" (131), and 

Alton L. Becker calls philology "a rhetorically based 

linguistics" ("Biography" 138). Dickinson's philology is a 

"play of figures and lexical classes • • • where, as 

Isadore of Seville wrote, 'grammar is joined to the art of 

rhetoric'" (Becker "Emerson" 8). Using Webster's 

dictionary and other resources, Dickinson sets English 

grammar into frame after rhetorical frame, creating a 

motion picture of living textual experiences from nature 

and from culture: 
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There is another kind of grammar, based on a different 
perspective on language, one involving time and 
memory; or, in terms of contextual relations, a set of 
prior texts that one accumulates throughout one's 
lifetime • • • One learns to reshape these texts to 
new contexts, by imitation and by trial and error. 
One learns to interact with more and more people, in a 
greater and greater variety of environments. The 
different ways one shapes a prior text to a new 
environment make up the grammar of a language. 
(Becker "Biography" 138) 

Emily Dickinson was an expert at reshaping the texts of her 

life into the new world of her poems. I hope that a 

rhetorical approach will approximate the spirit of love in 

Dickinson's philology, since the first law of criticism is 

that "every scripture is to be interpreted by the same 

spirit which gave it forth" (Emerson 36).11 

Divisio 

The next five chapters of the dissertation will 

feature aspects of Dickinson's philology from the 

perspective of nineteenth-century rhetoric, composition, 

and grammar. Philology and rhetoric have encompassed many 

concepts and carried many meanings in English, so I have 

limited myself to concepts which best illustrate 

11Becker says that Emerson was quoting George Fox 
("Emerson" 9-10). However, Thomas a Kempis wrote that "all 
Holy Scripture ought to be read with that spirit with which 
it was made" in Of the Imitation of Christ (Kempis 9). 
Dickinson read R. W. Emerson and Thomas a Kempis. 



35 

Dickinson's love of words and love of "languaging": 

Definition, Music, Cohesion, Dictionary Use, and Etymology. 

Chapter Two discusses 'definition' as a nineteenth

century rhetorical strategy and presents a definition of 

terms for the dissertation. Chapter Three explores music 

as rhetorical power in the poems of Emily Dickinson. The 

cohesion of Dickinson's lexical choices is the topic of 

Chapter Four. Chapter Five focuses more intently on the 

extent of Webster's influence on Dickinson and the role of 

the Lexicon in Dickinson's composing processes. The role 

of etymology in nineteenth-century philology, in Webster's 

lexicography, and in Dickinson's poetry is the subject of 

Chapter six. 

The final chapter circles back to A. L. Becker's 

definitions of a new philology, suggesting that today's 

definitions of rhetoric should include philology. A 

discussion of the function of philology in contemporary 

English studies will include a group of texts united 

etymologically in a metaphor of text as architecture. A 

brief survey of pedagogical applications of philology 

concludes the dissertation. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

DEFINITION AS A RHETORICAL STRATEGY 

Twentieth-century rhetoric textbooks'often stress the 

importance of definition as a composition strategy. Rise 

B. Axelrod and Charles R. Cooper teach that "defining is an 

essential strategy for all kinds of writing" (404). 

Kathleen Bell affirms that effective composition depends a 

great deal on the "ability to define terms and concepts" 

(24). Stuart Hirschberg explains that definition is a 

"method of clarifying the meaning of words that are vague 

or ambiguous" (172), and illustrates various kinds of 

definition: synonyms, dictionary entries, etymologies, 

metaphors, negations, and examples (Hirschberg 176-78). 

Marlys Mayfield asserts that clear thinking depends on 

having clear definitions of words (57). She gives the 

derivation of 'definition' from the Latin word definire, 

showing that definitions help ,to 'set the bounds' of a 

composition (Mayfield 58). Peter Elias Sotiriou believes 

that definitions "are the building blocks for any study" 

(Sotiriou 65). 

Jeanne Fahnestock and Marie Secor devote two chapters 

to definitions in A Rhetoric of Argument. One of the 

chapters discusses essential definitions (52-68) and the 

next provide~ models and exercises for defining by synonym, 
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genus/difference, example, etymology, history, negation, 

metaphor, and operation (69-86). Chaim Perelman and Mme. 

L. Olbrechts[-Tyteca] make a distinction between expository 

definitions that clarify the meaning of words, and 

oratorical definitions that use word senses for persuasion. 

In the rhetoric of argumentation, oratorical definitions 

"determine the choice of one particular meaning over 

others--sometimes by establishing a relation between an old 

term and a new one" (qtd. in Golden, et ale 416). Although 

Perelman and Olbrechts assign rhetorical definitions to 

argumentation, poets and other writers use definitions as 

rhetorical figures whenever they choose one sense of a word 

over another, or juxtapose different'meanings for word

play, or derive new senses from an older sense of a word. 

Emily Dickinson was a genius at selecting and combining the 

senses of words to create irony, humor, pathos, and other 

rhetorical effects. 

Definition in the Nineteenth century 

Many nineteenth-century writers and scholars were 

interested in the definitions of words. Such an interest 

was a carry-over from eighteenth-century philosophers, such 

as Thomas Hobbes, who believed that "in the right 

definition of names lies the first use of speech" and that 

the first abuse of speech lies in having the wrong 
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definitions or no definitions (24). Another eighteenth

century philosopher who greatly influenced nineteenth

century thinkers was John Locke, who wrote that 

"unintelligible Terms" were "imperfections of Language" 

which hamper human understanding (494, 489). Locke's 

remedy for "Controversies" (489) was "to use no word 

without a signification, no Name without an Idea for which 

[you] make it stand" (512). 

The most obvious manifestation of a nineteenth-century 

interest in definitions is in the dictionaries of the age. 

Although Noah Webster had many talents and philological 

pursuits, definitions were his specialty (Burkett 159). 

Sir James A. H. Murray, chief editor of the Oxford English 

Dictionary, said that Webster was Ita born definer of words" 

(Leavitt 21). Webster invested great resources of time, 

energy, and money into the American Dictionary (Ford 1:509, 

2:30-32), and one of his main motivations was "his belief 

that the definition of words affected human behavior" 

(Rollins Journey 132). Like Locke, "Webster believed that 

the misunderstanding of words led to social and political 

upheaval" (Rollins Journey 131). Such beliefs made him a 

productive and a meticulous lexicographer as he worked on 

the 1806 Compendious Dictionary: the 1828 American 

Dictionary of the English Language, and then the 1841 

revision of the American Dictionary. He spent the last 
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years of his life working improving and correcting 

definitions in the 1841 edition. A year after Webster's 

1843 death, Edward Dickinson purchased a copy of the 1844 

Amherst printing of the 1841 dictionary for his family's 

library (Buckingham 491-92); from that time on, Edwards's 

daughter Emily had direct access to a "Lexicon" and a feast 

of definitions. 

In addition to the obvious relationship between 

dictionaries and definitions, a preoccupation with defining 

words is also evident in nineteenth-century textbooks for 

rhetoric, composition, and the teaching of English. Some 

textbook authors discussed the importance of definitions; 

some used definitions as a means of presenting, organizing, 

and reviewing their subject matter; and others gave a 

formal definition of terms to present their topics. 

In Aids to Composition, one of Dickinson's textbooks, 

Richard Green Parker devotes a chapter of exercises to 

"Definition and Distinction, or Difference" (105-107). The 

object of definition exercises, he explains, is to 

"accustom the student to acquire a clear idea of things" 

because "clear ideas of a subject must be acquired before 

anything can be correctly said or written upon it" (105). 

True to his word, Parker then proceeds to give a definition 

of DEFINITION: 
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A definition, as described by logicians, consists of 
two parts, which they call the genus and the 
difference. The difference is the property or 
properties by which the individual thing to be defined 
is distinguishes from other individuals of the same 
class • • • A definition should generally be an 
analysis of the thing defined, that is, should 
comprise an enumeration of its principal qualities or 
attributes. (105-06). 

Parker also requires students to provide contextual 

examples of the proper use of the word. In keeping with 

his counsel, he first defines the term DISSERTATION as "a 

formal discourse intended to illustrate a subject, • • • 

principally employed on disputed points of literature and 

science" (338), and then gives a sample dissertation in its 

entirety. 

Isaac Watts discusses the meaning of words in The 

Improvement of the Mind, a required textbook in both 

schools that Emily Dickinson attended, Amherst Academy and 

Mount Holyoke Female Seminary (Lowenberg 100). In Chapter 

VIII, Watts tells why it is important to inquire into "the 

Sense and ~~aning of Any writer or Speaker": 

It is a great unhappiness, that there is such an 
ambiguity in words and forms of speech that the same 
sentence may be drawn into different significations; 
whereby • • • it is difficult sometimes for the reader 
exactly to hit upon the ideas, which the writer or 
speaker had in his mind. (Watts 91) 

Watts gives the remedy for such misunderstandings, 

including a general knowledge of the language of the 

author; a consideration of the meaning of words and phrases 
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in the author's nation, era, sect, party; and a comparison 

of the senses of words and phrases in other texts by the 

same author (Watts 92-97). 

In the introduction to Watts' Improyement, editor 

Joseph Emerson explains the "Importance of defining words": 

There is, probably, no other branch of literary 
education of equal importance, that is so neglected, 
or imperfectly taught, as defining--no other, that has 
now such demands upon the attention of teachers • • • 
Probably, more than three fourths of the disputes, 
that have troubled the world, have arisen from the 
ignorance or misapprehension of words. (Watts ix) 

A good dictionary is Emerson's solution to definition 

problems: 

It is the grand object of the dictionary to tell us 
the sense or senses, in which our words are used by 
good writers and speakers • • • To learn the meaning 
of words, then, must constitute a capital part of a 
good education • • • The chief study in this pursuit, 
is that of defining, principally in the use of a 
dictionary. (Watts xi) 

Emerson then recommends Webster's great two-volume 

dictionary as "the best of all English dictionaries": 

It is admirable indeed for the fullness of its 
vocabulary of words and phrases defined, for the 
excellence of its definitions, for its philological 
instructions, for its historical elucidations, and for 
its interesting and instructive examples of the 
various uses of words. (Watts xii) 

For Joseph Emerson, definition was also a method of 

annotation and a topic of pedagogical exhortation. In many 

of his extensive footnotes to Watts' text, he uses 

questions which require definitions for answers: "Meaning 
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of hermeneutics? The art of investigating and explaining 

the sense of words and phrases" (Watts 91fn). 

Although the works of George Payn Quackenbos were not 

among Dickinson's known textbooks, his composition lessons 

went through several editions in the mid-1800s. Like 

Joseph Emerson, Quackenbos uses definition questions and 

answers as a method of invention and arrangement for First 

Lessons in Composition. In the Preface, he quotes a county 

school superintendent who laments that "hundreds graduate 

from our common schools with no well-defined ideas of the 

construction of our languag~" (First 3). Quackenbos 

addresses that problem by opening every lesson of his basic 

composition text with well-defined questions and answers 

about basic grammatical terms: 

What is a word? A word is what is spoken or written 
as the sign of an idea. (11) 

What is an essay? An essay is a composition, 
generally on some abstract subject, devoted rather to 
an investigation of causes, effects, &c., than to an 
examination of visible and material peculiarities. 
(165) 

In addition to 'what is?' definition questions,12 

Quackenbos frequently provides the derivation of a 

rhetorical term: 

12Dickinson uses the 'What is?' question as a 
composition technique in Poem 215,'asking "What is 
'Paradise' __ II (c. 1860); a definitive answer appears later 
in Poem 1119: "Paradise is that old mansion! Many owned 
before" (c. 1868). 
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What is style? style is the particular manner in 
which a writer or speaker expresses his thoughts by 
words. From which word is the word style derived? 
From the Latin word stylus, a pointed steel instrument 
which the Romans used in writing upon their waxen 
tablets. (First 104) 

Quackenbos also uses etymology to define key terms 

throughout his Advanced Course of Composition and Rhetoric. 

For example, he explains that the word "RHETORIC is derived 

from the Greek verb reo, to speak, and in its primary 

signification had reference solely to the art of oratory" 

(Advanced 163). 

Providing a lengthy survey and definition of terms was 

a rhetorical convention for other textbook writers of the 

nineteenth century. Alexander Bain makes it clear that he 

plans to honor the convention of defining terms in his 1887 

title, On Teaching English: with Detailed Examples, and an 

Inquiry into the Definition of Poetry. He follows through 

with definitions ~f poetry by Aristotle, William 

Wordsworth, principal Shairp, Matthew Arnold, and Alfred 

Austin (Bain 210-13). When George Henry Lewes neglects to 

define the term "literature" in The Principles of Success 

in Literature, editor Fred Newton Scott provides a long 

list of definitions in a footnote (22). 

In Elements of Rhetoric, one of Dickinson's textbooks, 

Richard Whately begins by discussing the definitions of 

rhetoric: 
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Of Rhetoric various definitions have been given by 
different writers • • • Not only the word Rhetoric 
itself, but also those used in defining it, have been 
taken in various senses. (1-4) 

Whately says that an examination of all the definitions of 

rhetoric would only lead to useless controversy, so he goes 

back to the origins of the term: 

[By] its primary signification, Rhetoric had reference 
to public speaking alone, as its etymology implies. 
But as most of the rules for Speaking are of course 
applicable equally to Writing, an extension of the 
term naturally took place. (2) 

Acknowledging that some writers have equated rhetoric with 

the "Art of Composition," Whately finally decides to 

delimit his definition of rhetoric to "Argumentative 

Composition," an off-shoot of logic (4). 

The year 1852 marked the New York printing of Charles 

Kraitsir's Glossology: Being a Treatise on the Nature of 

Language and on the Language of Nature. Kraitsir was a 

Hungarian professor of modern languages who came to the 

united States in 1833 and taught at the University of 

Virginia in 1840 (Ronda 236).13 He begins Glossology 

with a catalog of the definit.ions of "philology," 

13The work of Kraitsir and other linguists was of 
great interest to nineteenth-century literary figures. 
Ralph Waldo Emerson obtained a copy of Glossology for his 
library (Harding' 159), and other American scholars, 
including Elizabeth Peabody (D. Payne 125) and Henry David 
Thoreau were influenced by Kraitsir's philosophy of 
language (Gura 9-10). Peabody and other Transcendentalists 
liked the "fusion of inner reality and physical nature" in 
the teachings of Kraitsir (Ronda 236). 



classified chronologically from antiquity to modern times 

(9-10): 

Ancient Definitions of Philology 
Plato: 'love of speech' 
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Socrates: 'love of speaking on philosopical subjects' 

Alexandrine School: 'love of books' 

Isocrates, Aristotle: 'love of knowledge' 

Romans: 'eruditio, doctrina, literarum studium, 
cognitio' 

Medieval Definitions of Philology 
Wower: 'the study of Greek and Latin authors' or 'the 
knowledge of languages and of all archeology' 

Modern Definitions of Philology 
Fr. A. Wolf: 'the science of antiquity and of all 
things concerning the Greeks and Romans' 

Boeckh: 'the knowledge of the whole activity of a 
people within a definite time' 

Schelling: 'the construction, history, and 
contemplation of the works of art and science' 

Mathiae: 'the study of the Greek and Roman languages 
and antiquities' 

Muetzell: 'the science of the signification of wordS, 
or the manifestation of the human mind by language and 
writing' 

Milhausen: 'the art of understanding the results of 
the endeavors to teach and to educate others' 

K.O. Mueller: 'the history of mankind and the full 
conception of ancient spiritual life' 

Mayer: 'the science to follow a people, or a stock of 
peoples, in their all-sided existence, to the very 
basis of their soul' 



"Conversations Lexic. der Gegenwart": 'the reserach 
into the languages of cUltivated nations, and in a 
higher view, into language, as such, in order to 
recognize from its essence the nature of our 
intellectual powers' 

Freese: 'the sum of the knowledge of the Greeks and 
the Romans' 
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Kirchner: 'the historico-critic study of language, 
but restricted to a narrower sphere than the universal 
science of language, to one or several languages' 

Some of the definitions of philology in the catalog are 

quite broad, but Kraitsir concludes his survey by limiting 

philology to "the interpretation of the written monuments 

of language" so that he can pursue "Glossology or 

Linguistic," a more general analysis of language structure 

(10), a focus which foreshadows twentieth-century studies 

in structural linguistics. 

Emily Dickinson and Definitions 

Emily Dickinson was born in the year 1830, in the noon 

of philological enlightenments that led to Noah Webster's 

American pictionary of the English Language in the united 

States and later the Oxford English Dictionary in Great 

Britain. Dickinson WqS right at home in the golden age of 

English lexicography because "her delight in definition il 

was acute (Sherwood 203). As a poet, Dickinson engaged in 

the strenuous task of defining propositions (Cameron 27), 

and she wrote several poems of definition (Leonard 18). 
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She presents words as entries in a verse "dictionary" of 

definition poems: PUBLICATION (she warns us) is "the 

Auction/ Of the Mind of Man" (P709); RENUNCIATION is "the 

Choosing/ Against itself" (P745); and WONDER is "not 

precisely Knowing/ And not precisely Knowing not" (P1331). 

Charles Anderson suggests that Dickinson compiled her 

own "lexicon" of definition-aphorisms because Webster's 

Lexicon was inadequate ("Self" 35).14 The expository 

entries of a dictionary usually are inadequate as poems, 

and Dickinson's definitions revitalize the poetic potential 

of words. with its concrete images and rhetorical context, 

Dickinson's definition of poetry transcends Webster's 1841 

explanation of POETRY as 'metrical composition': 

If I read a book [and] it makes my whole body so cold 
no fire ever can warm me I know ~ is poetry. If I 
feel physically as if the top of my head were taken 
off, I know that is poetry. (Selected Letters 208). 

14In a 1988 dissertation, Mark Bauerlein documents 
that Walt Whitman's study of English included the writing 
of definitions (85). While Whitman disparaged the work of 
Webster and criticized grammarians, philologists, and 
literary critics, who stifle language (Bauerlein 25), he 
tried to tame language by writing his own dictionary: 
"Starting in the mid-Fifties, he began to fill a notebook 
with lists of words and definitions he copied out of other 
dictionaries, newspaper and journal clippings on philology, 
etymology, jargon, printing, and so on, and his own 
observations on the English language in the hope that 
someday he would assemble the authoritative storehouse of 
the American idiom"· (Bauerlein 34). 
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Dickinson plays with the thin line between definition and 

metaphor, while Webster walks the strait and narrow way 

between explication and evangelism. Webster defines GOD as 

"The Supreme Beirtgj Jehovah ••• ," while Dickinson says 

that "Home is the definition of-God" (Todd 322). Webster's 

FAME is "Public report or rumor," but for Dickinson "Fame 

is the tint that Scholars leave! Upon their Setting Names" 

(P866). Webster says that RENUNCIATION is "a disowning; 

rejection," while Dickinson calls renunciation "a piercing 

Virtue" (P745). For his sub-definition of Evangelical. 

justifying or saving faith, Webster gives a direct 

quotation of 2 Corinthians 5:7, "For we walk by faith, and 

not by sight"; Dickinson's definition of faith is a 

figurative exegesis of the scriptural allusion: "Faith 

is the Pierless Bridge! Supporting what We see! unto the 

Scene that We do not" (P915). Webster says that 

EXHILARATION is "The state of being enlivened or cheerful," 

but Dickinson's metaphor shows exilaration as a "Breeze/ 

That lifts us from the Ground" (Pll18). LIGHTNING is "A 

sudden discharge of electricity from a cloud to the earth" 

in Webster's scientific definition, but "Lightning is a 

yellow Fork! From Tables in the sky" in Dickinson's 

metaphor (Pl173). 

Dickinson's definition poems show that lexicography 

can represent develop as well as delimit the senses of 



words. However, Dickinson recognizes the inadequacy of 

definitions: 

Flowers -- Well -- if anybody 
Can the ecstasy define --
Half a transport -- half a trouble 
with which flowers humble men: 
Anybody'find the fountain 
From which floods so contra flow 
I will give him all the Daisies 
Which upon the hillside blow. 
• • •• •...•••• (137) 

I could not have defined the change 
Conversion of the Mind 
Like Sanctifying in the Soul -
Is witnessed -- not explained 

The Definition of Melody -- is -
That Definition is none 

(P797) 

The Definition of Beauty is 
That Definition is none -
Of Heaven, easing Analysis, 
Since Heaven and He are one. 

• • • • • • • •• (988) 

(PS93) 

These held their wick above the West -
Till when the Red declined --
Or how the Amber aided it --
Defied to be defined --

(1390) 
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As the poems push past the bounds of language, they also 

acknowledge its limits. Dickinson may fail in her efforts 

to define a word, but because of the struggle she is able 

to "express the inexpressible" (Thackrey 69). 

Although dictionary definitions and poetic definitions 

are inadaquate, Dickinson succeeds in making Webster's 

philology a source of power in her lexis. She spends hours 
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with the dictionary, not to train herself "to use words 

with mathematical precision" but to have "companionship 

with words, getting to know their texture, becoming 

intimate with their manifold depths and facets" (Small 

140). The companionship with words in her "Lexicon" is 

Dickinson's philology. 

Dickinson does not define the word "philology" 

explicitly in any of her letters or definition poems, but 

she presents philology as a topic in three poems. The 

first occurrence of philology appears in Poem 1126 (written 

c. 1868). Verse two mentions philology in the process of 

poetic composition: 

Shall I take thee, the Poet said 
To the propounded word? 
Be stationed with the Candidates 
Till I have finer tried --

The Poet searched Philology 
And when about to ring 
For the suspended Candidate 
There came unsummoned in --

That portion of the Vision 
The Word applied to fill 
Not unto nomination 
The Cherubim reveal 

Although Dickinson does not define "Philology" in the poem, 

the term implies some kind of language resource. Webster's 

1841 dictionary gives a summary of what the resources of 

Philology might include: 

PHILOLOGY, n. [Gr. philologia; phileo, to love, and 
logos, a word.] 1. Primarily, a love of words, or a 
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desire to know the origin and construction of 
language. In a more general sense, 2. That branch of 
literature1S which comprehends a knowledge of the 
etymology or origin and combination of words; grammar, 
the construction of sentences or use of words in 
language; criticis~, the interpretation of authors, 
the affinities of different languages; and whatever 
relates to the history or present state of languages. 
It sometimes includes rhetoric, poetry, history and 
antiquities. . 

'l'he philology that "the Poet" searches in Poem 1126 is not 

only her love of language but also comprehensive branches 

of knowledge and literature, perhaps a specific language 

reference tool such as a dictionary. 

An lexical analysis of the diction of Poem 1126 shows 

that Dickinson the Poet searched Webster's dictionary in 

her poetic composition. 16 Several lexical items in the 

diction of Poem 1126 have connections to Webster's 1841 

lSThat philology is defined as 'a branch of 
literature' in sense #2 is an indication of a prevailing 
conception of literature as 'learning or general studies'. 
The narrowing of the term to mean 'imaginative or creative 
writing' does not appear in Webster's 1841 dictionary. 
Webster's defines LITERATURE as: 'Learning; acquaintance 
with letters or books. Literature comprehends a knowledge 
of the ancient languages, denominated classical, history, 
grammar, rhetoric, logic, geography, &c., as well as of the 
sciences. ' 

16Coralee Frederickson uses an 1847 edition of 
Webster's dictionary as the basis for an extensive 
interpretation of Poem 1126 in terms of "political 
election, church ordination, and marriage" (88). However, 
she does not provide a detailed analysis of the connections 
between lexical items and dictionary entries. 
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entries. For example, the word propounded is linked to the 

word nomination ['name'] in the definition of PROPOUND: 

PROPO~dD, vt. [Latin propono, ~ and RQnQ, to set, 
put or place.] 1. To propose; to offer for 
consideration . •• 3. In congregational churches, to 
propose or name as a candidate for admission to 
communion with a church. Persons intending to make 
public profession of their faith, and thus unite with 
the church, are propounded before the church and 
congregation; that is, their intention is notified 
some days previous, for the purpose of giving 
opportunity to members of the church to object to 
their admission to such communion, if they see cause. 

NOMINATE, vt. [Latin nomino from nomen, name.] 1. To 
name; to mention by name. 4. Usually, to name 
for an election, choice or appointment; to propose by 
name, or offer the name of a person as a candidate for 
an office or place • • • 

NOMINATION, n. The act of naming or nominating; the 
act of proposing by name for an office • • • 

The Poet is like a minister who presents the name of the 

propounded word to a congregation of words already chosen 

for the poem. Under the' poet's direction, the members of 

the church--that is the words of the poem--decide whether 

or not to accept the nominated word. To their surprise, a 

vision of the Word appears, in spite of being suspended, or 

hung up. The suspended Candidate does not need their 

election because the Word represents someone whose 

services, actions, and conduct have secured him a place in 

the poem and in eternity: 

SUSPEND, v.t. [ ••• L. suspendo; sub and pendo, to 
hang.] 1. To hang; to attach to something above. 
5. To hold in a state undetermined; as, to suspend 
one's choice or opinion. 



SUSPENDED, pp. Hung up; • • • caused to cease for a 
time; delayed; held undetermined; prevented from 
executing an office or enjoying a right. 
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CANDIDATE, n. [Latin candidatus, from candidus, white, 
those who sought office in Rome being obliged to wear 
a white gown.] 1. A man who seeks or aspires to an 
office; one who offers himself, or is proposed for 
preferment, by election or by appointment. • • 3. 
One who, by his services or actions, will or may 
justly obtain preferment or reward, or whose conduct 
tends to secure it • • • 4. A man who is qualified 
according to the rules of the church, to preach the 
gospel, ,and take charge of a parish or religious 
society, and'proposes to settle in the ministry. 5. 
One who is in a state of trial or probation for a 
reward, in another life; as a candidate for heaven or 
for eternity. 

Webster's etymology of CANDIDATE calls to mind Dickinson's 

habit of wearing white, which critics such as st. Armand 

have traced to nineteenth-century literary and cultural 

conventions (43, 74). William Shurr points out that 

Dickinson read Longfellow's Evangeline, whose title 

character dresses in white when she works as a sister of 

Mercy in Philadelphia (Shurr 78). Dickinson also read 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Aurora Leigh, which speaks of 

"clean white morning dresses" and "God's Dead, who afford 

to walk in white" (Browning 40). Many critics see the 

white dress as a bridal gown with religious significance, 

as the "White Election" of Poem 528 suggests (T. Johnson 

xxiii; Shurr 87; Eberwein 34). In her discussion of 

Latinate diction in Poem 1126, Cora lee Frederickson 

mentions that "nominees in Roman elections presented 
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themselves in white togas" (89), but like other critics, 

she does not recognize that Webster's etymology may have 

been one of the influences that prompted Dickinson to wear 

white as a sign of spiritual, marital, or poetical 

candidacy. 17 Webster's dictionary was not the only book 

which influenced Dickinson's life and language, but the 

lexicon entries should not be overlooked in biographical or 

critical interpretations. 

Webster's entries support another set of related words 

in Poem 1126: word, Philology, Word, vision, reveal, and 

Cherubim: 

WORD, n. [Saxon word, ~ • • .] 1. An articulate 
or vocal sound • • • uttered by the human voice • • • 
2. The letter or letters, written or printed, which 
represent a sound or combination of sounds • .• 12. 
The scripture; divine revelation, or any part of it • 

13. Christ • • • 

PHILOLOGY, n. 1. Primarily, a love of words, 
or a desire to know the origin and construction of 
language • 

VISION, n. [French, from Latin YISl0, from video, 
visus.] 4. In Scripture, a revelation from 
God, an appearance or exhibition of something 
supernaturally presented to the minds of the prophets, 
by which they were informed of future events. 

17Although Capps and Lowenberg do not mention Richard 
Trench's On the Study of Words, Dickinson may have seen the 
etymology of CANDIDATE in Trench (318-19). Trench writes 
that synonyms "proposed as candidates for admission" in a 
language may "fail to obtain the rights of citizenship" 
(257). Frederickson cites the 1950 Handlist of Books Found 
in the Home of Emily Dickinson at Amherst. Massachusetts as 
evidence that Dickinson read Trench (4). 
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REVEAL, vt. [Latin revelo, velo, to veil.] 1. To 
disclose; to discover; to show; to make something 
before unknown or concealed, as to reveal secrets. 2. 
To disclose, discover or make known from heaven • • • 

CHERUB, n. [Hebrew • • • kerub • • • ] A figure 
composed of various creatures, as a man, an ox, an 
eagle or a lion. The first mention of cherubs is in 
Genesis 3:24 ••• their office was, with a flaming 
sword, to keep or guard the way of the tree of life. 
The two cherubs which Moses was commanded to make at 
the ends of the mercy seat, were to be of beaten work 
of gold • • • and between them was the residence of 
the Deity • • • The hieroglyphical and emblematical 
figures embroidered on the vails of the tabernacle are 
called cherubs of curious or skillful work. 

While the EQgt is searching philology for sounds and 

letters finer than the propounded word, the ~ as 

'Scripture', 'revelation', 'vision', or 'Christ' comes into 

place. A philology of nomination, knowing the names of 

words or loving the sounds of fine words, is not powerful 

enough to persuade the Cherubim to open the veil of the 

tabernacle. Only the love of the Word allows the poet to 

see a vision of the tree of life and to pass by the angels 

to the residence of Deity. 

Poem 1342 (written c. 1875) is the second Dickinson 

text which has philology as a topic. Jack Capps describes 

it as "an eight-line explanation of Enoch's sudden absence" 

(39), but the poem may also be an elegy for Dickinson's 

father, who died in July 1874 (Eberwein 276fn). Dickinson 

quotes Genesis 5:24: "And Enoch walked with God: and he 

was not; for God took him." Then she uses the word 



Philology to characterize the scripture's concise and 

cryptic report of Enoch's translation: 

"Was not" was all the statement. 
The unpretension stuns -
Perhaps -- the Comprehension 
They wore no Lexicons --

But lest our Speculation 
In inanition die 
Because "God took him" mention 
That was Philology --

The parallel line-end position of Lexicons at the end of 
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verse one and Philology at the end of verse two highlights 

a relationship between the two terms: 

LEXICON, n. [Gr. lexicon, a dictionary, from lexis, 
lego, to speak.] A dictionary; a vocabulary or book 
containing an alphabetical arrangement of the words in 
a language, with the definition of each, or an 
explanation of its meaning. 

PHILOLOGY, n. [Gr. philologia; phileo, to love, and 
logos, a word.] 1. Primarily, a love of words, or a 
desire to know the origin and construction of language 

The affixes Lex- and -logy are related etymologically to 

the Greek word logos, meaning 'speech' or 'a word'. The 

parallelism of Lexicons and Philology is a clue to the 

antecedent for the third person plural pronoun in They wore 

no Lexicons: They are the spoken 'words' of the Statement. 

The words of the Statement in Genesis 5:24 wear no 

lexicons, no definitions, no explanations of Enoch's 

absence, nor perhaps is the scripture adequately clothed to 

address the shock Dickinson feels at her father's death. 



The words of the statement wear "no Lexicons" or 

explanations, but Philology may understate Enoch's 

transition from this world to the next. The bereaved 

person comprehends that the fragment "Was not" is an 

epitome or a part which represents the whole story of 

Enoch: 
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COMPREHENSION, n. 2. An including or containing 
within a narrow compass; a summary; an epitome or 
compend. 3. Capacity of the mind to understand; power 
of the understanding to receive and contain ideas; 
capacity of knowing. • • 4. In rhetoric, a trope or 
figure, by which the name of a whole is put for a 
part, or that of a part for a whole • Harris. 

Even if the mind cannot totally understand the sudden 

absence of Enoch, it can grasp the love behind the words of 

the scripture. 

A New Testament scripture related to Genesis 5:24 may 

have been another source for allusion in the poem: 

By faith Enoch was translated that he should not see 
death; and was not found, because God had translated 
him: for before his translation he had this testimony, 
that he pleased God. (Hebrews 11:5) 

Although the ter~ 'translation' is as absent as Enoch in 

the poem, Dickinson may be playing extra-textually with 

senses three and four in Webster's definition of the word 

TRANSLATION: 'The removal of a person to heaven without 

subjecting him to death' and 'The act of turning into 

another language'. Webster does not mention bi-lingual 

lexicons in his definition of LEXICON, but among 
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Dickinson's textbooks were Greek/English, Latin/English, 

and Greek/Latin lexicons that enabled students to translate 

classical languages (Lowenberg 44, 65, 90). "They wore no 

Lexicons" could mean that 'there were no lexicons for 

translating the words of the statement to help the bereaved 

understand Enoch's translation'. Only love, or Philology, 

can help the bereaved comprehend the loss. 

In Poem 1651, philology is more than a topic for 

Dickinson, it's a method of composing the poem, a way of 

making connections between words, and a rhetoric which 

acknowledges the power of language: 

A Word made Flesh is seldom 
And tremblingly partook 
Nor then perhaps reported 
But have I not mistook 
Each one of us has tasted 
With ecstasies of stealth 
The very food debated 
To our specific strength --

A Word that breathes distinctly 
Has not the power to die 
Cohesive as the Spirit 
It may expire if He --
"Made Flesh and dwelt among us" 
Could condescension be 
Like this consent of Language 
This loved Philology. 

A comparison of the words in Poem 1651 with corresponding 

entries in Webster's 1841 dictionary suggests that 

philology may have been a metaphor for the love of words 

manifest in Dickinson's word choices. In this loved 



Philology, Dickinson uses chains of related words to 

explore language. 

Poem 1651 begins with a Biblical allusion to Christ 

from John 1:14, "And the Word was made flesh." Word, 

Flesh, and power are lexical items whose dictionary 

59 

definitions identify John 1:12-14 as the biblical allusion 

of the poem: 18 

WORD, n. 6. Language; living speech ••• 12 • 
. • • the word of God. 13. Christ, John i. 

FLESH, n. 7. Human nature. "The word was made 
flesh, and dwelt among us, II John i. 

POWER, n. 21. Christ is called the power of 
God, as through him and his Gospel, God displays his 
power and authority in ransoming and saving sinners • 

18. In scripture, right; privilege. John i. 

Webster's entry for WORD contains senses related to 

language and Christ, just as Dickinson's poem alludes to 

language and Christ. 

Many of the connections between words are obvious, but 

some subtle relationships become mor.e apparent in the 

dictionary. For example, the words seldom, distinctly, and 

die do not seem to be related in meaning, but they have 

etymons or senses which connect in Webster's entries: 

SELDOM, adv. [ ..• Sel probably signifies separate, 
distinct, coinciding with L. solus.] Rarely; not 
often; not frequently. 

18See also John 6:63: "It is the spirit that 
quickeneth; the flesh profiteth nothing: the words that I 
speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life." 
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DISTINCTLY, adv. Separately; with distinctness; not 
confusedl:.~; without the blending of one part or thing 
with another. 

DIE, v.i. • 7. To recede as sound, and become 
less distinct. 

In Webster's etymology of SELDOM, the Word made flesh is 

'distinctly partook' as well as 'infrequently partook', 

which reinforces the parallelism of A Word made Flesh~ 

seldoml And tremblingly partook and A Word that breathes 

distinctly I Has not the power to die. The Word is alive, 

distinct, and separate; it cannot die or become less 

distinct, except by tasting of death, or by consenting to 

death through the cohesion of the Spirit: 

CONSENT, n. ••• Agreement of the mind to what is 
proposed or stated by another. • • 2. Accord of 
minds; agreement; unity of opinion. 3 •••• 
coherence; correspondence in parts, qualities, or 
operation. 4. In the animal economy, an agreement, or 
sympathy, by which one part of the system affects some 
distant part. 

COHESIVE, adj. That has the power of sticking or 
cohering; tending to unite in a mass and to resist 
separation. 

COHESIBILITY, n. The tendency which one part of 
matter evinces to unite with another part of matter, 
so as to form, out of different bodies, one common 
mass. It is opposed to Divisibility. 

Besides the sense of separateness that distinctly denotes, 

its cognate form, DISTINCTION, foreshadows the elevated 

rank that the Word will yield up in condescension and 

consent: 



DISTINCTION, n ••.• 7. Eminence; superiority; 
elevation of rank in society, or elevation of 
character. 

CONDESCEND, v.i. 1. To descend from the 
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privileges of superior rank or dignity; to do some act 
to an inferior, which strict justice or the ordinary 
rules of civility do not require. Hence, to submit or 
yield, as to an inferior, implying an occasional 
relinquishment of distinction. • • 3. To stoop or 
descend; to yield; to submit; implying a 
relinquishment of rank, or dignity of character and 
sometimes a sinking into debasement. 

CONDESCENSION, n. ... Voluntary descent from rank, 
dignity or just claims; relinquishment of strict 
right; submission to inferiors in granting requests or 
performing acts which strict justice does not require. 
Hence, courtesy. 

CONSENT, n. 1. Agreement ••• hence, a 
yielding of the mind or will to that which is proposed 
••• in cases where power, rights and claims are 
concerned. 

CONSENT, v.i. to yield to what one has the 
power, the right, or the disposition to withhold, or 
refuse to grant. 

The Word voluntarily consents to descend from an elevated 

status in order to experience and identify with the human 

condition. Such a consent then defines This loved 

Philology as a sacrament of language in which the Word 

freely loves and is loved in return by its partakers. 

LOVE, v.t. [Saxon lufian, luvian ••• The sense is 
probably to prompt, free, willing, from leaning, 
advancing, or drawing forward.] 

PHILOLOGY, n. [Gr. philologia; phileo, to love, and 
logos, a word.] 1. Primarily, a love of words, or a 
desire to know the origin and construction of 
language. 
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The Greek word logos means 'language' as well as 'a word', 

and Dickinson was probably. aware that the "Word" in John 

1:14 is a translation of the Greek "Logos," so that 

Philology can represent the 'love of Christ' and the 'love 

of language'. 

Poem 1651 does not mention the Sacrament of Christ 

explicitly, but several lexical items set up the eating of 

the Lord's supper as a metaphor for language. The words 

Flesh, tasted, food, and Language are defined in terms of 

food, the tongue, eating, and flesh in Webster's entries: 

FLESH, n. 2. Animal food 3. The body of 
beasts and fowls used as food. 

TASTE, v.t. [Fr. t~ter, to feel; • . • 1 1. To 
perceive by means of the tongue. 3. To try by 
eating a little • 6. To experience; to feel. 

FOOD, n. Flesh or vegetables eaten for 
sustaining human life. 

LANGUAGE, n. [French langage • Latin lingua the 
tongue, and speech • It seems to be connected with 
~ingo, to lick ••. l. 

In Poem 1651, Word, reported, debated, strength, 

power, Language, and Philology are linked by their Webster 

entries with reference to words, sounds, arguments, speech, 

and language: 

WORD, n. [Sax. word 
vocal sound, • . • a 
speech or language • 
contention. 12 • 
Christ, John 1. 

• • • 1 1. An articulate or 
single component part of human 

5. Dispute; verbal 
• . • the word of God. 13. 

REPORT, v.t. • •• 6. To return, as sound. 



DEBATE, v.t. . .• To contend for in words or 
arguments • • • to dispute. 

STRENGTH, n. • .• 8. Force of writing; vigor; 
nervous diction; The strength of words, of style, of 
expression and the like, consists in the full and 
forcible exhibition of ideas, by which a sensible or 
deep impression is made on the mind of a hearer or 
reader • • • Strength of language enforces an 
argument. 

POWER, n. 10. Influence; that which may move 
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the mind; as, the power of arguments or of persuasion. 

LANGUAGE, n. • 1. Human speech; the expression of 
ideas by words or significant articulate sounds • • • 
Articulate sounds are represented by letters, marks or 
characters which form words. 

PHILOLOGY, n .•.. 1. Primarily, a love of words, or 
a desire to know the origin and construction of 
language • • • the etymology or origin and combination 
of words ••• use of words in language .' •• 
affinities ot different languages; and whatever 
relates to the history or present state of languages. 

The word strength is reinforced by ties in the poem 

and in the dictionary to power, Spirit; and consent: 

STRENGTH, n. the quality of bodies by which 
they sustain the applicat~on of force without breaking 
or yielding. 3. Power or vigor of any kind. G. Power 
of mind; intellectual force; the power of any faculty 

7. Spirit; animation. 10. Spirit; the quality 
of any liquor which has the power of affecting the 
taste • .. 11. The virtue or spirit of any vegetable 
•.• 12. Legal or moral force; validity; the quality 
of binding, uniting or securing • • • 16. ••• the 
quality that convinces, persuades or commands assent; 
as, the strength of an argument or of reasoning. 20. 
Support; maintenance of power. 

POWER, n. 2. Force; animal strength. •• 3. 
Force; strength; energy; as, the power of the mind. 
11. Command; the right of governing. 18. In 
Scripture, right; privilege. John i. 



64 

SPIRIT, n. • •. 9. Powers of mind distinct from the 
body; that which hath power or energy • •• 15. Life 
or strength of resemblance. •• 17. That which hath 
power or energy; the quality of any substance 'which 
manifests life, activity, or the power of strongly 
affecting other bodies; as, the spirit of wine or of 
any liquor. 

CONSENT, n. [ ••• See Sense and Assent.] a 
yielding of the mind or will • • • in cases where 
power, rights and claims are concerned. 

CONSENT, v.i. to yield to what one has the 
power, the right, or the disposition to withhold, or 
refuse to grant. 

Breathes, die, Spirit, and expire are inter-connected 

in a similar fashion, highlighting the tension between the 

life and death of A Word in the poem: 

BREATH, n. • 
breathing freely 

2. Life. 3. The state or power of 
8. A word. 

BREATHE, v.i. To respire; to inspire and expire air. 
Hence to live. 

DIE, v. 1. To be deprived of respiration, of 
the circulation of blood, and other bodily functions • 
• • to cease to live; to expire • •• 9. To become 
vapid or spiritless, as liquors • •• 11. To become 
indifferent to, or cease to be under the power of; as, 
to ~ to sin. 

SPIRIT, n. [French esprit ••• L. spiritus, from 
spiro, to breathe, to blow ••• ] 1. Primarily, 
wind; air in motion; hence, breath. 2. Animal 
excitement, or the effect of it; life 21. The 
influences of the Holy Spirit. 

EXPIRE, v.t. [Latin expiro, ~ and spiro, to 
breathe.] 1. To breathe out; to throw out the breath 
from the lungs; opposed to inspire. 2. To exhale; to 
emit in minute particles. • • 3. To conclude. 

EXPIRE, v.i. To emit the last breath, as an animal; to 
die; to breathe the last. 
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In ways that cannot be simply paraphrased, the diction 

of Poem 1651 reports the cohesion of human life and debates 

the coherence of. human language. In life, each distinct 

inhalation is a birth, an inspiration of the breath of 

life, a receiving of the spirit. Each breath released is a 

death, an expiration, a yielding of rights and powers and 

distinctions and distinctness until the next breath. The 

next breath typifies the restoration of life, the rebirth 

and renewal of power and strength. Taking on a body of 

flesh in birth is parallel to taking on the spirit in 

breath and then using breath to make distinct words which 

communicate being and meaning. The parallelism between the 

Word as language and the Word as Christ means that dying is 

also a consent to cohesion and resurrection. Dickinson's 

!Gloved Philology" is a reuniting of the body and the 

spirit. In language, words are embodied breaths or 

spirits, which connect and restore meaning in cycles of 

life and death. 

Definition of Terms 

To unfold the purpose and restrict the scope of this 

dissertation, two main terms need definitions: philology 

and rhetoric. My basic definition of PHILOLOGY comes from 

its Greek etymology: 'the love of words or language'. My 

basic definition of RHETORIC will focus on 'the power that 



language freely yields when we pay attention to words'. 

However, as branches of knowledge, philology and rhetoric 

have complex histories, and as words they have had many 

66 

different senses in English. I will not be able to record 

the fullness of their histories and meanings, but a survey 

of selected definitions of philology and rhetoric helps 

create a context for the poems of Emily Dickinson. 

Definitions of Philology 

By the time Emily· Dickinson was writing poetry, 

philology had encompassed many disciplines and had played 

many roles in the English language. A survey of the word 

in a few British and American dictionaries of English shows 

a wide range of definitions. The Oxford English Dictionary 

traces the etymology of philology throughout the history of 

English. The first recorded English use of Philologie is 

Chaucer's 1386 citation in liThe Merchant's Tale." After 

Chaucer, philologie appears in the seventeenth century as a 

borrowed word from French, through Latin Rhilologia, being 

adapted from the Greek word philologia, meaning 'fond of 

speech, talkative; fond of discussion or argument; studious 

of words; fond of learning and literature, literary'. The 

OED gives three basic senses of philology in English: 

1. Love· of learning and literature: the study of 
literature, in a wide sense, including grammar, 
literary criticism and interpretation, the relation of 



literature and written records to history, etc.; 
literary or classical scholarship; polite learning. 
Now rare in general sense. 
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2. Rendering Greek philologia love of talk, speech, or 
argument (as opposed to philosophia love of wisdom, 
philosophy). Obsolete. 

3. specifically (in modern use) The study of the 
structure and development of language; the science of 
language; linguistics. (Really one branch of sense 1.) 

Under the three basic senses, the QEQ gives citations from 

various authors that can be combined with definitions from 

other dictionaries to give a chronological account of the 

progression of the word PHILOLOGY in English: 

Henry Cockram, The English Dictionary: or. An 
Interpreter of Hard English Words, 1623 (cited under 
OED, definition 2): PHILOLOGIE, 'Love of babling'. 

Thomas Fuller, 1661 (OED 1): "Philology properly is 
Terse and Polite Learning, melior literatura. But we 
take it in the larger notion, as inclusive of all 
human liberal studies." 

Theophilus Gale, 1669 (OED 1): philology "implies an 
universal love, or respect to human Literature." 

Elisha Coles, An English pictionary Explaining the 
Difficult Terms, 1676: 'the study of speech and 
discourse'. 

John Kersey, Dictionarium Anglo-Britannicum, 1708: 
'the study of Humanity, good Literature, or Skill in 
the Liberal Arts and Sciences'. 

Nathan Bailey, Dictionarium Britannicum, 1730: 'A 
Science, or rather an Assemblage of Sciences, 
consisting of Grammar, Rhetorick, Poetry, Antiquities, 
History, Criticism, or a Kind of Universal Literature 
conversant about all the Sciences, their Rise, 
Progress, Authors, etc., which the French call Belles 
Lettres' • 



David Hartley, 1748 (~3): philology is "the 
Knowledge of Words, and their Significations." 

Samuel Johnson, Dictionary of the English Language, 
1755: 'criticism; grammatical learning'. 
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Thomas Dyche and William Pardon, A New General English 
Dictionary, 1758: 'universal learning, especially 
that part that relates to letters or languages • • • 
under which is comprised the art of criticism'. 

George Campbell, Philosophy of Rhetoric, 1776 (QEn 1): 
lists the branches of philology as "history, civil, 
ecclesiastic, and literary: grammar, languages, 
jurisprudence, and criticism." 

Hallam, Middle Ages, 1818 (OED 1): philology means 
"the principles of good taste." 

John Walker, Critical Pronouncing Dictionary and 
Expositor of the English Language, 1845, abridged by 
Lyman Cobb: 'criticism, grammatical learning'. 

Blackie, 1852 (OED 3): philology OIunfolds the genesis 
of those laws of speech, which Grammar contemplates as 
a finished result." 

Joseph E. Worcester. Dictionary of the English 
Language, 1859: 'The love, knowledge or study of 
languages, or the branches of learning connected with 
languages, comprising in the common use of the term, 
etymology, grammar, and literary criticism; or 
etymology, grammar, rhetoric, poetry, and criticism; 
belles-lettres • • • lately expanded to include 
phonology and idealogy • • • ' 

Students of Dickinson and Webster might be particularly 

interested in William C. Fowler's explanation of philology 

in the preface of the English grammar book he composed 

while serving as professor of rhetoric at Amherst College: 

Philology has of late, especially in Germany, been 
succesfully cultivated in • • • two great branches: 
the Philosophy of Language, or the formation of words; 
and the Method of Language, or the formation of 
sentences. (xiv) 
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For the duration of the nineteenth century, philology in 

its various definitions and dimensions maintained a 

prominent place in British, European, and in American 

educational and literary communities (Kitzhaber 59-63). 

Definitions of Rhetoric 

Early dictionaries of English equate RHETORIC with 

oratory, eloquence, public speaking, and sometimes writing: 

Elisha Coles, 1676: 'the Art of Speaking Eloquently, 
or well and wisely'. 

John Kersey, 1708: 'the Art of speaking well and 
eloquently'. 

Nathan Bailey, 1730: 'the Art of speaking copiously 
on any Subject, with all the Advantages of Beauty and 
Force'. 

Dyche and Pardon, 1740: 'the art of speaking or 
writing upon any subject in the most elegant manner, 
using all the beauties and ornaments of figure to 
influence and captivate the hearers, &c.' 

Samuel Johnson, 1755: '1. The act of speaking not 
merely with propriety, but with art and elegance. 
2. The power of persuasion; oratory ••• ' 

Noah Webster, 1806: 'the art of speaking properly, 
oratory'. 

Noah Webster, 1828 and 1841: '1. The art of speaking 
with propriety, elegance and force. 2. The power of 
persuasion or attraction; that which allures or 
charms'. 

John Walker/Lyman Cobb, 1845: 'oratory'. 

Joseph E. Worcester, 1859: 'In the widest sense, in 
which the word is occasionally used by modern writers, 
the art of prose composition generally; philological 
criticism:-- in a more restricted sense, the art oi 



oratory, or the art of addressing public assemblies; 
oratory; eloquence:-- in an intermediate sense, the 
art of argumentative composition, Brande. iiWithout 
attempting a formal definition of the word, I am 
inclined to consider rhetoric, when reduced to a 
system in books, as a body of rules derived from 
experience and observation, extending to all 
communication by language, and designed to make it 
efficient" E. T. Channing. 19 

The Oxford English Dictionary has citations for RHETORIC, 

dating from the fourteenth century, under three main 

definitions: 
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1. The art of using language so as to persuade or 
influence others; the body of rules to be observed by 
a speaker or writer in order that he may express 
himself with eloquence • 

2. Elegance or eloquence of language; eloquent speech 
or writing • • • speech or writing expressed in terms 
calculated to persuade; hence (often in depreciatory 
sense), language characterized by artificial or 
ostentatious expression 

3. Skill or faculty or using eloquent and persuasive 
language • • • 

Twentieth-century philologists have reconstructed a 

primitive semantic relationship between the terms word and 

rhetoric. ,In Calvert Watkin's American Heritage Dictionary 

of Indo-European'Roots, the common reconstructed root of 

19Edward Channing, one of Thoreau's professors, gives 
another definition of rhetoric in his 1856 Lectures Read to 
Seniors in Harvard College: "a body of rules derived from 
experience and observation, and extending to all 
communication by language and designed to make it 
efficient. It does not ask whether a man is to be a 
speaker or writer,-- a poet, philosopher, or debater; but 
simply,-- is it his wish to be put in the right way of 
communicating his mind with power to others, by words 
spoken or written •.• " (Sattelmeyer 12). 
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the terms WORD and RHETORIC is *wer-6 , Dl2aning 'to speak'. 

The derivatives of the proto-Indo-European root include 

WORD in the Germanic *wurdam in Old English word; VERB in 

*wer-dho- in Latin verbum, meaning word; IRONIC in *wer

yo- in Greek eirein, to say, speak; and RHETOR in *wre-tor

in Greek rhetor, public speaker. For an author as private 

as Dickinson, a tie to rhetoric in terms of 'public 

speaking' is ironic, but a tie to rhetoric as 'word' is 

revealing and relevant because Dickinson paid so much 

attention to words in her reading and composition. 

Therefore, the definition of rhetoric in this study focuses 

on the power of words and word choices. 

Dickinson does not define or mention rhetoric as a 

topic in her poems, but her poems have many references to 

words, discourse, and language, as Coralee Frederickson has 

demonstrated in her 1980 dissertation, A Word Made Flesh. 

In addition to poems which mention reading, writing, and 

speaking, Dickinson sometimes employs specific terms 

related to the field of rhetoric. In Poem 97, a rainbow is 

more convincing! Than philosophy, flowers turn from Forums, 

and the eloquent declare! What Cato couldn't prove. Death 

is a Dialogue between! the spirit and the Dust, which 

Argues from the Ground, while the Spirit lays off its 

Overcoat of Clay for evidence (P976). Poem 168 mentions 

Belle lettres and Savants who "Classify" and criticize. 



The subject of Poem 1207 seems to have a problem 

establishing his ethos: 
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He preached upon 'Breadth' till it argued him narrow
The Broad are too broad to define 
And of 'Truth' until it proclaimed him a Liar 
The Truth never flaunted a sign. 

In some Dickinson poems, Nature and rhetoric meet in 

personification. A robin squanders Arguments of Pearl 

(P634), and a frog is an ancient Greek rhetor: 

His Mansion in the Pool 
The Frog forsakes --
He rises on a Log 
And statements makes 
His Auditors two Worlds 
Deducting me --
The Orator of April 
Is hoarse Today --
His Mittens at his Feet 
No Hand hath he --
His eloquence a Bubble 
As Fame should be -
Applaud him to discover 
To your chagrin 
Demosthenes has vanished 
In Waters Green -- (P1379) 

The humor of the poem suggests. that ~ could be a word 

play for 'logos' or 'logic', standard rhetorical terms. 

In an elusive statement from an 1856 letter to Mrs. 

Holland, Dickinson alludes to one of her rhetoric 

textbooks: "Perhaps you think I have no bird, and this 

rhetoric -- pray, Mr. Whately, what is that upon the cherry 

tree?" (Letters 323). Dickinson may be challenging 

Whately's narrow definition of rhetoric as 'logic' or as 

'argumentative composition' to the exclusion of poetic 
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composition, since a "bird" is often her metaphor for 

poetry. She might be saying "Perhaps you think poetry is 

not a part of rhetoric, since you have defined this 

rhetoric as logic, but tell me, Mr. Whately, how can logic 

alone account for the bird upon the cherry tree?" Such an 

interpretation ruakes sense if the analogical nature of 

Dickinson's definition poems amounts to an "overthrow of 

Logic," as Robert weisbuch claims (63). 

Another interpretation is that Dickinson means 

"Perhaps you think I have no poetic gift, and that this is 

just rhetoric," using the pejorative sense of rhetoric as 

manipUlation, sophistry, or superficial ornament. On the 

other hand, the bird could be rhetoric itself, "an orator 

of feather unto an audience of fuzz" (Letters 341), and 

Dickinson may be presenting evidence of her language power 

by asking Whately, in a rhetorical question, to define 

"that upon the cherry tree". She could be saying "Perhaps 

you think that I have no oratorical or rhetorical power, 

but my rhetoric is poetry, Mr. Whately, like the poetry of 

the bird upon the cherry tree." George Campbell's 

definition of poetry as "a particular mode or form of 

certain branches of oratory" (1:14) supports the 

possibility that Dickinson was equating rhetoric and 

poetry. 
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Another rhetoric textbook that Dickinson mentions is A 

Practical System of Rhetoric by Samuel Newman (Letters 67). 

Instead of beginning with a definition of rhetoric, Newman 

chooses to discuss the advantages of studying rhetoric: 

acquaintance with the philosophy of rhetoric, cUltivation 

of taste or imagination, skill in language use, skill in 

literary criticism, and the formation of a good style 

(Newman iii). By skill in language use, Newman means 

purity and propriety in word choice and in sentence 

construction (vii). Newman stresses that one of the 

qualities of a good writer is "Amplification," which 

includes giving formal definitions of new or uncommon words 

and senses (23). One of the sources of good usage is a 

dictionary, by which ordinary people can establish the 

meaning of words "as used by authors of reputation" (122). 

One of the qualities of good style is Vivacity, which is 

"promoted by the happy choice of words," especially in 

choosing words that are "specific" or "distinct" (165) as 

is the Word in Poem 1651. 

Another rhetoric textbook from Dickinson's era deals 

directly with the relationship between rhetoric and words. 

In a chapter on the Origin and Use of Language, Reverend E. 

O. Haven insists that the "first requisite of Rhetoric is 

to acquire a knowledge of words" (27) and that a person may 

acquire such knowledge "by reading books written in a good 
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style, and by never passing over an unfamiliar expression 

without obtaining a correct idea of the author'b meaning by 

consulting a dictionary or some other aid" (29). To be a 

well-educated person, one must spend much time, "not only 

in the study of grammar, but in the special and severe 

study of words" in one's own language (47). 

John F. Genung, Professor of Rhetoric at Amherst 

College, published The 'Practical Elements of Rhetoric in 

1893, seven years after Dickinson died. Genung quotes De 

Quincey's belief that poets should spend at least one third 

of their lives in studying their native language (29). For 

assured mastery of language he advocates observation of the 

derivation and history of words: 

A word whose etymologies is kno~Ta defines itself; the 
writer feels its force intuitively, and need not 
depend on a dictionary. A word that has passed 
through changes of meaning is full of suggestiveness 
by reason of its history. (30-31) 

Dickinson may never have studied the rhetoric manuals of 

Haven and Genung, but such textbooks situate Dickinson 

within a context where philology, rhetoric, composition, 

criticism. etymology, grammar, lexicography, literature, 

poetry, and the history of the English language were inter-

disciplines. 

The love of words is the source of rhetorical power in 

Emily Dickinson's poems. Dickinson brings words to life by 

loving them, by choosing them carefully, by recognizing 
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their potential. Her philology created a unique poetic 

voice that revolutionized American literature and 

anticipated twentieth-century poetry. Philology gave 

Dickinson rhetorical power, a distinct voice, and the 

uncanny ability to make wor~s sing in and across poems, in 

and across space and time. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RHETORICAL MUSIC 

Musicality is an important dimension of rhetorical 

power in Emily Dickinson's language. When Dickinson went 

to school, "poetry was taught from rhetoric books which 

emphasized musical analogies" (England and Sparrow 132). 

For example, the poetry section in Whately's Rhetoric says 

that prose is like walking or speaking while poetry is like 

dancing or singing (335-37). Alexander Jamieson's Grammar 

of Rhetoric explains that the first poets were singers who 

arranged their words for tunes or melodies: 

Man, by nature, is both a poet and a musician. The 
same impulse which prompted the enthusiastic poetic 
style, prompted a certain melody, or modulation of 
sound, suited to the emotions of joy or grief, of 
admiration, love, or anger • • • Music and poetry then 
had the same rise; they were prompted by the same 
occasions; they were united in songi and, as long as 
they continued united, they tended without doubt, 
mutually to heighten and exalt each other's power. 
(268) 

Dickinson's interest in music and the musical properties of 

language is one of the sources of power in her poetry. 

From biographies and letters, we know that Emily 

Dickinson "was very fond of music, and at one time played 

not a little on the piano" (Sewall Life 272). She mentions 

vocal music in an 1844 letter to her brother, Austin: "I 

attend singing school" (Selected Letters 6). Later in 
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life, she writes that she is "studying music now with the 

jays" and finds them "charming artists" (Todd 408). In 

spite of the seclusion of her latter years, Dickinson would 

listen intently as Mabel Todd played pieces by Beethoven, 

Scarlatti, and Bach (Todd 423). Her piano playing, singing 

lessons, and appreciation for the musical arts carried over 

in theme and practice into her creative writing, as readers 

can see in the diction, prosody, sound repetition patterns 

and lexical figures of the poems. 

The diction of her poetry reveals Dickinson's musical 

sensitivity. The collected poems contain hundreds of 

references to music, from the first "strain divine" (Pl), 

to the last unknown "melody" (P1775). Lexical items such 

as music, melody, song, tune, choirs, cadence, stanza, 

voice, note, Glee, Key, Cle~, cornets, Tamborin, and lYtg 

create a diction that supports music as a major theme of 

the collected poems, and not just of individual poems. In 

addition, there are numerous references to the music of 

nature, in words such as bird, robin, and lark, which 

interact with the theme of human music in various poems. 

Dickinson referred to birds as "little poets" in a letter 

(Todd 239) and was constantly praising their nameless songs 

in her poems. 

Before Dickinson's time, scholars such as Condillac 

believed that language originated with "a total union of 
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poetry and music" (Aarslef Locke 379). The idea of a 

connection between music and poetry was still popular in 

Dickinson's era, and Dickinson may have noticed that the 

word poem in Greek means 'to make, to compose songs', and 

that the Russian derivative PQYY means 'to sing', according 

to Webster's 1841 etymology. In several Dickinson poems, 

themes of language and music are tied together: "Write me 

how many notes there bel In the new Robin's ecstasy" 

(P128). In Poem 364, "The Birds declaim their Tunes --I 

Pronouncing every word! Like Hammers." Dickinson's poem on 

the English language (P276) speaks of a phrase which 

murmurs "like old Caspian Choirs." In one poem, a poetic 

term and a musical term are contrasted: Metre and melody 

are metaphors for the poetic Odor of the laurel, or 

Laureate (P785). The musical metaphors which Dickinson 

presents have a musical accompaniment in prosody, sound 

patterns, word repetition figures, and other poetic 

devices, many of which were listed in nineteenth-century 

rhetoric and composition textbooks. 

Prosody as Music 

In Dissertations on the English Language, Noah Webster 

discusses the music of poetry in terms of a central pause 

within a line of verse, and a final pause at the end of a 

line: "These pauses are called musical, because their sole 
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end is the melody of verse" (299). Webster goes on to 

explain more about the music metaphor for verse: 

Melody in music is derived from a succession of 
sounds; harmony from different sounds in concord. A 
single voice can produce melody; a union of voices is 
necessary to form harmony. In this sense harmony 
cannot be applied to verse, because poetry is recited 
by a single voice. But harmony may be used in a 
figurative sense, to express the effect produced by 
observing the proportion which the members of verse 
bear to each other. (300) 

The proportion of verse members has to do with the 

placement of the central pause (caesura) in adjacent lines. 

For example, harmony can occur when successive lines have a 

uniform central pause after the second foot of each line. 

Diversity can also create harmony: a pause after the 

second foot may alternate with a pause after the third foot 

in successive couplets, creating a "pleasing effect" 

(Webster Dissertations 303). For the final pause, readers 

should suspend the voice slightly, "whether there is a 

pause in the sense or not" at the end of a line (304)0 The 

observation of pauses described by Webster may shed light 

on Thomas Johnson's suggestion that the dashes in 

Dickinson's poems mark a musical beat (Lindberg-Seyersted 

186). st. Armand wonders if the "special notation of bars 

and dashes" in book fourteen of Park, Phelps, and Mason's 

1858 Sabbath Hymn Book, owned by Dickinson's father, might 

have "great relevance for the idiosyncratic punctuation" of 

the poems (st. Armand 337n6). Further research could 
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determine whether Dickinson's punctuation is a kind of 

"system of musical notation for reading her verse" 

(Lindberg-Seyersted 187). 

The meter of syllables is another kind of music in 

Dickinson's prosody. Lord (Henry Home) Kames, the author 

of one of Dickinson's textbooks, comments that the "music 

of verse, though handled by every grammarian, merits more 

attention than that with which it has been honored" (289). 

"Melody," "measure," "meter," "rhythm," or "number" in 

verse is the "musical impression" created by arranging long 

and short syllables in a certain order (Kames 290). 

Although Higginson may have told Dickinson that her gait 

was "spasmodic" and her rhythm was "uncontrolled" (Selected 

Letters 174), she created metrical arrangements that have 

left a lasting musical impression on the art of poetry. 

The verses of Dickinson "all show a strange cadence of 

inner rhythmical music" (Sewall ~ 226). The metrical 

patterns of hymns, ballads, and other popular lyric forms 

provided Dickinson with cadences and frames for her verses 

(Small 44-45). cristanne Miller notes specifically the 

influence of the hymns of Isaac watts: 

Watts may have held special attraction for Dickinson 
because of his frequent use of irregular rhymes and 
harsh-sounding phrases . • • and because of the 
extraordinary variety of sounds and themes he used 
within a simple rhythmical frame. (C. Miller 142) 



82 

Dickinson's use of hymn meter "is widely attributed to her 

reading, and singing" of the hymns of Isaac Watts (C. 

Miller 141). The Dickinson family library included two 

different collections of Watts' hymns, and Jack Capps 

explains that hymn-singing was a regular part of 

Dickinson's upbringing: 

No doubt the singing did much to establish in Emily's 
mind the rhythm of hyrul meter • • • The reading of the 
hymns contributed to her store of ideas and metaphors 
and must have emphasized much of the biblical imagery 
that she preferred (Capps 104-05) 

Martha England and John Sparrow infer that Dickinson 

started writing poems as parodies of hymns and prayers, and 

ended up with her own "unorthodox descant and counterpoint" 

(120-21), with more metrical freedom, more enjambment, and 

more secular images than the language of Watts (119). 

Although some critics mention Common Metre as the 

basis for the verses of Watts and Dickinson, both writers 

composed verses according to several standard patterns of 

traditional hymnody: Short Meter (6-6-8-6 syllables per 

line), Common Meter (8-6~8-6), Long Meter (8-8-8-8), and so 

forth. Judy Jo Small believes that linking Dickinson and 

Watts too closely is a mistake (41) and points out that 

Dickinson frequently used two patterns that Watts did not 

use: sevens and sixes (7-6-7-6) and common particular 

meter (8-8-6-8-8-6) (Small 44). Small feels that some 

critics have exaggerated the influence of the hynul form on 



Dickinson's prosody since the stanzaic patterns of the 

poems are not "exclusive to hymnody" (Small 42, 44). 

Although Small warns us to "be leery of the kind of 

criticism that makes much of the fact that a certain poem 
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can be sung to the tune of 'Oh God, Our Help in Ages Past'" 

(45), I trust the hymn-singing critics more than those who 

profess that every Dickinson poem can be sung to the tune 

of "The Yellow Rose of Texas.,,20 

Other prosodic forms were metrical sources for 

Dickinson's poems, and Dickinson sometimes varies or 

abandons traditional patterns to create "a genuinely new 

music" (Sewall Life 708). However, in many of the poems, 

Dickinson conforms language to, or creates music from, 

patterns similar to those of the hymns she sang as a girl. 

Small's observation that Dickinson calls three of her poems 

"Hymns" in an 1880 letter to Higginson (Small 43) may be a 

clue that the word "hymn" is Dickinson's metonymy for 

'lyric poetry'. The composition textbook that Dickinson 

used at Amherst Academy defines lyric poetry as "poetry 

which is written to accompany the~" (Parker 284) and 

lists odes, hymns, cantatas, psalms, ballads, sonnets, and 

201 recently sang Poems 48, 833, and 1391 to the tunes 
of three hymns at a dinner for a women's organization. 
"Perhaps you think me stooping" (P833) went particularly 
well with the English melody KINGSFOLD, arranged by Ralph 
Vaughan Williams. 
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logogriphs (riddles) as lyric forms (286-89). Another 

nineteenth-century composition text describes lyric poetry 

as "that variety which is adapted to singing and an 

accompaniment of the lyre or other musical instrument" 

(Quackenbos Advanced 421), listing odes, songs, ballads, 

hymns, madrigals, and epigrams as lyric variations (422). 

Dickinson does not use the word "lyric" or any of its 

inflected forms in her poems, but she does mention ballads, 

hymns, odes, riddles, and songs. England and Sparrow's 

claim that Dickinson wrote her poems par-odia, 'to an 

existing tune' (119) may be insightful since Dickinson told 

Mabel Todd that she wrote Poem 1760 as she sang (Sewall 

Lif~ 218). using lyric meters, Dickinson sings the words 

without the tune in much the same way that "Hope • • • 

sings the tune without the words" (P254). 

"Hymns" gave Dickinson more than metrical verses; they 

gave her musical voices. In spite of the singular persona 

of the poems, they read as dialogically as Mikhail 

Bakhtin's multi-vocal "novelistic discourse" (666) because 

"in Dickinson's utterances, choral voice is emphasized by 

the hymn meters that structure her poems (meters that imply 

a union of many voices)" (Cameron 242). The collected 

poems make a hymnal of human verses and voices that 

juxtapose doubt, death, and despair with prayer, paradise, 

and epiphany. 
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Sound Patterns as Music 

Dickinson also creates the many voices of choral music 

in sound patterns that sing with semantic and structural 

patterns. In many poems, the "semantic context uses the 

sounds to reinforce itself, and that reinforcement. is 

the music of a passage" (A. King 33). Many Dickinson poems 

contain semantic, syntactic, and sonantial kinships which 

are "binding devices" (Lindberg-seyersted 170-80). For 

example, in Poem 48, the phrases my now bewildered Dove in 

the first stanza and my brave Columba in the second stanza 

are parallel in sound patterns, syntax, and sense. 

Once more, my now bewildered Dove 
Bestirs her puzzled wings 
Once more her mistress, on the deep 
Her troubled question flings --

Thrice to the floating casement 
The Patriarch's bird returned, 
Courage! My brave Columba! 
There may yet be Land! 

The phonemes /m/b/l/r/v/ in my now bewildered Dove and 

/m/br/v/l/m/b/ in my brave Columba highlight the parisonic 

structure of both phrases: possessive adjective + 

adjective + noun. The repeated sounds and structures 

strengthen the synonymy of Dove and Columba, calling 

attention to the parallelism of the stanzas, which opens 

the analogy between the Patriarch's bird and the troubled 

question of the mistress for interpretation. 



Such harmony is reminiscent of Shakespeare's 

integrated correspondence between sounds, structure, and 

meaning in.Gertrude's report of ophelia's drowning: 

There on the pendant boughs her crownet weeds 
Clamb'ring to hang, an envious sliver broke, 
When down her weedy trophies and herself 
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Fell in the weeping brook. • (Hamlet 5.1.172-75) 

Semantically, the "sliver" breaks at the end of the second 

line in the middle of the passage. syntactically, the 

passage breaks in the middle because of the anacoluthon 

(switch of subjects) from clause to clause within the 

sentence. Furthermore, the sound patterns of the first two 

lines are repeated in inverse mimic-like fashion in the 

last two lines, heightening the reflected image of Ophelia 

climbing up onto the branch and dropping down into the 

water. For example, the Iwi:/br/o:/kl sounds in weeds and 

broke are mirrored in weedy trophies and weeping brook. 

Sound repetition patterns can account for the 

"interwovenness" and "wellknittedness" (Burke 375) of 

language in the poems of Dickinson. In Poem 193, the 

assonance of lail in I, Christ, Time, and sky binds words 

and lines for musical effects that contribute to meaning: 

I shall know why -- when Time is over -
And I have ceased to wonder why --
Christ will explain each separate anguish 
In the fair schoolroom of the sky --

He will tell me what "Peter" promised 
And I -- for wonder at his woe --
I shall forget the drop of Anguish 
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That scalds me now -- that scalds me now! 

The lail assonance stresses an identification between the ~ 

personal pronoun and Christ in stanza one, just as the li:1 

assonance relates He and "Peter" in stanza two. Christ 

Ikraistl and his schoolroom Isk ••• r •.• 1 in the sky Iskail 

are linked by lail assonance and Is/k/rl consonance. The 

Iwl alliteration of why, wonder why, ~, ~, what, 

wonder, and woe contributes generally to the unity of the 

poem but has specific binding power in the phrase ~ 

wonder at his woe, which may be an allusion to Horatio's 

"woe or wonder" in Hamlet 5.2.362-63. The Iw/nl consonance 

which occurs twice in the repetition of wonder may be 

singing with the antimetabolic repetition In/wl in the 

twice-repeated scalding anguish of now. 

Like Shakespeare, Dickinson knew how to use the sound 

of words for paranomasia (word-play). A colleague pointed 

out that Dickinson may have been using homophonic music in 

Poem 833 to underscore the meaning of annealed, which has 

to do with refining metal until it is hot enough to bend: 

Perhaps you think me stooping 
I'm not ashamed of that 
Christ -- stooped until He touched the Grave -
Do those at Sacrament 

Commemorate Dishonor 
Or love annealed of love 
until it bend as low as Death 
Redignified, above? 
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The word annealed may be a play on 'kneeled', an 

interpretation based on the practice in some churches of 

kneeling to receive the sacrament, so that 'loved ones 

kneel to commemorate Christ's love' in love annealed of 

love. Since 'kneeling' is a kind of bending or stooping, 

the sound of annealed ties together key words and suggests 

a 'love which is bent by love' in the refining ritual of 

the Sacrament. The sound of annealed also suggests a sense 

of healing, and could be a word play of 'an-healed', a 

prothesis of 'healed'. Annealed begins and ends with the 

same sounds as 'anointed', which is the gloss in Webster's 

1841 dictionary for the word Christ in stanza one. Such 

sound play "commemorates" the semantic power of the poem, 

binding the persona's love in worship to Christ's healing 

love. 

According to Brita Lindberg-Seyersted, Dickinson also 

uses meaning and form to support sound patterns: 

Rhyme words that agree only faintly in sound may 
appear more related if they are the same part of 
speech. Synonyms, antonyms, and words linked more 
loosely by certain semantic kinship are powerful tools 
for strengthening approximate rhymes, for binding 
phrases and lines together. (172) 

For example, the nouns House and place occur in line-end 

rhyme position in Poem 888, where their grammatical 

affinity as nouns and the semantic connotation of 'houses' 

and 'places to live' strengthens their lsI consonant rhyme 
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(Lindberg-Seyersted 173). Some critics may doubt the 

rhetorical efficacy of sound patterns in silent reading of 

the poems, but Barbara Herrnstein Smith compares "the 

printed words of a poem" to "musical notation" (8-9), so 

that, as George Dillon explains, a reader can hear the 

impact of sonantial music in written texts as a musician 

can "hear" vocal and instrumental parts in written music: 

Skilled readers might be able to realize the auditory 
a8pects of a text by a kind of secondary capacity like 
that developed by musicians who can 'read' a score 
without humming it. (47) 

Because sound patterns work with sense and syntax in 

Dickinson's poems, the music is especially rewarding for 

readers who take the time to hear the score. 

Lexical Music 

Lexical music is the repetition and variation of word 

senses and word forms at the word, phrase, or clause level. 

Dickinson "lived in a century that adored repetition" (C. 

Miller 75), and the nineteenth-century emphasis on 

repetition extends into discussions of rhetorical figures 

in language textbooks. The rhetorical power of Dickinson's 

lexical music is evident in the repertoire of semantic 

figures ~uch as pleonasm (synonyms), antithesis (antonyms), 

polyptoton (derivative forms), and paranomasia (puns); and 

formal figures such as anaphora (head repetition), 



epistrophe (foot repetition), epizeuxis (immediate 

repetition), and chiasmus (inverted repetition) which 
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Dickinson uses to release the meaning, energy, and emotion 

of a poem. An analysis of various language systems 

throughout a poem unfolds a collaboration of elements that 

verifies the complexity and creativity of Dickinson's 

composition. In fact, Lindberg-Seyersted insists that "it 

is in an analysis of a poem as a whole--not just line 

endings and separate stanzas--that the importance of • 

rhetorical patterning becomes most apparent in Dickinson's 

poetry" (197). 

In the first seven lines of Poem 193, the speaker's 

effort to ease extreme distress through Christ's atonement 

rests in chiasmus and other figures: 

I shall know why -- when Time is over -
And I have ceased to wonder why --
Christ will explain each separate anguish 
In the fair schoolroom of the sky --

He will tell·me what "Peter" promised -
And I -- for wonder at his woe --
I shall forget the drop of Anguish 
That scalds me now -- that scalds me now! 

The anaphoric (line-head) repetition of the phrase I shall 

binds stanzas one and two, even though the lines that begin 

with I shall are not successive. The line-head reiteration 

And I also binds stanzas one and two. The epistrophic 

(line-end) repetition of Anguish binds the two stanzas, and 
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the synonym ~ reinforces the word repetition. 21 The 

line-head A>B>C><C<B<A repetition of I shall, And I, Christ 

will, He will, And I, and I shall is the counterpoint for 

the A>B>C<A<B figure wonder, anguish, what "Peter" 

promised, wonder, and Anguish, so that the two crosses of 

chiasmus symbolically and structurally bear the anguish of 

the persona and the agony of Christ's crucifixion. Lexical 

music makes the poem a most solemn hymn, reconciling 

present pain with future relief, present mystery with 

future revelation. In the eighth and final line, the 

epizeuxis (immediate repetition) That scalds me now -- that 

scalds me now! shows that the reconciliation is 

nevertheless postponed by the scalding effects of present 

anguish. 

The figures of repetition and variation in Poem 193 

include some parallels and contrasts in meaning. The words 

KNOW and WONDER pose a sense of 'understanding' against a 

sense of 'not understanding' in Webster's 1841 dictionary: 

KNOW, v.t. 1. • •. to understand clearly. 

WONDER, n. [Sax. wunder; • • .] 1. That emotion 
which is excited by • • • the presentation to the 
sight or mind, of something • • • not well understood. 

21For similar line-end binding with synonyms, see Poem 
167: "This is the sovereign Anguish! I This -- the signal 
woe!" 



92 

KNOW, EXPLAIN, FAIR, and TELL are linked by connotations of 

clarity and plainness: 

KNOW, v.t. 1. To perceive with certainty; to 
understand clearly; to have a clear and certain 
perception of truth, fact, or any thing that actually 
exists. 

EXPLAIN, v.t. [L. explano; ex and planus, plain, 
open, smooth; See Plain.] To make plain, 
to clear of obscurity • . • 

FAIR, a. [Sax. f~er; • . . If the sense is 
primarily to open, to clear, to separate, this word 
may belong to the root of Sw. faja, • • • to sweep, 
scour, furbish.] 4. Clear; pure; free from 
feculence or extraneous matter. • • 9. Open; frank; 
honest; hence, equal; just; equitable. 16. Plain; 
legible. • . 

TELL, v.t. 
known 
Ezek. xxiv. 

3. To teach; to inform; to make 
8. To unfold; to interpret; to explain. 

10. To make known. 

The clear weather imagery of FAIR and SKY contrasts with 

the rain imagery of DROP: 

FAIR, a. [Sax. f~qer; 5. Clear; not cloudy or 
overcast; as, fair weather; a ~ sky ••• 

SKY, n. [Sw. sky, Dan. skye, a cloud; Dan. sky
himmel, the vault of heaven.] 1. The aerial region 
which surrounds the earth; the apparent arch or vault 
of heaven, which in a clear day is of a blue color. 
2. The heavens. 3. The weather; the climate. 4. A 
cloud; a shadow. 

DROP, n. [Sax. dropa, a drop; • • .] 1. A small 
portion of any fluid in a spherical form, which falls 
at once from any body, or a globule of any fluid which 
is pendant, as if about to fall; a small portion of 
water falling in rain; as, a drop of water; a drop of 
blood • • . 
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The sorrow of ANGUISH and WOE contrasts with the 

etymological sense of leisure and ease in the heavenly 

SCHOOLROOM: 

ANGUISH, n. As pain of the mind, it signifies 
keen distress from sorrow, remorse, despair and the 
kindred passions. 

WOE, n. [Sax. wa; ••• ] 1. Grief; sorrow; misery; 
a heavy calamity. 2. A curse. 3. Woe is used in 
denunciation, and in exclamations of sorrow. 

SCHOOL, n. [L. schola; Gr. schole, leisure, vacation 
from business, lucubration at leisure, a place where 
leisure is enjoyed, a school. The adverb signifies at 
ease, leisurely, slowly, hardly, with labor or 
difficulty •.. This word seems originallY to have 
denoted leisure, freedom from business, a time given 
to sports, games, or exercises, and afterward time 
given to li'lerary studies •.• ] 7. Any place 
of improvement or learning. The world is an excellent 
school to wise men • • • 

Christ's schoolroom of the sky is a place wherein the 

scalded person may "greatly rejoice," even though "now for 

a season" her faith is "tried with fire" (1 Peter 1:6-7). 

Word repetition creates lexical music at the beginning 

of three pairs of successive lines in Poem 5: 

And as the summer nears 
And as the Rose appears, 

In a serener Bright, 
In a more golden light 

Each little doubt and fear, 
Each little discord here 

The underlined repetitions of Bird, spring, mine, .i!L.g, and 

Bright also creates a musical effect in the poem: 

I have a Bird in spring 



Which for myself doth sing 
The spring decoys. 
And as the summer nears -
And as the Rose appears, 
Robin is gone. 

Yet do I not repine 
Knowing that Bird of mine 
Though flown --
Learneth beyond the sea 
Melody new for me 
And will return. 

Fast in a safer hand 
Held ~ truer Land 
Are mine --
And though they now depart, 
Tell I my doubting heart 
They're thine. 

In a serener Bright, 
In a more golden light 
I see 
Each little doubt and fear, 
Each little discord here 
Removed. 

Then will I not repine, 
Knowing that Bird of mine 
Though flown 
Shall in a distant tree 
Bright melody for me 
Return. (P5) 

Word repetition works with sound repetition and parallel 
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structure in the phrases in a safer hand, in a truer Land, 

In a serener Bright, In a more golden light, and ~ 

distant tree to describe the unseen place where the Bird 

has flown and to suggest the unknown world where the 

departed or dead (Mine and they in verse three) have gone. 

In verses two and five, extensive sentence-level 

repetition underwrites the theme of the Bird's return. 
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Note again the interdependence of sound, sense, and syntax, 

since all three systems are at play in the figure: 

Yet do I not repine 
Knowing that Bird of mine 
Though flown --
Learneth beyond the sea 
Melody new for me 
And will return. 

Then will I not repine, 
Knowing that Bird of mine 
Though flown 
Shall in a distant tree 
Bright melody for me 
Return. 

The repetition functions as an intensification of the 

persona's conviction that the Bird will return because the 

Bird does return in concrete language, in the melodic 

refrain of the final verse. Not only does the Bird return 

as an individual lexical item, but it returns in the 

reconstructed body of its earlier syntactic context. The 

transfiguration of the Bird in language symbolizes the 

resurrection of a deceased loved one who returns to life in 

the language figures of the poem. 

concepts of distance and nearness in the poem are 

enhanced by the fact that some of the reiterative items 

return in adjacent lines and verses, or within language 

units, while others return from afar. The repetition of 

Bright melody at the end of verse five seems to bridge the 

distance between the present and the future by linking 

Melody new for me (in verse two) with In a serener Bright 

(verse four), implying that when the Bird returns, it will 

bring the serenity and safety of its golden destination 

back to the bereaved, at least in song. 



Word-form variation, such as polyptoton, also binds 

language units in the musical network of a poem. 

Polyptoton is the repetition of different inflected forms 

of the same word, such as ~, myself, ming, mg, and my in 

Poem 5. The repetition and variation of high-frequency 

pronouns or function words is usually not poetically 
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significant, but in a Dickinson poem any part of speech may 

be elected for major or minor musical effect. More often, 

derived forms of content words echo each other, such as 

doubting and doubt: 

And though they now depart, 
Tell I my doubting heart 
They're thine .•• 

Each little doubt and fear, 
Each little discord here 
Removed. 

In verse three, doubting is present, while verse four 

predicts the absence of doubt, setting up a semantic 

reversal of the Bird's flight and return. 

Antonyms (antithetical forms) also act as linguistic 

symbols of reversal and proximity. For example, appears 

and is gone reverse each other with contrasting meanings at 

the end of successive lines: 

And as the Rose appears, 
Robin is gone. 

Flown (2.3) and return (2.6), depart (3.4) and Return 

(5.6), decoys (1.3) and nears (1.4), mine (3.3) and thine 
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(3.6), ~ (4.5) and distant (5.4) make similar musical 

oppositions in the poem. 

Synonyms typically create a great deal of lexical 

music. The words gone, Flown, depart, and Removed are 

synonymous, and they bind lines throughout the poem. 

Bright (as a noun) and golden light are synonyms at the end 

of successive lines in verse four. In stanza four, doubt 

and fear work as synonyms in a pleonastic or complementary 

pair. A single instance of synonymy, or of any figure, may 

not be musical, but each figure vibrates in the context of 

other resonating forms, contributing underground music to 

the surface of verbal composition. 

The use of a more specific term for a general term, or 

the use of a general term for a specific one can also be 

musically effective and binding. For example, the term 

Bird is more general than the term Robin, which refers 

first back and then forward to the Bird: 

I have a ~ in spring 
Which for myself doth sing 
The spring decoys. 
And as the summer nears -
And as the Rose appears, 
Robin is gone. 

Yet do I not repine 
Knowing that Bird of mine 
Though flown --

Another potentially musical figure is lexical collocation, 

which Halliday and Hasan describe as a set of words, not 
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necessarily synonyms or antonyms, "that regularly co-occur" 

in a particular context (284). Bird, ging, and melody are 

related in such a lexical field of association. Likewise, 

spring, summer, Rose, Robin, Bright, and golden light add 

to the musicality of the poem through collocation. 

As in Poem 193, Dickinson uses sense playas a musical 

device in Poem 5. In line three of verse one, "The spring 

decoys," the verb decoys plays melody and harmony on two 

complementary but different connotations. First, according 

to Webster, the noun Decoy means 'a place for catching wild 

fowls', and the verb means 'to lead or lure by artifice 

into a snare'. So one reading of the line is that spring 

lures the Bird into death, into migrating to a distant 

place with the change of seasons. If the Bird in line one 

is the subject of decoys, and spring in line three is an 

inverted object, then the Bird lures the spring into 

becoming summer: 'I have a Bird in spring/ Which ••. 

decoys the Spring'. 

Secondly, decoys could be a play on the adjective QQY. 

The word coy (from French coi, quiet, still) means 'silent' 

or 'shy', and the de- is a prefix of undoing, so that to 

DECOY could mean 'to stop being shy'. The spring decoys 

can mean that the spring stops being silent; the shy 

springs breaks forth until it becomes a noisy summer. With 

object inversion, the Bird's song changes the quiet spring 
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into summer as the Bird flies away. In spite of the Bird's 

departure or death, the spring of mortality blossoms into 

the golden summer of immortality. Two other Dickinson 

poems, "I shall keep singing" (P250) and "The saddest 

noise, the sweetest noise" (P1764) support this 

interpretation because they use the transition between 

spring and summer as the "magical frontier" between mortal 

life and the hereafter. The music of repetition works from 

poem to poem as well as within a poem because Dickinson's 

themes and experiences "are insular ones, subject to 

endless repetition" (Cameron 14). 

Emily Dickinson had access to synonyms, etymologies, 

and definitions in her father's copy of the 1844 reprint of 

Noah Webster's 1841 American Dictionary of the English 

Language (Buckingham 491). An exhaustive review of the 

Webster entries which correspond to the main lexical items 

of the poem can give readers a clear understanding of just 

how rich the musical texture of a Dickinson poem can be. 

Reviewing a list of such connections between the poem and 

the dictionary can be tedious, but such lists are necessary 

to demonstrate the full range of lexical or musical 

synapses that a Dickinson poem can trigger. For example, 

the dictionary uses 'fowls' to explain the words Bird and 

decoY§. The past participle flown also has ties to birds 

and fowls in the definition of FLY: 
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BIRD, n. 1. Properly, a chicken, the young of 
fowls, and hence a small fowl. 2. In modern use, any 
fowl or flying animal • 

DECOY, n. . 2. A place for catching wild fowls. 

FLY, v.i. 1. To move through air by the aid of 
· ... ings, as fowls • 6. To pass away; to depart; 
with the idea of haste, swiftness or escape. The bird 
has flown. 

The words Bird, spring, Bright, and light have in 

common an etymological sense of 'breaking forth' or 

'shooting' : 

BIRD, n. [Sax. bird, or bridd, a chicken; from the 
root of bear, or W. bridaw, to break forth.] 

SPRING, v.i. [Sax. springan ••• The primary sense is 
to leap, to shoot.] 

BRIGHT, a. [ ••• In Saxon, beorhthwile or brihthwile 
signifies a moment, the twinkling of an eye. This 
directs us to the primary sense of the verb, to shine, 
which is, to shoot, to dart, to glance • • • ] 

LIGHT, n. [Sax. leoht, liht; ••• W. llYg, tending 
to break out or open, or to shoot, to gleam, and as a 
noun, breaking out in blotches, a gleam, indistinct 
light • • • This word furnishes a full and distinct 
explanation of the original sense of light, to throw, 
to dart, shoot, or break forth • • • ] 

Several dictionary entries endorse the themes of 

proximity and distance mentioned earlier in terms of word 

repetition, synonymy, antithesis, and so forth: 

COY, v.L to be silent or distant. 

NEAR, a. ••• 1. Nigh; not far distant in place, 
time or degree. 2. Closely related by blood. 3. Not 
distant in affection, support or assistance. •• 4. 
Intimate; united in close ties of affection or 
confidence 7. Close; not loose, free, or 
rambling. 8. Next to one. 



101 

BEYOND, prep. • •• 1. On the further side of; on the 
side most distant, at any indefinite distance from 
that side; as, beyond a river • • • 

FAST, a.· close, tight. •• 3. Close; strong. 
4. Firmly fixed; closely adhering • 

REMOVED, pp. Changed in place; carried to a distance; 
displaced from office; placed far off. 

DISTANT, a. [L. distans, standing apart.] 1. 
Separate; having an intervening space of any 
indefinite extent. . • 2. Remote in place. • • 3. 
Remote in time, past or future. • • 7. Remote in 
view; slight; faint; not very likely to be realized. 

Note that Removed and the gloss 'remote' from the 

definition of DISTANT, are both derivatives of the Latin 

moveo, having to do with motion or movement. Parallel to 

the theme of distance are entries that relate going, 

departing, flying, dying, fearing, and moving: 

GONE, pp. Departed. 2. Advanced; forward in progress 
5. Lost. 6. Departed from life; deceased; 

dead. 

FLY, v.i. 6. To pass away; to depart; with the 
idea of haste, swiftness or escape. The bird has 
flown. 11. To flee; to run away; to attempt to 
escape; to escape. 

DEPART, v.i. 1. To go or move from. 6. 
To die; to decease; to leave this world. 7. To leave; 
to forsake; to abandon. 

FEAR, v.t. [Sax. f~an, at£ran, ••• the verb 
coincides in elements with ~, to go or depart, and 
the sense seems to be to scare or drive away.] 

REMOVE, v.t. [L. removeo; re and moveo, to move 
] 1. To cause to change place; to put from its place 
in any manner; as, to remove a building. 3. To take 
or put away in any manner; to cause to leave a person 
or thing; to banish or destroy; as, to remove a 
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disease or complaint. Remove sorrow from thine heart. 
Eccles. xi. 

The entry for return and the verb entry for the noun 

spring have lexical connections with the verb appears: 

SPRING, v.i. 1. To vegetate and rise out of 
the ground; to begin to appear; as vegetables. 2. To 
begin to grow. 4. To arise; to appear; to begin to 
appear or exist. 

RETURN, v.i. 5. To appear or begin again after 
a periodical revolution. 

APPEAR, v.i. [L. appareo, of ad and pareo, to appear, 
or be manifest • • . ] 

Although the Rose and the Robin are not synonyms, 

their etymological roots share the concept of redness: 

ROSE, n. [Fr. rose; ••• See Red.] 1. A plant and 
flower of the genus Rosa, of many species and 
varieties, as the wild, canine or dog-rose, the white 
rose, the red rose 

RED, a. [Sax. red, read, and reod, rude, red, ruddy; • 
. . w. rhuz, red, ruddy; ••• Gr. erythros, red, and 
rhodon, a rose, from its color • . .] Of a bright 
color, resembling blood. Red is a simple or primary 
color, but of several different shades or hues, as 
scarlet, crimson, vermillion, orange red, &c. 

ROBIN, n. [L. rubecula, from rUbeo, to be red.] 1. A 
bird of the genus Motacilla, called also redbreast. 
This is the English application of the word. 2. In 
the United states, a bird with a red breast, a species 
of Turdus. 

The bright color of the Rose, which symbolizes the summer, 

appears when the redbreasted Robin, which represents spring 

disappears. 
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The shining of the sun in summer begins a chain of 

words which reflect the brightness and clarity of the 

Bird's place hereafter: 

SUMMER, n. ••• the season of the year • • • during 
which time, the sun being north of the equator, shines 
more directly upon this part of the earth • 

LAND, n. [Sax. land; • • ~ I suppose this to be w. 
llan, a clear place or area • • .] 1. Earth, or the 
solid matter which constitutes the fixed part of the 
surface of the globe, in distinction from the sea or 
other waters, which constitute the fluid or moveable 
part • • . 

SERENE, a. [Fr. serein; •.• L. sereno .•• and Ar. 
~,\ , to shine.] 1. Clear or fair, and calm; as, a 
serene sky; serene air. Serene imports great purity. 
2. Bright. 

BRIGHT, a. [Sax. beorht, briht, byrht, or bryht, 
clear, shining, whence peorhtnes, brightness, ••. In 
Saxon, beorhthwile or brihthwile signifies a moment, 
the twinkling of an eye. This directs us to the 
primary sense of the verb, to shine, which is, to 
shoot, to dart, to glance ••• ] 1. shining; lucid; 
luminous; splendid. .• 2. Clear; transparent; 3. 
Evident; clear; manifest to the mind, as light is to 
the eyes. 

BRIGHTNESS, n. Splendor; luster; glitter. 

GOLD, n. [Sax. ~ld • • • Dan. gylQ, from gyl, gyyl, 
yellow •.• The Dan. ggyl is in Sax. gealew, whence 
our yellow, that is, primarily, bright, from the 
Celtic, w. gawl, galau, gole, light, splendor ••• ] 
1. A precious metal of a bright yellow color, ••• 
3. Something pleasing or valuable; as, a heart of 
gold. 4. A bright yellow color. 

GOLDEN, a. 2. Bright; shining; splendid 
3. Yellow; of a gold color. •• 4. Excellent; most 
valuable • 5. Happy; pure ••• 

LIGHT, n. [Sax. leoht, liht; ••• L. lux, light, and 
luceo, to shine; • • .] 1. ••• Light, when 
decomposed, is found to consist of rays differently 
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colored; as red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, 
and violet. The sun is the principal source of light 
in the solar system; but light is also emitted from 
certain putrefying substances. • • 2. That flood of 
luminous rays which flows from the sun and constitutes 
day. 3. Day; the dawn of day. 4. Life. 

The clarity and serenity of the truer Land is in contrast 

with the allurement of spring's decoy, the agitation of the 

~; or the discord of this life: 

DECOY, v.t. . .• To lead or lure by artifice into a 
snare, with a view to catch; to draw into any 
situation to be taken by a foe; to entrap by any means 
which deceive • . • 

SEA, n. • •• 5. The swell of the ocean in a tempest 
7. A rough or agitated place or element. 

DISCORD, n. .•• 1. Disagreement among persons and 
things • . • any disagreement which produces angry 
passions, contest, disputes, litigation or war • • • 
2. Disagreement; want of order; clashing. 

The words sing, Melody, and discord carry a theme of 

music in the poem. Note also the reference to poetry under 

SING: 

SING, v.i. 1. To utter sounds with various 
inflections or melodious modulations of voice, as 
fancy may dictate, or according to the notes of a song 
or tune. 2. To utter sweet or melodious sounds, as 
birds. It is remarkable that the female of no species 
of birds ever sings • • • 5. In poetry, measure; the 
order and quantity of syllables constituting feet, 
which render verse musical to the ear • • • 

MELODY, n. [Gr. melodia; melos, a limb, or a song, 
and ode, an ode; L. melos.] An agreeable succession 
of sounds; a succession of sounds so regulated and 
modulated as to please the ear. To constitute melody, 
the sounds must arranged according to the laws of 
rhythmus, measure, or the due proportion of the 
movements to each other. Melody differs from harmony, 
as it consists in the agreeable succession and 
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modulation of sounds by a single voice; whereas 
harmony consists in the accordance of different voices 
or sounds. 

DISCORD, n. • •• 3. In music, disagreement of 
sounds; dissonance; a union of sounds which is 
inharmonious, grating and disagreeable to the ear; or 
an interval whose extremes do not coalesce. Thus the 
second and the seventh, when sounded together, make a 
discord. The term discord is applied to each of the 
two sounds which form the dissonance, and to the 
interval; but more properly to the mixed sound of 
dissonant tones. It is opposed to concord and 
harmony. 

Definitions which correspond to the words Knowing, 

Learneth, ~, light, and doubt share glosses having to do 

gaining or lacking knowledge in the Webster entries: 

KNOW, v.t. 2. To be informed of; to be taught 
8. To learn. 

LEARN, v.t. 1. To gain knowledge of; to 
acquire knowledge or ideas of something before unknown 

2. To acquire skill in any thing; to gain by 
practice a faculty of performing; as, to learn to play 
on a flute or an organ. 3. To teach; to communicat~ 
the knowledge of something before unknown. 

NEW, a. 2. Lately introduced to our knowledge 
to our knowledge; not before known; recently 
discovered. 

LIGHT, n. 7. Illumination or mind; 
instruction; knowledge. 8. Means of knowing. 9. Open 
view; a visible state; a state of being seen by the 
eye, or perceived, understood or known • • • 15. In 
Scripture, God, the source of knowledge • • • 18. 
Saving knowledge. 

DOUBT, n. A fluctuation of mind respecting truth or 
propriety, arising from defect of knowledge or 
evidence; uncertainty of mind. 

Fear and 'dread' are synonymous with doubt, and doubting is 

antithetical to the senses of certainty, firmness, and 
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safety expressed in the etymons and definitions for 

Knowina, ~v safer, hand, Hold, and truer: 

FEAR, n. ••. A painful emotion or passion excited 
by an expectation or evil, or the apprehension of 
impending danger. •• 2. Anxiety; solicitude. 

DOUBT, v.i. 1. • to be in uncertainty, 
respecting the truth or fact; to be undetermined. 2. 
To fear; to be apprehensive; to suspect. 

DOUBT, n. A fluctuation of mind respecting truth or 
propriety, arising from defect of knowledge or 
evidence; uncertainty of mind; suspense; 5. 
Dread; horror and danger. 

KNOW, v.t. [ .•• The radical sense of knowing is 
generally to take, receive, or hold.] 1. To perceive 
with certainty; to understand clearly; to have a clear 
and certain perception of truth, fact, or any thing 
that actually exists. To know a thing precludes all 
doubt or uncertainty of its existence • • • We know 
that truth and falsehood express ideas incompatible 
with each other . • • We do not ~ the truth of 
reports, nor can we always ~ow what to believe • • • 
12. To have full assurance of. 

FAST, a. [Sax. f~st, fest ••• from pressing, binding 
•.. ] 1. Literally, set, stopped, fixed, or pressed 
close. Hence, close, tight. •• 2. Firm; immovable. 
3. Close; strong. 4. Firmly fixed; closely adhering • 
• • . 6. Firm in adherence; as, a fast friend ••• 

SAFE, a. 1. Free from danger of any kind; as, 
safe from enemies. •• 2. Free from hurt, injury or 
damage. 3. Conferring safety; securing from harm. 4. 
Not exposing to danger. 5. No longer dangerous; 
placed beyond the power of doing harm. 

HAND, n. 1. In man, the extremity of the arm, 
consisting of the palm and fingers, connected with the 
arm at the wrist; the part with which we hold and use 
any instrument. 

HOLD, v.t. [ ••• The primary sense is, to press, to 
strain.] 1. To stop; to confine; to restrain from 
escape; to keep fast • • • 
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TRUE, a. [Sax. treow, treowe, faithful, and as a 
noun, faith, trust; sw. tro, Dan. ~; G. ~; D. 
trowuw, trust, loyalty 6 fidelity, faith; ••• Dan. 
t~, safe, secure, and W. trigiaw, to staY6 to tarry, 
to dwell, that is, to stop, to set. The primary sense 
of the root is to make close and fast, to set, or to 
stretch, strain, and thus make straight and close.] • 

3. Faithful; steady in adhering to friends, to 
promises, to a prince or to the statei loyal; not 
false, fickle or perfidious. 

The concord and discord of meanings in these semantic sets 

makes each word of Poem 5 a living entity. Each word of a 

Dickinson poem is like a bird that constantly flies away 

from comprehension and then returns with insights when 

least expected, as if from another world. 

A reader's job in examining the lexical music of a 

Dickinson poem is to avoid irrelevant associations and look 

for some relevant if not profound insights. Since the 1841 

and 1844 editions of Webster's Dictionary are not always 

readily available, the historical definitions of the Oxford 

English Dictionary may serve as a reference. Readers can 

also ease their lexical famine in a contemporary 

dictionary, such as the American Heritage Dictionary of 

Indo-European Roots, which has etymologies updated by 

findings in comparative historical linguistics. 

Poem 5 has two pairs of words which sha~e the same 

reconstructed Indo-European word root. First, the words 

truer in verse three and tree in verse five share a common 
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etymological root, which Webster does not establish in the 

1841 dictionary: 

Held in a truer Land 

Shall in a distant tree 

There is already an obvious semantic link between the truer 

Land and distant tree because the Bird has flown to the 

tree which is located in the land. There is also 

structural binding in the parison of the prepositional 

phrases in a truer Land and in a distant tree. However, in 

an underlying music, truer and tree share the Indo-European 

root *deru which means to be firm, solid, steadfast. The 

underlying connotations of 'firmness' and 'steadfastness' 

strengthen the link between the tree and other words in 

lines one and two of verse three: 

Fast in a safer hand 

Held in a truer Land 

Since it is possible to interpret the Bird's departure as 

death and the truer Land as paradise, it may not be 

irrelevant that *deru is also the root of TRUTH, TRUST, 

TRYST ('a waiting place'), and ENDURE. 

In the second example of etymological music, heart and 

discord have the same root, *kerd-1 , meaning 'heart', a 

relationship which Webster mentions with uncertainty: 

HEART, n. [Sax. heort • • • I know not the primary 
sense, nor whether it is from the root of chear, L. 



cor, cordis and allied Eng. core, or named from 
motion, pulsation.] 

DISCORD, n. [L. discordia; Fr. discordia; from L. 
discors; Qie and cor.] 

Yet Dickinson studied Latin and may have played with the 

connection in spite of Webster's reticence. The common 

Indo-European root suggests that the doubting heart 

consists of each little doubt and ~ and discord. 

And though they now depart, 
Tell I my doubting heart 
They're thine. 

Each little doubt and fear, 
Each little discord here 
Removed. CPS) 

In other words, discord is more than dissonance, 

disagreement, or lack of harmony. Discord is a lack of 
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heart or courage, a doubtful and fearful heart, perhaps a 

broken heart, or a broken chord in a broken melody. 

Sewall may have been referring to meter when he said 

that Emily Dickinson "created a genuinely new music" (Lin 

708), but her greatest music is in the counterpoint and 

harmony of words and their senses. She often chooses 

lexical tunes from Webster's Dictionary to build power into 

her poetic diction. In any given poem, a lexical analysis 

reveals a complex interplay of words and their senses in 

word repetition, synonyms, antonyms, and puns. The play of 

her words is endorsed by lexicographical connections in the 

dictionary. The lexical figures and lexicographical 
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connections, accompanied by the condensed economy of hymn 

meters, give Dickinson her distinct rhetorical voice, as 

well as a voice that she might call philology, a love of 

language which allows words to speak in many voices, a gift 

of tongues. 

In a letter to Dr. and Mrs. Holland, Dickinson wonders 

if anyone can hear the song in her words: 

I found a bird, this morning, down -- down -- on a 
little bush at the foot of the garden, and wherefore 
sing, I said, since nobody hears? One sob in the 
throat, one flutter of bosom -- "My business is to 
sing" -- and away she rose! (Todd 169) 

Not every Dickinson poem has music or birds as a theme. 

Yet, almost every poem has a rich combination of lexical 

items which carry the tune of metaphorical music. The 

poems pose many challenges, and we may not always be able 

to "sing" them, but another one of Dickinson's letters is a 

consolation: 

You and I might tug for a life, and never accomplish 
it, but no one can stop our looking on, and you know 
some cannot sing, but the orchard is full of birds, 
and we all can listen. (Todd 215) 

Emily Dickinson could "sing," and her musical masterpiece 

was her verse. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

COHESION IN DICKINSON'S POEMS 

In Poem 1651, Emily Dickinson speaks of a word that is 

as cohesive as the spirit even though it breathes 

distinctly: 

A Word made Flesh is seldom 
And tremblingly partook 
Nor then perhaps reported 
But have I not mistook 
Each one of us has tasted 
with ecstasies of stealth 
The very food debated 
To our specific strength --

A Word that breathes distinctly 
Has not the power to die 
Cohesive as the Spirit 
It may expire if He --
"Made Flesh and dwelt among us" 
Could condescension be 
Like this consent of Language 
This loved Philology. 

Dickinson presents a Word that is a unity of flesb and 

Spirit. She suggests that Philology is a connection in 

language that paradoxically maintains words as distinct 

entities. 

A contrast between word distinctions and language 

connections also appears in the 1859 composition 

instruction of Richard Green Parker, who teaches students 

to define words in order "to perceive distinctions and 

differences" (105) and also teaches that ideas in sentences 

depend on the connection of words with other words (15). 
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Parker further insists that a jUdicious poet knows that 

"the connexion between thoughts and words is as intimate as 

that between body and spirit,,22 (Parker 63). As a poet, 

Dickinson seems exquisitely aware of the distinctions ~nd 

connections between the body and spirit of words in her 

language. This creates an immense network of cohesion 

which contributes to the musical quality and rhetorical 

power of her verse. 

Cohesion and Circumference 

Most nineteenth-century rhetoric, composition, and 

grammar textbooks do not discuss cohesion directly, but 

some have sections on 'sequence', 'unity', or 'connexion'. 

For example, George Lewes teaches that "SEQUENCE" is a 

clear and harmonious order of phrases, which "economizes 

force and creates music" (146). Alexander Jamieson 

describes "UNITY" as one of the characteristics of a good 

sentence and a good composition: 

In every composition, of whatever kind, some degree of 
unity is required, in order to render it beautiful. 
There must be always some connecting principle among 
the parts. (94) 

22parker was probably paraphrasing a statement from 
the Philosophv of Rhetoric in which George Campbell says 
that the diction of orators must be animated: "Thus 
language and thought, like body and soul, are made to 
correspond, and the qualities of the one exactly to 
cooperate with the other" (quoted in Berlin 24). 
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Jamieson goes on to list rules for achieving unity: try 

not to change the person or subject within a sentence; do 

not crowd things into one sentence which would do better in 

two or three sentences; avoid parentheses; and make sure to 

completely finish the idea of the sentence (94-96). Except 

for a few suggestions about transitions and connections 

under the section on "STRENGTH" (97), Jamieson has little 

else to say about cohesion. 

Cohesion does appear, first as a scientific term and 

later as a discourse term, in dictionaries of English. 

Cohesion originated as a scientific word, referring to the 

force or attraction which holds individual parts together 

in ~·a physical being. Bailey defines COHESION primarily as 

a 'sticking or cleaving together', and philosophically as a 

'certain quality by which the parts of all solid 

bodies adhere or stick close to one another'. In their 

dictionary, Dyche and Pardon describe COHESION as an action 

in physics, 'whereby the constituent parts of natural 

bodies are connected or joined together, so as to produce 

bodies in such and such form as we see them'. Worcester's 

1859 dictionary defines COHESION first as 'the a~t, or the 

state, of cohering' and next as 'connection; affinity; 

dependence'. Under COHESION, Worcester also documents a 

sense related to thought processes, using a fragment from 

Locke: "Ideas that have no natural cohesion." 
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In Webster's.1841 dictionary, the entry for COHESION 

seems to refer more to physics than to ideas, and the sense 

which lists the 'connection .•• of ideas' is cross-

referenced to COHERENCE: 

COHESION, n. [Irish coesione; from Latin cohasi, prete 
of coh~reo.] 1. The act of sticking together; the 
state of being united by natural attraction, as the 
constituent particles of bodies which unite in a mass, 
by a natural tendency; one of the different species of 
attraction. 2. Connection; dependence, as the 
cohesion of ideas. But in this sense, see COHERENCE. 
Locke. 

COHESIVE, adj. That has the power of sticking or 
cohering; tending to unite in a mass and to resist 
separation. 

COHERE, v.L [Latin coh}<Xeo, con and hJ<.Xeo, to stick 
or cleave together] . . . 

COHERENCE/COHERENCY, n. A sticking, cleaving or 
hanging together; union of parts of the same body, or 
a cleaving together of two bodies, by means of 
attraction. Locke. Bentley. 2. Connection; suitable 
connection or dependence, proceeding from the natural 
relation of parts or things to each other, as in the 
parts of a discourse, or of any system; consistency. 
Hooker. Locke. 

COHERENT, a. Sticking together; cleaving; as the 
parts of bodies, solid or fluid. 2. Connected; 
united, by some relation in form or order. Locke. 3. 
suitable or suited; regularly adapted. Shako 4. 
Consistent; having a due arrangement of parts; as, a 
coherent discourse. Or observing due agreement; as, a 
coherent thinker or reasoner. 

In many dictionaries, cohesion and coherence hava 

synonymous definitions because they are cognates which came 

into English from French, originally deriving from the 

Latin £Q= 'together' + h~ere 'to stick, cleave'. In the 
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OED, COHERENCE (A.D. 1613) is documented earlier than 

COHESION (A.D. 1678) and has aIDore comprehensive 

definition. Sometimes the term coherence totally subsumes 

the concept of cohesion, as in Edward P. J. Corbett's 1971 

edition of Classical Rhetoric: 

Most coherence devices (pronouns, demonstrative 
adjectives, repeated words and phrases, and some of 
the conjunctions) point backwards to what has been 
said, thus connecting what has been said with what is 
about to be said~ (445-47) 

In some twentieth-century rhetoric and composition 

textbooks, the terms coherence and cohesion are 

"desynonymized," to borrow a term from Coleridge (Mccusick 

486), so that coherence refers to the general unity and 

divisibility of a text into intelligible units, while 

cohesion refers to the specific textual features which 

connect one statement to another. For example, the st. 

Martin's Guide to Writing (1985) recommends "cohesive 

devices" as one of four strategies to achieve coherence 

(Axelrod and Cooper 346, 428). In other words, cohesion 

consists of word- or sentence-level phenomena which 

contribute to the overall coherence of a text: "pronoun 

reference, same-word repetition, synonym repetition, 

sentence-structure repetition, and collocation" (359). 

In Cohesion in English (1976), M.A.K. Halliday and 

Ruqaiya Hasan define cohesion from a semantic perspective: 

"COHESION occurs where the INTERPRETATION of some element 



116 

in the discourse is dependent on that of another" (4). 

Cohesion has to do with reference, the Clrange of 

possibilities that exist for linking something that has 

gone before in MEANING" (10). Cohesion involves "a set of 

semantic resources" (10), not structural resources such as 

parallelism ("sentence-structure repetition"). Yet 

cohesion has a structural connotation since it deals with 

how a text is constructed as "a semantic edifice," not with 

"what a text means" (26). 

According to Halliday and Hasan, composers build 

"semantic edifices" with" sets of cohesively related items. 

Each single instance of cohesion, or "cohesive tie," 

relates items in a text by endophoric reference {3}. The 

distinction between "ENDOPHORIC" (within the text) and 

"EXOPHORIC" (outside the text) reference is very useful in 

Dickinson studies. For example, In Poem 833, the pronoun 

you is not cohesive because it refers to someone outside of 

the text; me is exophoric and thus non-cohesive because it 

refers to a person who is not mentioned by name elsewhere 

in the poem: 

Perhaps you think me stooping 
I'm not ashamed of that 
Christ -- stooped until He touched the Grave -
Do those at Sacrament 

Commemorate Dishonor 
Or love annealed of love 
until It bend as low as Death 
Redignified, above? 
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Some Dickinson poems are hard to interpret because they 

have a large number of non-cohesive exophoric references 

and allusions, forcing readers to reconstruct the "semantic 

edifice" with only a few clues. For example, readers may 

miss the full impact of Poem 833 if they overlook the 

extratextual allusions of stooping and stooped to Mark 1:7; 

Luke 24:12; John 8:6-7, 20:5, 20:11; and of Dishonor to 

John 8:49 and 1 Corinthians 15:43. 

Fortunately, a Dickinson poem usually has enough 

endophoric references to help readers solve the riddle. 

The pronoun He in Poem 833 is endophoric and thus cohesive 

because it ties back to the proper noun Christ; ~ is the 

antece~~nt to the cohesive pronoun it; that refers back to 

you think me stooping. The scriptural lexis of the poem is 

cohesive enough to communicate a powerful message even if 

readers bypass exophoric New Testament references. 

Lexical cohesion is a specific kind of endophoric 

reference, consisting in the reiteration or collocation of 

terms (Halliday and Hasan 288). Reiteration has to do with 

the repetition and variation of words or senses in a text, 

including same word repetition, synonyms or near-synonyms, 

superordinates, and general words (288). Poem 833 has 

several examples of reiteration: stooped refers back to 

stooping and creates a cohesive tie by word repetition; 

stooping/stooped and bend are cohesive synonyms; the Grave 
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and Death are near-synonyms by virtue of metonymy; the 

repetition of love in line three of stanza two is cohesive; 

and the word ~ can seen as a superordinate term 

referring back to Christ (see John 4:8, 4:16). 

Collocation creates cohesion "through the association 

of lexical items that regularly co-occur" (Halliday and 

Hasan 284), whether they are synonyms or not. For example, 

Christ, Grave, Sacrament, and Death are a cohesive 

collocation because the terms frequently co-occur in a 

certain religious context. within a larger context, 

Dickinson's poetic language is itself a collocation of 

terms which often form a "cohesive tie" with other texts 

that she read and studied. For example, the lexical 

cohesion of items in Poem 833 coincides with Webster's 

organization of reiterations and collocations for 

corresponding entries in the 1841 dictionary. Not 

surprisingly, 'bending' is a synonymous gloss in the 

definition of STOOPING in Webster's 1841 dictionary; and 

concepts of bending forward, inclining, leaning, yielding, 

and submitting are shared by these Webster entries: 

STOOPING, ppr. Bending the body forward; yielding; 
submitting; condescending; inclining. 

STOOP, vi. [Saxon stupian ••• ] 1. To bend the body 
downward and forward. •• 2. To bend or lean 
forward; to incline forward in standing or walking 3. 
To yield; to submit; to bend by compulsion 4. to 
descend from rank or dignity; to condescend 5. To 
yield; to be inferior. 
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BEND, v.i. To be crooked; to crook, or be curving. 2. 
To incline; to lean or turn 5. To bow or be 
submissive. 

Even without a dictionary it seems clear that stooping, 

stooped, and bend are synonyms which emphasize the 

parallelism of the first and second stanzas. What may not 

be so obvious is that Webster's etymology of the word love 

includes a primary sense of leaning forward, so that to 

stoop, to bend, and to love are lexically cohesive in the 

poem: 

LOVE, v.t. [Saxon lufian, luvian ••• See Lief. The 
sense is probably to be prompt, free, willing, from 
leaning, advancing or drawing forward.] 

In the spirit of Webster's etymology, Christ willingly 

descends from the heights of his divine status and draws 

near to human beings, laying down his life for "his 

friends" so that he can raise and redignify them through 

his great love (John 15:13). 

The words ashamed, Commemorate, Dishonor, low, 

Redignified, and above manifest the same kind of lexical 

cohesion in Webster's reiteration and collocation of terms: 

ASHAMED, a. [from Saxon gescamian • • .] 1. Affected 
by shame; abashed or confused by • • • the exposure of 
some gross errors or misconduct, • • • which tends to 
impair his honor or reputation. •• 2. Confused by a 
consciousness of guilt or of inferiority 

SHAME, n. • •• 5. Dishonor. 

COMMEMORATE, v.t. [Latin commemoro ••• ] To call to 
remembrance by a solemn act; to celebrate with honor 
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and solemnity; to honor ••• by some act of respect 
or affection 

DISHONOR, n. Reproach; disgrace; ignominy; shame • • 

HONOR, n. [Latin honor, honos ••• ] 3. Dignity; 
exalted rank or place; distinction. 

LOW, a. [Dutch laag ••• Saxon l2h, a pit "or gulf 
. Danish lag, a bed or layer, a row, from the root of 
lay.] Not high or elevated. .• 12. Depressed in 
condition; in a humble state. 13. Humble in rank; in 
a mean condition. 15. Dishonorable; mean. 18. 
Submissive; humble, reverent. 

DIGNIFY, v.t. [Spanish dignificar; Latin dignus, 
worthy, and facio, to make.] 1. To invest with honor 
or dignity; to exalt in rank; to promote; to elevate 
to a high office. 2. To honor ••• 

ABOVE, adv. Overhead; in a higher place. 3. Chief in 
rank or power. 

The entries for ASHAMED and SHAME use 'dishonor' as a 

synonym and 'honor' as an antonym; the entry for DISHONOR 

uses 'shame' for a synonym. The verb COMMEMORATE has the 

verb 'honor' for a synonym. The noun HONOR is synonymous 

with the noun 'dignity', which is related to the verb 

Redignified in the poem. The verb DIGNIFY has the verb 

HONOR for a synonym. The adjective LOW uses 'dishonorable' 

for a synonym. In the dictionary entries, the words lQH, 

Redignified, and above have an exophoric (extratextual) 

connection since they have senses which refer to a person's 

status in terms of being or not being 'high' in 'rank'. 

One could argue that the lexicon correspondences which 

seem to endorse the poem's cohesion might be found in any 
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dictionary that uses synonyms for glossing. Indeed, STOOP 

is glossed as 'bend', SF_~~E as 'dishonor', COMMEMORATE as 

'honor', and DIGNIFY as 'honor' in the 1983 American 

Heritage Dictionary, so that reference to any good 

dictionary may provide insight into the cohesive complexity 

of Dickinson's compositions. What is unusual is that so 

many of the semantically-related glosses in Webster's 

dictionary would appear as interacting lexical items in one 

eight-line Dickinson poem. Furthermore, Webster's 1841 

dictionary has some information not available in other 

lexicons, material which Dickinson seems to rely on heavily 

to enrich the semantic content of Poem 833. For example, 

the words Sacrament, Commemorate, death, ~, and Christ 

appear as an explicit collocation in Webster's definition 

of SACRAMENT: 

SACRAMENT, n. [Fr. sacrement < Latin sacramentum, an 
oath, from sacer, sacred.] 3. • •• The eucharist or 
communion of the Lord's supper, is also a sacrament, 
for by commemorating the death and dying love of 
Christ, Christians avow their special relation to him, 
and renew their obligations to be faithful to their 
divine Master • • • 

The words Christ and annealed do not appear to be 

cohesive in Poem 833 until their Webster definitions are 

compared: 

CHRIST, n. [Greek chritos, anointed ••• ] THE 
ANOINTED; an appellation given to the Savior of the 
world, and synonymous with the Hebrew MESSIAH. It was 
a custom of antiquity to consecrate persons to the 



sacerdotal and regal offices by anointing them with 
oil. 
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ANNEAL, v.t. [Saxon an~an, on-~an, to kindle or 
inflame, to heat; from ~an, to kindle, to heat, or 
bake, and to anoint with oil. Saxon~, oil. Hence, 
it may be inferred that oil is named from inflaming or 
burning.] 1. To heat; to heat, as glass and iron 
vessels, for the purpose of rendering them less 
brittle, or to fix colors • • • This is done by 
heating the metal nearly to fluidity; in an oven or 
furnace, and suffering it to cool gradually. Metals 
made hard and brittle by hammering, by this process 
recover their malleability. 2. To temper by heat •• 

The Greek sense of 'anointed' in Christ forms an underlying 

cohesive link with Webster's etymology of annealed from 

Saxon ~lan, 'to anoint with oil', even though Webster's 

derivation of annealed is erroneous according to twentieth-

century standards of philology. Thus, Christ, the one 

anointed with oil to be the priest and king of love, has 

allowed himself to be reanointed in the refiner's fire of 

death because of his great love for his human friends. His 

superior love is annealed, oiled, hammered, reshaped, bent 

down towards us by his greatest act of love. 

A twentieth-century defInition of cohesion as 

'semantic ties within a text' is useful for discourse 

analysis and Dickinson studies, but the spirit of 

Dickinson's language is cohesive beyond the text of an 

individual poem. Besides making meaningful connections to 

referents within a poem, Dickinson constructs one poem as a 

"cohesive tie" to another poem. The ~ in Poem 1651 has 
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the power to die, to expire, to condescend, as Christ had 

the power to stoop and to bend in Poem 833, because the 

Word is redignified by love, or by This loved Philology. 

Jane Eberwein explains that language "plays Christ's role, 

consenting to share its strength with those who love it and 

condescending as a compound of humanity and divinity" 

(191). Christ's condescension, his 'climbing down' to be 

with us in life and death, is analogous to the inspiration 

and expiration of words in the consent of Language. 

The cohesion between lexical items in the two poems 

connects with entries in Webster's dictionary. The 

definition of STOOP, relevant to Poem 833, is tied as a 

synonym to the definition of CONDESCEND, relevant to Poem 

1651. 

STOOP, vi. [Saxon stupian ••• ] 1. To bend the body 
downward and forward. •• 2. To bend or lean 
forward; to incline forward in standing or walking 3. 
To yield; to submit; to bend by compUlsion 4. to 
descend from rank or dignity; to condescend 5. To 
yield; to be inferior. 

CONDESCEND, v.i. [Italian condescendere; con and 
Latin descendo ••• see Descend.] 1. To descend from 
the privileges of superior rank or dignity; to do some 
act to an inferior • . • implying an occasional 
relinquishment of distinction. 3. To stoop or 
descend; to yield; to submit; implying a 
relinquishment of rank, or dignity of character and 
sometimes a sinking into debasement. 

In the collected poems of Dickinson, other synonyms for 

'stooping' and 'condescending' create variations on the 

theme of descending into death or stepping down to a lower 
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rank. In many of the poems, the motion of descending is 

complemented by a theme of ascending or rising to a higher 

state. The descending and the ascending motions create a 

"circumference,,23 of complementary images that Dickinson 

sometimes accomp~nies with a motion of transcending or 

climbing across: gravitation. stumbling.1 Fell, Mortality, 

laid down, put up the sunshine, climb, transcendental, 

rise, passed beyond the moon, marching to the skies, ~ 

(P3); stooping -- stooping -- low!, Repose, ~, 

Transaction (P152); straggled down, death, the Rainbow 

rose, The Birds rose (P194); Death, stooped down, what 

trance below (195); Worlds scoop, piadems -- drop, Doges 

surrender, Resurrection, in the Crescent -- above, ~, 

Disc (P216); stoop, Daisy low, Himmaleh, Transported (481); 

Grave, Resurrection, Circumference be full (P515); Sunset, 

Decay, Debase, inferior, Exhilarate, Circumference (P552); 

sank, dropped, fainting, low arch of Flesh, the Grave, 

~, lifted (P616); belOW, Death, tumbles, retire, gQ 

down, ascend, renowned (P700); Retired, expire (P716); 

23Jack Capps traces Dickinson's use of the term 
circumference to Sir Thomas Browne (Capps 66). Dickinson 
also read Emerson, who wrote that "There is no outside, no 
inclosing wall, no circumference to us" (Emerson 170). 
Gura traces Emerson's usage to Guillaume Oegger, who spoke 
of the "exterior circumference of invisible and 
conventional and universal language" (Gura 87). 
says that Emerson is quoting St. Augustine, who 
God as a circle whose centre was everywhere and 
circumference nowhere" (Salska 66). 

Salska 
"described 
its 



diminished, restricted, small Repose (P943); descend, 

Exhilaration, lifts us from the Ground (P1118); 

condescending, descend (P1244) subterranean woe (P1631); 

125 

and a Pit, ~, drop, depth, fathoms under, tomb, Heaven 

over it, Circuit (P1712). 

In poem after poem, the antithesis of climbing and 

falling is mediated by circular images: the Belt around my 

life; Circuit, stoop, decline (P273); lifted, degree, 

Round, Circuit, Circumference, Earth, Heaven, Defeat 

(P313); my Rank, Degree, the Raised, crown, turn me round 

and round (P336); Heavens, Hemispheres, back it slid, ~, 

Circumference, ~ (378); and Balloon, Ascension, soaring, 

the Dust! That fastened it (P1630). 

Dickinson uses the encircling pattern to describe the 

situation of the Bee in stanza tW() of Poem 1343: 

'Twixt Firmament above 
And Firmament below 
The Billows of Circumference 
Were sweeping him away --

In another poem, the heavenward motion of the bird who 

Gained an Arc and Rose again . . . among the Billows 

completes the earth-based image of The Bough where she was 

born, creating a full Circumference (P798). Fame must 

either die or Ascend incessantly in Poem 1475; and the 

famous one moves out of sight of estimate, just as the bird 

had moved beyond the estimate! of Envy. or of Me~ in Poem 
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798. In Poem 75~, Deity is inclined to stoop to those who 

are lowlier because it cannot rest upon anything bigher 

than Itself; and to conform to His beloved Need is a 

Sacrament, as is the Sacrament which commemorates the Love 

annealed of Love which stooped in Poem 833. As Dickinson 

redignifies the transaction between living and dying in a 

sacrament of words, a rebirth, renaissance, or resurrection 

becomes the circumference of her vision. 24 Perhaps the 

word "Renaissance" best describes Dickinson's contribution 

to nineteenth-century American literature. 25 

As Allen Tate says, Dickinson's poems must be read in 

their entirety, like those of Whitman and Hardy (27). The 

poems talk to each other; one poem teaches you to read 

another, word by word. The "intentional individuality" of 

the poet may appear to be only one voice (Bakhtin 675), but 

the language of the poet always carries with it the voices 

of multitudes who have used, will use, and are using words 

as tokens of meaning. Poetry is not bound to mono logic and 

24For a table of other cycles in Dickinson's 
vocabulary see Appendix C, "Dickinson's Mystic Day," on 
page 317 of Emily Dickinson and Her CUlture by Barton Levi 
st. Armand. 

25In surveys of 19th century American Literature, 
critics have not known whether to place Dickinson in the 
period of Romanticism or Realism. For this reason, "she is 
not always included in major studies of the time" (Dickie 
397). critics should re-define literary periods so that 
Dickinson cannot be excluded. 
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monotextual constraints because all language is subject to 

change, to the "multi-languaged" conversation and sometimes 

"alien" discourse of contexts (Bakhtin 669-73). Webster's 

definitions contribute to a cohesive conversation that 

takes place as Dickinson's philology "affirms and retracts 

at the same time" (Gifford 149). 

Synonymy and Soriasmus 

Dickinson's use of synonymy for cohesion merits 

further attention because it reflects a trend in 

nineteenth-century rhetoric and language textbooks~ John 

F. Genung recommends the use of synonyms for greater 

exactness and variety in diction (30), while George 

Quackenbos warns of the lack of precision which comes from 

misuse of synonyms (Advanced 280). In terms relevant to 

Dickinson's poems, Richard Trench explains that synonyms 

are circles "with the same centre an.d the same 

circumference" (249). 

Dickinson seems to be using Richard Parker's 

definition of synonyms as "words having precisely the same 

meaning" (40) when she muses on the nature of the Godhead 

in Poem 357: 

God is a distant -- stately .Lover -
Woos, as He states us -- by His Son 
Verily, a Vicarious courtship --
"Miles", and "Priscilla", were such an One --



But, lest the Soul -- like fair "Priscilla" 
Choose the Envoy -- and spurn the Groom -
Vouches, with hyperbolic archness -
"Miles", and "John Alden" were Synonym --

The irony of the poem is that perfect synonymy is 
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impossible according to most language scholars. While a 

SYNONYM is a "name, noun or other word having the same 

signification as another" in the 1841 dictionary, Webster 

modifies his definition in the adjective form: 

SYNONYMOUS, a. 
the same idea. 
synonymous . • • 

Expressing the same thing; conveying 
We rarely find two words precisely 

One word may define another, represent another, act for 

another, point c.;ohes·.vely towards another, but each word 

has its own history and unique connotations, just as the 

Father and the Son have separate roles in the Godhead. 

Some synonyms have the same center but different 

circumferences of meaning.. Words that appear to stand 

alone may walk with distant etymological ties. The words 

distant, stately, and states in Poem 357 are all cognates 

of the noun STATE, which Webster derives from Latin status 

from the verb sto, meaning 'to stand': 

DISTANT, a. [L. distans, standing apart.] 1. Separate 
7. Remote in view. •• 9. Reserved; shy; 

implying haughtiness, coldness of affection, 
indifference, or disrespect; as, the manners of a 
person are distant. 

STATE, n. [L. status, from sto·, to stand, to be fixed; 
••• ] 9. Dignity; grandeur. 12. A person of 
high ran}<. 
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STATE, v.t. 2. To express the particulars of 
any thing in writing. • • 3. To express the 
particulars of any thing verbally; to represent fully 
in words; to narrate; to recite. 

STATELY, a. Lofty; dignified; majestic; as, stately 
manners 

The triad of distant, stately, and states gives more than 

Istl alliteration to the poem. It reinforces that Miles 

was the representative who stood for John Alden, and that 

the Son stood in the place of God (P357). 

Synonyms may have different centers but a similar 

circumference of meaning. For example, the words Lover, 

~, and Courtship have similar connotations, but they 

have different grammatical roles, and they are derived from 

thre~ different Saxon roots. In the first three lines of 

Poem 357, the contrast of the three Latin-based words 

(distan~, stately, and states) connoting 'distance and 

dignity' and the three Saxon-based words (Lover, woos, and 

Courtship) denoting 'closeness and affection' creates 

another type of cohesion called soriasmus. The Greek 

rhetorical term soriasmus refers to a combination or 

'heaping up' of words that are derived from different 

language families (Williams 144g). Dickinson frequently 

uses soriasmus with synonyms, either to create tension as 

in Saxon woos and Norman Vouches (P357), or to reinforce 

parallelism as in Saxon Dove and Latin Columba (P48). 
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In his chapter "On the Distinction of Words," Trench 

explains how synonyms come into a language: 

sometimes different tribes of the same people have the 
same word, yet in forms sufficiently different to 
cause that both remain, but as words distinct from one 
another • • • Or again, a conquering people have fixed 
themselves in the midst of a conquered; they impose 
their dominion, but do not succeed in imposing their 
language; nay, being few in number they find 
themselves at last compelled to adopt the language of 
the conquered; yet not so but that a certain 
compromise between the two languages finds place. One 
carries the day, but on the condition that it shall 
admit as naturalized denizens a number of the words of 
the other; which in some instances expel, but in many 
others subsist as synonyms side by side with, the 
native words • • • When a written literature springs 
up, authors familiar with various foreign tongues 
import from one and another words which are not 
absolutely required, which are oftentimes rather 
luxuries than necessities. Sometimes, having a very 
sufficient word of their own, they must needs go and 
look for a finer one, as they esteem it, from abroad • 

(256-57) 

Migration, conquest, and cultural contact among peoples has 

produced variety and synonymy in languages throughout world 

history. Nineteenth-century scholars often commented on 

the combination of languages in English, especially the 

Saxon (Germanic or Teutonic) and Latin (Norman or Romance) 

roots. In English studies, many grammarians and rhetoric 

professors favored words of Saxon origin over those of 

Latin origin.· For example, Kraitsir writes that "the 

genius and character of the English language is pre

eminently Teutonic" (40). Whately prefers Saxon terms 

because he considers them to be more clear and concrete 
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(261). Samuel Newman stresses "Economy" of style and 

believes that Anglo-Saxon derivatives create a more 

economical diction than their Latin counterparts (Kitzhaber 

270). Richard Parker gives this analysis of the Saxon 

composition of English: 

It is from this language we derive the words which are 
expressive of the earliest and dearest connexions, and 
the strongest and most powerful feelings of nature; 
and which are, consequently, invested with our oldest 
and most complicated associations. (61) 

In spite of his partiality for Sa~on words, Parker admits 

that Latin does contribute to the language of polite life 

and literature (61). 

Some nineteenth-century scholars tried to be fair 

about the constituent languages of English. George 

Quackenbos notes that the Latinizing of English has "at 

least secured us an array of synonymes • • • unequalled by 

those of any other modern language" (Advanced 55). In 

spite of his emphasis on Anglo-Saxon, Noah Webster 

attributes the rich array of synonyms in English to the 

number and perfection of its parent languages 

(Dissertations 63). L. A. Sherman introduces his chapter 

on the Association of Words with a comment about the Norman 

roots of English: "Much has been written about the un-

Saxon portion of our English vocabulary, and not a little 

against it" (31). Sherman goes on to discuss advantages of 

the association of Saxon and Norman words in English. 
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Alexander Bain wonders why "it is still a frequent 

recommendation given to learners in composition to prefer, 

on all occasions, Saxon words to Classical" (1). 'He gives 

a historical argument to show the foolishness of insisting 

on a purely Saxon vocabulary in English composition. He 

explains that by the fifteenth century, Saxon and Norman 

vocabularies were already so mixed, that no Saxon 

equivalents existed for essential terms such as ~, 

sense, motion, and reason (2). Bain tells how Shakespeare 

used the dual vocabulary of English for irony and humor, 

giving his clowns language that was "too high for them" 

(3). He asks whether Polonius should have said, 

"Shortness" rather than "brevity" is the soul of wit, and 

then asks with good humor, "Who would wish to change 

Coleridge's 'Ancient Mariner' into 'Old Sailor'?" (Bain 3). 

Mathiessen states that Emerson appreciated the dual nature 

of English (120). He knew that "the secret of language is 

mixture" and that the Latin and the Saxon "are married in 

every great style" (Mathiessen 121). 

One of the triumphs of Dickinson's style is soriasmus, 

the mixture of derivatives within a poem. Allen Tate sees 

the combination of different language stocks as a source of 

power in her diction: 

Her diction has two corresponding features: words of 
Latin or Greek origin and sharply opposed to these, 
the concrete Saxon element. It is this verbal 
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conflict that gives her verse its high tension; it is 
not a device deliberately seized upon, but a feeling 
for language that senses out the two fundamental 
components of English and their metaphysical relation: 
the Latin for ideas and the Saxon for perceptions--the 
peculiar virtue of English as a poetic language. (26) 

Instinctively or deliberately, Dickinson knows how to 

explore the "double nature of the English language" in a 

poem (Lindberg-seyersted 98). 

Poem 593 is Dickinson's 1862 tribute to Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning (T. Johnson 455). In an intricate system 

of soriasmus, synonyms, antonyms, and collocations, the 

poem recounts the effects of reading Browning's verse novel 

Aurora Leigh (Moers 59). Dickinson builds the poems's 

semantic edifice with sets of terms related to mind and 

madness, magic and myth, light and dark, music, nature, and 

religion: 

I think I was enchanted 
When first a sombre Girl 
I read that Foreign Lady 
The Dark -- felt beautiful 

And whether it was noon at night 
Or only Heaven -- at Noon --
For very Lunacy of Light 
I had not power to tell --

The Bees -- became as Butterflies 
The Butterflies -- as Swans --
Approached -- and spurned the narrow Grass -
And just the meanest Tunes 

That Nature murmured to herself 
To keep herself in Cheer --
I took for Giants -- practising 
Titanic opera --



The Days -- to Mighty Metres stept -
The Homeliest -- adorned 
As if unto a Jubilee 
°Twere suddenly confirmed --

I could not have defined the change 
Conversion of the Mind 
Like sanctifying in the Soul 
Is witnessed -- not explained 

'Twas a Divine Insanity -
The Danger to be Sane 
Should I again experience -
'Tis Antidote to turn --

To Tomes of solid Witchcraft 
Magicians be asleep --
But Magic -- hath an Element 
Like Deity -- to keep --
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The complexity of the diction is beyond my "power to tell," 

but readers who look at the words carefully can see the 

cohesion for themselves. The over-arching figure of the 

poem is a chiasmus which presents synonyms that repeat in 

inverse order across the stanzas of the poem: 

A 
B 
C 
D 
E 
F 
F 
E 
D 
C 
B 
A 

Stanza 1 
1 
2 
3 
3,4 
4 
5 
5 
6 
7 
8 
8 

enchanted 
read 
Heaven, Lunacy 
became as 
meanest, Cheer 
Giants, Titanic 
Mighty 
Homliest, Jubilee 
change, Conversion 
Divine Insanity 
Tomes 
Witchcraft, Magic 

In many cases, sound repetition further enhances semantic 

ties and syntactic parison. For example, the lail 

assonance of Light and Divine led me to discover that the 
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Indo-European root of Divine is *deiw-, meaning 'to shine', 

so that Lunacy of Light and Divine Insanity are synonymous 

phrases with an A-B:B-A semantic structure. 

The verbs think, read, ~, tell, murmured, tQQt, 

defined, ~, Soul, explained, and experience form a 

collocation that centers around expression, perception, and 

understanding. Webster's 1841 dictionary shows that the 

Saxon derivatives read and ~ and the Latin derivative 

murmured all have senses that mean 'to utter'. Webster's 

first sense of MURMUR as 'the hum of bees' ties mUrmured 

back to the low tune of the Bees in stanza two. Saxon-

based felt and Latin-based experience have synonymous 

senses: 

FEEL, v.t. [Sax. felan ••• ] 2. To have the sense 
of; to suffer or enjoy • 3. To experience, to 
suffer • • • 

FEEL, v.i. 
sensation • 

• 3. To give perception; to excite 
4. To have perception mentally. 

EXPERIENCE, n. [L. experientia, ••• ] 3. Trial from 
suffering or enjoyment; suffering itself; the use of 
the senses • . • We know the effect of light, of 
smell or of taste by experience • • • 

EXPERIENCE, v.t. To try to use, by suffering or by 
enjoyment. 2. To know by practice or trial; to 
gain knowledge or skill by practice or by a series of 
observations. 

In stanza six, the synonymous Latin-based words defined and 

explained (lines 1, 4) frame the Saxon-based words Hjng and 

Soul (lines 2, 3), forming a chiasmus of parallel lines: 



A 
B 
B 
A 

defined 
Mizlg 
~ 
explained 

Latin root definio 
Saxon root gemind, gemynd 
Saxon root sawel, ~, or ~ 
Latin root explano 
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The "mind" collocation is expanded in the synonyms Lunacy 

and Insanity and their antonym~. Knowing these 

connections, I can now make better sense of the poem, 

especially in the last two stanzas, where I had stumbled on 

the punctuation: 

'Reading the poetry of Elizabeth Barrett Browning 
caused an enlightenment or conversion in my mind. 
That conversion was a divine insanity that made sanity 
seem dangerous. Should I again experience the danger 
of sanity, the antidote is to turn to books of solid 
witchcraft. Magicians such as Browning may be dead, 
but their magic has a divine element that will last.' 

The "magic and myth" collocation includes the words 

enchanted, power, Giants, Witchcraft, Magicians, Magic, and 

Element. Webster's etymologies reveal the soriasmus of the 

Saxon compound Witchcraft with its Latin synonym Magic. 

Not surprisingly, Webster's definitions document the 

synonymy of enchanted, Witchcraft, Magicians, and Magic, 

but the definitions and etymologies reveal less obvious 

connections as well. For example, the etymology of 

enchanted ties into the theme of 'singing' and 'music' in 

Tunes, opera,26 Divine, and Jubilee. 

26compare the use of operas in this statement by Henry 
David Thoreau, whose works Dickinson read: "My profession 
is to be always on the alert to find God in nature, 
to attend all the oratorios, the operas, in nature!! (Guru 
115). See also Moers, pp. 57-59. 



ENCHANT, v.t.- [Fr. enchanter, ~ and chanter, to 
sing; L. encanto; in and canto, to sing. See Chant 
and Cant.] 1. To practice sorcery or witchcraft on 
anything; to give efficacy to anything by songs of 
sorcery, or fascination. •• 3. To delight to the 
highest degree; to charm; to ravish with pleasure 
• we were enchanted with the music. 
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TUNE, n. [Fr. ton • • • L. tonus • • .] 1. A series 
of musical notes in some particular measure, and 
consisting of a single series, for one voice or 
instrument, the effect of which is melody; or a-union 
of two or more series or parts to be sung or played in 
concert, the effect of which is harmony • • • 

OPERA, n. [It., Sp., and Fr. from L. opera, work, 
labor.] A dramatic composition set to music and sung 
on the stage, accompanied with musical instruments and 
enriched with magnificent dresses, machines, dancing, 
&c. 

DIVINE, a. [L. divinus, from divus, a god, coinciding 
in origin with deus, ••• ] 7. Appropriated to God 
or celebrating his praise; as, divine service; divine 
songs; divine worship. 

JUBILEE, n. [Fr. jubile; L. jubilum, from jubilo, to 
shout for joy Heb. ~, the blast of a trumpet . ] 

The etymology of Witchcraft, through its cognate 

WICKED, includes a sense of 'turning' that ties into the 

definitions for change, Conversion, and ~: 

WITCHCRAFT, n. [Witch and craft.] The practices of 
witches; sorcery; enchantments • • • 

WITCH, n. [Sax. wicca. See Wicked.] 

WICKED, a. [Sw. vika, • The primary sense is to 
wind and turn, or to depart, to fall away.] 1. Evil 
in principle or practice; deviating from the divine 
law ••• 

CRAFT, n. [Sax. cr~t, art, ••• ] 1. Art; ability; 
dexterity; skill. • • 
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CHANGE, v.t. [Fr. changer ••. ] 1. To cause to turn 
or pass from one state to another 

CHANGE,'n. 1. Any variation, or alternation in form, 
state, quality, or essence, or a passing from one 
state or form to another • • • 

CONVERSION, n. [L. conversio ••• See Convert.] 1. 
In a general sense, a turning or change from one state 
to another; with regard to substance, transmutation; 

3. In a theological or moral sense, a change of 
heart, or dispositions, in which the enmity of the 
heart to God and his law, and the obstinacy of the 
will are subdued, and are succeeded by supreme love to 
God and his moral government, and a reformation of 
life. 

CONVERT, v.t. [L. converto, con and verto, to turn; • 
• .] 1. To change or turn into another sUbstance or 
form • • • 9. To turn into another language. 

TURN, v.t. [Sax. turnan, tyrnan; L. torng ••• ] 1. 
To cause to move in a circular course • 2. To 
change or shift sides; to put the upper side downward, 
or one side in the place of the other. 9. To change; 
to transform. 14. To change, as the manner of 
writing. 

The sense of 'turning' shared by these lexical items is 

very important because Witchcraft, 'the art of turning', is 

a metaphor for VERSE, the art of poetry. VERSE and 

CONVERSION are derivatives of the Latin verb verto meaning 

'to turn', and Latin noun versus means 'a line of poetry'. 

The change in the sombre Girl is a turn towards verse, a 

conversion to the practice of poetry, a confirmation of the 

Mighty Metres she finds in Nature. Although Webster 

defines METER as 'verse', Dickinson does not need to use 

the word "verse" in the poem; she alludes to it and lets 

readers discover the spell of connections in her lines. 
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In spite of connections between senses, the poem is 

full of oppositions. The paradox of the poem lies in 

ambiguous themes of wickedness and divinity. The synonymy 

of some terms is balanced by the antithesis of witches and 

deity, of sorcery and sanctification, of darkness and 

light. Webster defines a WITCH as a 'woman who is given to 

unlawful arts', and Dickinson suggests that poetry is an 

unlawful art for Browning and for herself in spite of its 

delight. In Browning's Aurora Leigh, Romney equates poetry 

with witchcraft when he tells Aurora why he did not read 

her book of verse upon finding it: 

I saw at once the thing had witchcraft in't. 
Whereof the reading calls up dangerous spirits, 
I rather bring it to the witch. (Browning 39) 

When Aurora t,hanks Romney, he returns the thanks for having 

seen her "not too much! A witch, a poet, scholar, and the 

rest,! To be a woman also" (39). Aurora accuses him of 

mocking women as artists, but Romney's pragmatic social 

justice allows no place for poets, male or female (40). 

Not understand her vocation, Romney leaves AUrora to sing 

her bewitching "songs" (156). 

The definition of WITCHCRAFT includes a sense of 

'power' that links several lexical items in the poem: 

WITCHCRAFT, n. [Witch and craft.] • •• 2. Power more 
than natural. "He hath a witchcraft! Over the king 
in's tongue." Shako 

CRAFT, n. [Sax. cr~ft, art, cunning, power ••• ] 



HEAVEN, n. [Sax. heafan • • • 
the Sovereign of heaven; God. 
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7. The Supreme Power; 

8. That quality in 
a change or makes an 

14. Divinity; a 

POWER, n. [Fr. pouvoir, • " • ] 
any natural body which produces 
impression on another body • 
celestial or invisible being 
dominion ••• 

or agent supposed to have 

GIANT, n. [Fr. geant ••• ] 2. A person of 
extraordinary strength or powers, bodily or 
intellectual. 

MIGHTY, a. [Sax. mihtig.] 1. Have great bodily 
strength or physical power 

MIND, n. [Sax. gemind ••• ] 5. The intellectual or 
intelligent power in man; the understanding; the power 
that conceives, judges or reasons. 

SOUL, n. [Sax. sawel, ••• ] 
A human being; a person • 

6. Internal power. 7. 
9. Active power. 

MAGIC, n. [L. magia; Gr. mageia, from Magos, a 
philosopher among the Persians.] 1. The art or 
science of putting into action the power of spirits • 

2. The secret operations of natural causes .•• 

ELEMENT, n. [L. elementum; Fr. element ••• This word 
Owen refers to elv or el, a moving principle, that 
which has in itself the power of motion; and gl is 
also a spirit or angel, which seems to be the Sax. 
-Ii, and elf. Vossius assigns elementum to eleo, for 
oleo, to grow. See Elf.] 1. The first or constituent 
principle or minutest part of any thing 

ELF, n. [Sax. ~ or elfenne, a spirit, the nightmar; 
a ghost, hag or witch; In W. ~ is a moving principle, 
a spirit • • • elven is an operative cause, a 
constituent part, an element; and ~ is what moves in 
a simple or pure state, a spirit or demon • • • In 
Sax. ~ is oil and an eel and ~ is to kindle; all 
perhaps from the sense of moving, flowing or shooting 
along. The elf seems to correspond to the demon of 
the Greeks.] 1. A wandering spirit; a fairy; a 
hobgoblin; in imaginary being which our rude ancestors 
supposed to inhabit unfrequented places, and in 
various ways to affect mankind • • • 
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Ties between many of the items above are predictable, but 

without a dictionary most readers would not associate 

ELEMENT with 'power of motion' or its cognate ELF with 

'witch' • 

Light may be the Element which Magic ('poetry') and 

Deity have in common. 27 Another collocation presents 

aspects of light or the absence thereof: sombre, Dark, 

Heaven, Noon, Light, Days, and peity. 

SOMBER, a. [Fr. sombre, from Sp. sombra, a shade.] 
Dull; dusky; cloudy; gloomy. 

DARK, a. [Sax. deorc.] 1. Destitute of light; 
obscure. 4. Mysterious ••• the ways of Providence 
are often dark to human reason. 6. Not enlightened 
with knowledge; destitute. 

DARK, n. Darkness; obscurity; the absence of light. 
2. Obscurity; secrecy,; a state unknown. 3. ••• a 
state of ignorance. 

HEAVEN, n. [Sax. heafan signifying elevated or 
arched.] 1. The region or expanse which surrounds the 
earth, and which appears above and around us, like an 
immense arch or vault, in which are seen the sun, 
moon, and stars • • • 

NOON, n. [Sax. non ••• 1 1. The middle of the day; 
the time when the sun is ~n the meridian. 2. 
Dryden used the word for midnight: "At the .DQQJ1 of 
night." 

NIGHT, n. [Sax. niht ••• The sense may be dark, 
black, or it may be the decline of the day, from 

27Webster's definition of AURORA helps connect the 
'light' imagery in Poem 593 to Browning and her 
autobiographical character in Aurora Leigh: "AURORA, n. 
[L. aurora ••• ] 1.'The rising light of the morning; the 
dawn of day, or morning twilight. 2. The goddess of the 
morning, or twilight deified by fancy ••• " 
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declining, departing ••• ] 1. That part of the 
natural day when the sun is beneath the horizon • • • 
2. The time after the close of life; death. 3. A 
state of ignorance; intellectual and moral darkness • 

5. Obscurity. 

LUNACY, n. [from L. lYng, the moon ••• ] 1. A 
species of insanity or madness, supposed to be 
influenced by the moon • • •. 

LIGHT, n. [Sax. leoht, liht ... the original sense 
of" light, to throw, dart, shoot, or break forth 
] 1. That ethereal agent or matter which makes 
objects perceptible to the sense of seeing, but the 
particles of which are separately invisible. •• 3. 
Day, the dawn of day. 4. Life. • . 7. Illumination 
of mind; instruction; knowledge • • • 

DAY, n. [Sax. ~, deg, dag, ••• See Dawn.] 1. That 
of the time of the earth's revolution on its axis, in 
which its surface is presented to the sun; the part of 
the twenty four hours when it is light 2. The 
whole time or period of one revolution of the earth on 
its axis, or twenty four hours; called the natural day 

3. Light; sunshine. 

DAWN, v.i. [Sax. dagian ••• The primary sense is to 
shoot, as rays; hence, to open or expand, to shine, • 
• .] 1. To begin to grow light in the morning; to 
grow light. 

DEITY, n. [Fr. deite; It. deita; Sp. deidad; L. deitas 
from deus, Gr. deus, God; • • • Sans. deva. The 
latter orthography coincides with the Greek QiQe, 
deus, Jupiter, and L. divus, a god, and dium, the open 
air, or light. So in w. ~, is day. • • The word 
is probably contracted from ga, and may coincide with 
day, Sax. d~g, the primary sense of which is to open, 
expand, or to shoot forth, as the morning light • 
] 1. Godhead; divinity • • • 

In her composing process, Dickinson· sometimes rejected 

words that would have been cohesive ties. Genevieve 

Taggard reports what Mabel Todd said about Dickinson's 

selection of words: 
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Mrs. Todd says that often the margins of the best 
poems had as many as ten or a dozen sUbstitute words 
standing ready to take the place of the first choice. 
It is significant that many of these were not synonyms 
at alIi they were delicious variations on a sound
theme, and Emily regretted that she could not use them 
all. (277) 

Although most of Dickinson's poetry "survives in but a 

single draft" (T. Johnson xxxiv), a worksheet draft for 

Poem 593 is extant (T. Johnson 455). The worksheet 

indicates that the poet considered using Moons instead of 

Swans in stanza three. The Saxon word Moons would have 

been a direct tie to the Latin derivative Lunacy and would 

have been an indirect link to Heaven in the 'light' 

collocation. But Dickinson chose to continue with winged 

creatures in the Bees, Butterflies, and Swans triad that 

complements the night, noon, and Heaven comparisons in 

stanza two. 

Webster's dictionary unveils many more connections and 

contrasts in the poem's diction. Heaven, Jubilee, 

confirmed, conversion, Sanctifying, ~, Divine, and peity 

make up the 'religion' collocation. The etymology of 

confirmed is one of the definitions of solid: 'firm'. 

Beautiful and adorned are antonyms of meanest and 

Homeliest. Night, Homeliest (from HOME), and Asleep have 

connotations of death. Spurned, Metres, and stept have to 

do with 'feet'. Approached and spurned are antonyms. The 

~\tymology of experience contains the sense of 'peril' in 
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the definition for Danger. Beautiful, Cheer, and Jubilee 

all have senses pertaining to 'joy and gladness'. 

The cohesive ties in Poem 593 are countless, but their 

impact is evident. Cohesion and circumference are 

"witnessed -- not explained." In Browning, Shakespeare, 

Webster, and the Bible, Emily Dickinson experienced the 

love of language as a conversion, as a sacrament, as a 

synonym for light". The love of language is the beginning 

of light in the mind. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

LEXICON AS COMPANION 

Historically, lexicography has had a somewhat humble 

reputation, and "the work of lexicologists used to be 

regarded in European countries as arduous drudgery devoid 

of wider horizons" (Doroszewski 32). In fact, witold 

Doroszewski provides the translation of a Latin text that 

depicts lexicography as torment: 

If a severe sentence to labor and torture should ever 
be passed on anyone by a judge, let the condemned man 
list words (i.e. as dictionary entries), for this one 
labor frankly speaking, has the features of all other 
punishments. (32) 

Samuel Johnson's 1755 definition of a LEXICOGRAPHER as 'a 

harmless drudge' is in sharp contrast with Noah Webster's 

straightforward 1841 gloss: 'the autho~ of a lexicon or 

dictionary'. Webster had a high opinion of lexicography, 

and he believed that a lexicographer was "an investigator 

of ideas, of past history, of language, of roots and 

kinship of tongues ••• a reformer, a. discoverer, a 

prophet and yet an antiquary" (Ford 2:392). His 

description applies to Emily Dickinson as much as it 

applies to himself. 

Dickinson was a "lexicon-loving writer" (Eberwein 35). 

Cristanne Miller recognizes a correspondence between the 

Noah Webster and the lexicographic tendencies of Dickinson 
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(153-54). According to Miller, lexicography suited 

Dickinson because it "works from context and always 

provides alternative shades or directions of meaning" 

(153). Miller continues: 

Lexicography encouraged both Dickinson's scientific 
and her fanciful tendencies: speculating on the 
connections of a word's various definitions or 
possible etymologies might lead to the profound, or it 
might lead to the ludicrous. (153) 

Webster's 1844 reprint of the 1841 dictionary was a place 

where Dickinson could range freely in "her explorations of 

meaning" (153). critics and scholars have not always 

recognized the "wider horizons" of lexicography in the 

poetry of Emily Dickinson. Charles Anderson surmises that 

Thomas Higginson did not understand that Ita dictionary 

could be far more valuable than society" for a poet such as 

Dickinson (Anderson stairway 30). 

That does not mean that Dickinson was dependent upon 

Webster or any other single source for her language power. 

She had her own ways with words and sometimes contradicted 

Webster's prescriptions for proper usage. For example, in 

Poems 593 and 785, she uses the French spelling of metre, 

which Webster expressly prohibits: 

METER, n. [Sax. meter; Fr. metre .] 1. Measure; 
verse; arrangement of poetical feet, or of long and 
short syllables in verse. Hexameter is a meter of six 
feet. This word is most improperly written metre. 
How very absurd to write the simple word in this 
manner • • • 
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Webster's dictionary was Dickinson's companion, not her 

master. Webster and Dickinson were peers in "This Loved 

Philology" (P1651). 

Webster's Lexicon 

In Approaches to Teaching Dickinson's Poetry (1989), 

editors Robin Riley Fast and Christine Mack Gordon note 

that scholars find "early editions of Webster's dictionary" 

to be useful in Dickinson studies (15). They specify which 

edition of the dictionary is particularly useful: 

"For several years, my Lexicon was my only companion~1! 
Dickinson wrote to T.W. Higginson (Letters 2:404). 
Her lexicon was Noah Webster's 1844 American 
Dictionary of the English Language. (16) 

In "Emily Dickinson's Dictionary" (1977), willis J. 

Buckingham establishes that the "Lexicon" was a copy of the 

1844 reprint of Webster's 1841 dictionary, now in the 

Houghton Library of Harvard University (Buckingham 489). 

The dictionary at Harvard has no marks except for the 

autograph of Edward Dickinson, which is dated 1844 

(491).28 Buckingham credits Jane Mudge with being the 

first scholar in Dickinson studies to cite the correct 

28Joanne Diehl, who correctly cites the 1844 edition 
of Webster's dictionary, notes that the Edward Dickinson 
autograph is dated 1847 (127n5). Upon receiving my written 
request, the Houghton Library staff recently verified that 
the autograph date is 1844 as Buckingham reports, and not 
1847 as indicated in Diehl's footnote. 
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edition of Webster's American Dictionary. Mudge calls the 

1844 dictionary Hthe Dickinson family edition of Noah 

Webster" in her 1975 book Emily pickinson and the Image of 

Home (Mudge 11-12). 

As a language resource, Webster's dictionary was very 

much at home in Amherst, Massachusetts. Citing W.S. 

Tyler's History of Amherst College, cynthia Wolff explains 

the effect of Webster's ten year residence in Dickinson's 

hometown: 

When, in her second letter to Higginson, Emily 
Dickinson spoke of her "Lexicon" as her "only 
companion," she was doing more than merely signaling 
her own preoccupation with words: she was alluding to 
a normative attitude toward the use of language that 
prevailed in Amherst • • • Webster lived in Amherst • 
• • during the formative years of both the Amherst 
Academy and the College, and his influence was felt 
everywhere • • • Tyler concludes his laudatory account 
of Webster's influence upon Amherst with a remark that 
is strikingly similar to Dickinson's claim in the 
letter to Higginson that her "Lexicon" was her "only 
companion": Webster's "Dictionary is, perhaps, beyond 
any other uninspired book, the constant companion, 
friend and counselor of the educated and educating 
classes." (91-92) 

In The Lyman Letters edited by Richard Sewall in 1965, a 

letter by Austin Dickinson lists "'Webster's Big 

Dictionary'" as one of the books surrounding him at the 

kitchen table of the Dickinson home (Sewall Lyman 12). 

Jean Mudge says that Emily often used that same table for 

letter-writing, implying that the dictionary may have been 

her companion there (47). 
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Lexicon as Metaphor 

The general importance of Webster's dictionary in 

Amherst has led many other scholars to equate it with the 

lexicon that Dickinson mentions in the Higginson letter. 

To assume that Dickinson meant 'dictionary' when she wrote 

"Lexicon" is not unreasonable. Webster's 1841 synonymous 

cross-definitions of DICTIONARY and LEXICON show that such 

an interpretation is at least plausible: 

DICTIONARY, n. [Fr. diccionnaire ••• from L. dictio, 
a word, or a speaking.] A book containing the words 
of a language arranged in alphabetical order, with 
explanations of their meanings; a lexicon. Johnson. 

LEXICON, n. [Gr. lexicon, a dictionary, from lexis, 
lego, to speak.] A dictionary; a vocabulary or book 
containing an alphabetical arrangement of the words in 
a language, with the definitions of each, or an 
explanation of its meaning. 

A long critical tradition has also perpetuated the equation 

of "Lexicon" and 'dictionary'. Henry Wells announces that 

Webster's dictionary was a sacred text for her poetic 

religion: 

Her early love affair, some say, was with a tutor who 
instructed her in the mysteries of literature and 
vocabulary, and who left her on his premature death a 
devoted student of her dictionary. The dictionary was 
the bible of her religion, which was poetry. Her 
personal dictionary was Noah Webster's, the 
illustrious philologist who had for a time lived in 
the town of Amherst, laid the cornerstone of one of 
the buildings of Amherst College, of which her father 
was trustee, and left his powerful mark on the 
thinking of the community. The dictionary was the 
mine from which the gold of poetry was to be 
extracted, and several references to mines in her own 
poems show with what an awe she regarded mines. The 
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dictionary she came to consider the one book more an 
essential than any other for the writing of her own 
poems. (278) 

Nevertheless, the idea that Webster's dictionary "increases 

our understanding of how Dickinson's mind operated when she 

wrote poetry" (Benvenuto 54) is based on an assumption and 

not on fact. Emily Dickinson does not explicitly identify 

the dictionary in any poems or letters now extant. She 

never uses the word dictionarY in her poems. She does use 

the word lexicon in one letter and in three poems (P246, 

P728, P1342), but providing a precise referent for the 

allusion is difficult. 

At least four critics have given a more general 

definition of Dickinson's "Lexicon." Rebecca Patterson 

suggests that Dickinson meant 'reading and studying' when 

she told Higginson that a lexicon was her only companion 

(Riddle 184). In the same vein, Richard Sewall says that 

Dickinson's "Lexicon" passage in the Higginson letter was a 

"way of describing her almost complete absorption in books" 

(Lyman 72). Helen McNeil never mentions a dictionary with 

regard to Dickinson's "Lexicon" letter and poems. She 

thinks that ,the "Lexicon" is a metaphor for IIbooks" or for 

"the discovery of words by herself and other writers" 

(McNeil 97). McNeil sees "Let Us Play Yesterday" (P728) as 

Ha poem about the awakening of vocation" (97), so that 

easing one's famine at the Lexicon is a figurative 
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statement of initiation into the poet's craft, the Lexicon 

being a synechdoche for the linguistic resources of the 

artist. According to Charles Anderson, the dry wine of the 

Lexicon in Poem 728 was a "verbal substitute" for a 

deceased person or a lost love (Anderson stairway 30). 

Given Dickinson's metonymic practice of substituting a 

concrete term for an abstract concept (Anderson stairway 

32), these interpretations make sense. Furthermore, 

Dickinson's propensity for metaphoric word-play suggests 

that the word lexicon could have represented a number of 

things, from a concrete dictionary to the whole symbolic 

range of language. 

Even if Dickinson was referring to a specific lexicon 

in Letter #261, Lowenberg's bibliography of her textbooks 

lists ten other dictionaries and three other lexicons she 

would have had access to at home, at Amherst Academy, or at 

Mount Holyoke Seminary •. However, many of these texts are 

guides to classical or foreign languages rather than 

potential word-hoards for Dickinson's poetic composition in 

English. If Dickinson was referring to a particular 

dictionary when she said "Lexicon," the family copy of 

Webster's 1844 dictionary, available in the privacy of her 

home, is the most likely candidate. 
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Webster's Editions 

Because Webster published several dictionaries in his 

lifeti~e and numerous editions followed his death, some 

Dickinson scholars have cited editions other than the 1841 

or its 1844 reprint (See Appendix A). Some have chosen not 

to identify the dictionary at all. Some have equated the 

"Lexicon" with a dictionary but have not attempted to 

identify the author or edition of the dictionary. Some 

critics have cited Webster's 1828 edition of the American 

Dictionary, others have referred to the 1847 edition, and a 

few have cited later editions. 

Only three small American dictionaries had been 

published before Webster announced his lexicography plans 

in 1800: a small 1798 dictionary by Samuel Johnson, 

Jr.;29 Caleb Alexander's 1800 Columbian Dictionary; and 

an 1800 revision of Johnson's dictionary with John Elliot 

(Warfel 290). In his 1800 announcement, Webster presented 

a plan for three dictionaries: "a small one for schools, a 

larger one for the counting house [commerce], and a 

complete one for men of learning" (Warfel 532). 

Although Webster did not rigidly follow his 1800 plan, 

in the next forty-three years he accomplished a great deal. 

29Samuel Johnson, Jr. was the great nephew of the 
Samuel Johnson who published A Dictionary of the English 
Language in 1755 (Burkett 11). 
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Webster's first dictionary was published in 1806 (Leavitt 

23). The Compendious Dictionary of the Enalish Language 

had about 40,600 word entries with brief definitions and no 

etymologies (Burkett 127, 130). A revision of the 

dictionary for school use appeared in 1807 and in 1817 

(Leavitt 23). In 1828, Webster published the first edition 

of the American Dictionary of the English Language (Leavitt 

23). It had 20,000 more entries than the 1806 dictionary, 

with comprehensive definitions and etymologies for 70,000 

words, including commonplace words, verb participles, 

historical terms, legal terms, and terms from the arts and 

sciences (Friend 37). At the age of eighty in 1839, 

Webster began working on a larger dictionary, adding a 

supplement of over 5000 words to the back of the book 

(Leavitt 36). For this 1841 edition of the American 

Dictionary, he also hired Professor William Tully of the 

New Haven Medical College to revise scientific terms among 

the original entries (Friend 84). After Webster's death in 

1843, the unbound copies of the 1841 dictionary were 

purchased by the Amherst-based J.S. & C. Adams publishing 

company (Leavitt 45), and a few copies were reprinted with 

the date 1844. 

The 1844 reprints were few in number because the 

fifteen dollar, two-volume, 1841 edition did not sell well 

after Webster's death (Leavitt 45). Dickinson's father may 



have been one of the few people in Amherst who bought a 

copy of the 1844 J.S. & C. Adams reprint. Shortly 

thereafter, the Adams firm sold the remaining unbound 

copies of the 1841 dictionary to the G. & C. Merriam 
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Company, and the Merriams hired Webster's son-in-law, 

Chauncey A. Goodrich, to revise the 1841 edition (Leavitt 

49). Goodrich and his associates produced the New Revised 

Edition in 1847, with 85,000 entries, edited definitions, 

and improved etymologies (49). The 1847 edition is not as 

helpful for studying Dickinson's composing processes 

because it was revised extensively (Buckingham 491). 

Edition Not cited 

Genevieve Taggard says that "When Noah Webster worked 

on his dictionary in Amherst, he was preparing a book 

greatly to Emily's taste" (277). Writing in 1930, Taggard 

provides an interesting glimpse of Webster through the eyes 

of a young girl named Hannah Dickinson3o who wrote a 

composition about Amherst in 1813: 

There is one person employed in writing a very large 
dictionary. This man is probably better acquainted 
with language than anyone else in this country. He is 
the author of several useful schoolbooks • •• (24) 

30Hannah could be a distant cousin of Emily Dickinson, 
but Taggard does not hint of a genealogical connection. 



Taggard is one of the earliest critics to suggest that 

Dickinson's companion "Lexicon" was Webster's dictionary 

(110), but she does not equate the lexicon and Webster 

directly, nor does she give an edition date (111). 
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Martha Dickinson Bianchi's 1932 account of Dickinson's 

religious perusal of the dictionary is often quoted by 

later critics. Bianchi declares that her great-aunt read 

the dictionary "as a priest his breviary" (80), but she 

does not name Webster or give an edition date. 

Although Richard Chase mentions Noah Webster as a 

founder of Amherst College (15) in a 1951 biography of 

Dickinson, he does not identify Webster's dictionary when 

he describes Dickinson's style as "a tissue of words from 

her lexicon" (206). 

In his 1966 survey of Dickinson's reading materials, 

Jack Capps claims that the poet's "closest companions" were 

the Bible, Watt's Psalms and Hymns, Emerson, Dickens, 

George Eliot, the seventeenth-century Metaphysical poets, 

and the Brownings (145). Capps also recognizes the 

importance of her "Lexicon," but he does not specify 

Webster's dictionary as one of Dickinson's companions (5). 

The 1828 Edition 

with reference to The Lyman Letters, Cynthia Wolff 

insists that "Joseph Lyman's remarks make it almost certain 



that the Dickinsons owned the 1828 edition" (Wolff 562 

n34). Wolff says that "Joseph Lyman recollected poring 

over Noah Webster's monumental work, the American 

Dictionary, in the Dickinson home" (Wolff 91); however, 
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Lyman does not name Webster's dictionary anywhere in the 

letters. He does mention a dictionary in an 1856 letter to 

Laura Baker: 

Emily Dickinson • • • used to read German plays with 
me and sat close beside me so as to look out words 
from the same Dictionary--10 years ago (Sewall Lyman 
58) • 

The context of the passage suggests that the "Dictionary" 

was probably a German-English lexicon rather than Webster's 

1828 edition. 

That does not discount the possibility that Dickinson 

may have used the 1828 dictionary. Carlton Lowenberg lists 

the 1828 dictionary as one of the textbooks used at 

Dickinson's schools (105). Dickinson's spelling of ~ as 

wo could be secondary. evidence that she had access to the 

1828 edition (Buckingham 490), but Lowenberg "can find no 

other confirmation for this conclusion" (106). Perhaps 

Gary Stonum puts it best when he says that although Edward 

Dickinson owned a copy of the 1844 issue, "his daughter may 

also or at other times have used other editions" (207n8). 

Ervin Shoemaker believes that "the 1841 edition is little 

more than an expansion of the 1828 edition" (230), and 
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Webster's improvements from the 1828 to the 1841 edition 

were not extensive (Friend 84). Because many of the 

definitions and etymologies remained the same, scholars and 

students can use the more widely published 1828 edition of 

Webster's for Dickinson research if they do not have access 

to a copy of the 1841 dictionary, or its rare 1844 or 1845 

reprints. 

The 1841 Edition 

nOne fact is known," Lowenberg stresses, liThe 

Dickinsons' library had the J.S. and C. Adams 1844 printing 

of the quarto second edition of 1841" (105). In "Words 

within Words" (1983), Richard Benvenuto confirms that 

Webster's American Dictionary of the English Lanrolage is 

"one of the most important sources of information for 

understanding what Dickinson meant her words to convey" 

(Benvenuto 46). He uses the 1841 edition of Webster's 

dictionary to interpret key words in eight Dickinson poems 

and to establish a relationship between the p~et's words 

and their corresponding definitions in Webster's 

dictionary. 

Benvenuto shows how "definitions, collateral words, 

and etymologies that Dickinson almost certainly knew" give 

readers a basis for interpreting a poem (48). For example, 

he uses Webster's "Lexicon" to explain the metaphoric 



potential of three key words in Poem 986. Benvenuto's 

interpretation of the metaphors in narrow, Fellow, and 

rides is interesting, but the poem's lexical harvest 
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deserves more attention, even gleaning. I have underlined 

other words in the poem which have lexical ties to 

Webster's definitions: 

A narrow Fellow in the Grass 
Occasionally rides 
You may have met Him -- did you not 
His notice sudden.is 

The Grass divides as with a comb 
A spotted shaft is seen --
And then it closes at your feet 
And opens further on --

He likes a Boggy Acre 
A Floor too cool for Corn 
Yet when a Boy, and Barefoot 
I more than once at Noon 
Have passed, I thought, a Whip lash 
Unbraidinq in the Sun 
When stooping to secure it 
It wrinkled, and was gone --

Several of nature's People 
I know, and they know me -
I feel for them a transport 
Of cordiality --

But never met this Fellow 
Attended or alone 
without a tighter breathing 
And Zero at the Bone 

An analysis of the poem's diction reveals a network of 

etymons, synonyms, and antonyms resonating beyond the words 

and metaphors that Benvenuto elucidates. In the right hand 
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column, I have underlined words in the dictionary entries 

which also appear as lexical items in the poem: 

Poem 986 

narrow 

met [MEET] 

divides 

closes, v.i. 

[ CLOSE, v. t. ] 

[CLOSE, adj.] 

opens, v.i. 

[ OPEN, v. t. ] 

[OPEN, adj.] 

Barefoot [BARE] 

Unbraiding 

Several 

tighter [TIGHT] 

Webster's 1841 

approach, close [adj.]. 

come together, approach. 

part or separate, ~. 

for separating. 

come together. 

shut, make fast by pressing 
together, stopping an open place, 
bring together. 

shut fast, tight, no opening, 
within narrow limits. 

to unclose, be unclosed, be 
parted. 

unclose, separate, divide. 

unclosed, not shut or fast. 

open field. 

opening, separating. 

separating the strands of a braid. 

shut or inclose, make fast. 

separate, part, divide. 

close [adj.], not loose or QPgn. 

Webster's 1841 entries reveal the associative density of 

other words and glosses which are not commonly or directly 

connected. For example, the words divides and Barefoot do 

not frequently co-occur, -but Webster uses concepts of 
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'opening' and 'separating' for both the definition of 

DIVIDE and the etymology of BARE. Such an association, 

though peripheral, might suggest the shedding of a snake's 

skin, or the contrast between a footless snake and a 

shoeless~. The terms Met and sudden are not parallel in 

sense or in grammatical form, but they share similar 

definitions: 'to encounter unexpectedly' and 'coming 

unexpectedly', emphasizing the unanticipated presence of 

the narrow Fellow in the Grass. Concepts of 'knowledge', 

'observation', and 'perception' are not unusual links 

between notice, seen, know, and ~, but readers may 

overlook a lexical tie to the word opens. One of Webster's 

definitions for OPEN, v.t. is 'to bring to view or 

knowledge'. The snake who opens the grass can be a 

reminder of the Biblical serpent who beguiles with the 

knowledge of good and evil: "then your eyes shall be 

opened" (Genesis 3:5). 

Dickinson frames The Eyes in Poem 241 with a pair of 

synonymous phrases, beginning with a look of Agony and 

ending with homely Anguish. In his interpretation of the 

poem, Benvenuto shows how Webster's definitions of Agony 

and Anguish complement the poem by "making it analogous to 

a ring of beads" (53): 

I like a look of Agony, 
Because I know it's true 
Men do not sham Convulsion, 
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Nor simulate, a Throe --

The Eyes glaze once -- and that is Death -
Impossible to feign 
The Beads upon the Forehead 
By homely Anguish strung. 

Benvenuto makes a convincing argument that the "beads of 

sweat" intensify and contribute to the strangling anguish 

of death; however, a closer look at Webster's definitions 

for look, Eyes, Glaze, Beads, and Forehead shows that The 

Beads are also a metaphor for The Eyes of the deceased: 

Poem 241 

look, noun 

[LOOK, v. i. ] 

Glaze 

[GLASS, n.] 

Beads 

Forehead 

Webster's 1841 

act of looking or seeing; "Every 
look filled him with Anguish"; 
view. 

shine; direct the eye. 

ball and parts; globe or ball 
movable in the orbit; view; Look; 
something resembling the eye in 
form; a small hole. 

from GLASS; furnish with windows 
of glass; cover with anything 
smooth and shiny; give a glassy 
surface. 

Sax. ~; Tacitus • . • mentions 
glesum, amber collected in the 
Baltic. 

a little perforated ball, to be 
strung on a thread; a string of 
beads; Beads are made of gold, 
pearl, amber, ••• , crystal, 
pastes, glasses,& c; any small 
globular body; glass globules. 

the part of the face which extends 
from the hair on the top of the 
head to the eyes. 



162 

If Beads are a metaphor for perspiration in Poem 241, then 

the ~ which glaze once are two of the beads of sweat 

strung upon the forehead by the pangs of death. The ~ 

and the Beads are lexically parallel in the poem and in 

Webster's entries. Beads resemble eyes in formi both are 

glossed as 'little balls' or 'small globes'. Both eyes and 

beads contain 'small holes or perforations'. Beads and 

eyes may be glazed or glassy, amber-like or made of amber, 

strung on threads or on optic nerves. The lexical 

correspondence between Eyes and Beads also has intertextual 

confirmation in another Dickinson poem, where the rapid 

eyes of a bird looked like frightened Beads (P328). 

Since the appearance of the Buckingham (1977) and 

Benvenuto (1983) articles, many scholars have cited 

Webster's 1844 edition when discussing Dickinson's word 

choices. In Dickinson and the Romantic Imagination (1981), 

Joanne Diehl uses the definition of LIGHTNING in Webster's 

1844 dictionary to demonstrate Dickinson's ambivalent 

attitudes toward power in Poems 420, 363, 1581, 1247, and 

505 (126-27). In The Dickinson Sublime (1990), Gary Lee 

stonum gives an etymological interpretation of Poems 88, 

125, and 257 (133). Judy Jo Small cites Webster's 1841 

edition (238n12) and uses the dictionary to interpret P1167 

in positive as Sound (157-8). 
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The 1847 Edition 

In his research, Richard Benvenuto "found a number of 

differences between the definitions and etymological 

information of the 1841 and 1847 editions" of Webster's 

dictionary (46). If Dickinson's only lexicon companion was 

the 1844 reprint of Webster's 1841 dictionary, then 

language connections in the revised 1847 dictionary do not 

apply directly to Dickinson's poetic composition. 

Many critics, beginning with George Whicher (232), 

cite the 1847 edition as Dickinson's lexicon. In his 1957 

critical biography of Dickinson, George Whicher briefly 

mentions Noah Webster as one of the founders of Amherst 

College (18) and gives a description of Amherst Academy by 

Webster's daughter (40). With no further comment or 

reference, he later identifies Webster's 1847 edition as 

Dickinson's dictionary and uses it to refute charges that 

peculiarities in the poet's usage were signs of illiteracy 

(232). Lowenberg suggests that subsequent critics may have 

perpetuated the 1~47 date by using Whicher as their 

authority (106). 

Charles Anderson may have been influenced by Whicher 

when he said that Dickinson "thumbed unwearyingly her great 

copy of Webster's American Dictionary of the English 

Language in the enlarged edition of 1847" (stairway 31); in 

turn Anderson was the source for William Sherwood's 
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citation of Webster's 1847 edition in Circumstance and 

Circumference (203, 271 fn90). Anderson says that the 

dictionary and other texts inspired Dickinson to enliven 

her poems with etymology, sUbstitution of concrete for 

abstract terms, juxtaposition of different semantic 

domains, word order rearrangements, colloquial usage, 

shifts in grammatical categories, punning, and the contrast 

between "learned" Latin and "simple" Saxon words (32-34). 

He uses the 1847 definition of HERMETIC to interpret the 

metaphors of Poem 711 (45). In "The Conscious Self in 

Emily Dickinson's Poetry" (1959), Anderson uses the 1847 

dictionary to interpret electri~ in Poem 1392: 

"ELECTRICITY • . • The subtle agent called the electric 

fluid, • • • although we know very little of its nature" 

(Self 44). The 1847 definition of ELECTRICITY seems to 

vary somewhat from the one in the 1841 edition but probably 

not enough to discredit Anderson's interpretation of the 

poem. Even if the 1847 dictionary is not the exact edition 

that Dickinson used, it has much material in common with 

the 1841 edition. Reading Dickinson's poems with any 

dictionary is better than reading her poems with no 

dictionary at all. 

In Emily Dickinson: A Word Made Flesh (1980), Coralee 

Frederickson devotes an entire dissertation to the poet's 

use of philology, etymology, and Webster's 1847 dictionary. 
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She shows how "Webster, Trench, and Emerson together 

provide a creative outlook on language" for illuminating 

the power of words in Dickinson's poems (20). According to 

the 1951 Handlist of Books at Harvard University 

(Frederickson 2), the Dickinson family library included 

Richard Chenevix Trench's Study of Words, giving Emily 

access to the "imaginative and suspenseful study" of 

nineteenth-century philology (16). Dickinson's poems 

sUbstantiate Emerson's claim that every word was once a 

poem (Frederickson 32). Dickinson fulfills Emerson's call 

for a poet who releases the "terrible simplicity" of 

symbols (Frederickson 8). 

Frederickson quotes Dickinson's "Lexicon" letter and 

Bianchi's assertion that Emily read the dictionary 

religiously (13). The source of her citation of Webster's 

1847 dictionary is the Handlist of Books Found in the Home 

of Emily Dickinson at Amherst. Massachusetts. Spring. 1950 

in the Dickinson library at Harvard (Frederickson 2), but 

the citation conflicts with the Houghton Library index, 

which lists Webster's 1844 edition. Because Frederickson 

uses the 1847 instead of the 1841 or 1844 dictionary, her 

dissertation is not as strong as it might have been in 

portraying the role of the dictionary in the poet's 

composing process. Nevertheless, the dissertation lays the 
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foundation for the philological interpretation of 

Dickinson's works. Like Benvenuto, Frederickson limits her 

interpretations to a few key words in a poem, rather than 

giving the complete network of potential lexicographical 

connections in a poem. The difference between her 

dissertation and mine is that I have tried to give an 

exhaustive account of the ties between the diction of a 

poem and corresponding entries in the 1844 dictionary. 

other Editions 

Besides the 1847 edition, some critics use even later 

editions of the dictionary. For example, Dorothy Oberhaus 

uses the 1848 edition, available on microfilm, .to explain 

the te~l..m ymnipotent in Poem 585 ("Comic" 120). Oberhaus 

also mentions Dickinson's "Lexicon" letter to Higginson and 

uses the 1848 edition of Webster's dictionary to interpret 

the phrase Tender Pioneer in Poem 698 ("Christ" 140). 

In her 1985 book, Jane Eberwein uses the 1849 edition 

of Webster's to interpret the connotations of Dickinson's 

circumference (160, 276 n23). In a 1957 statistical study 

of Dickinson's poetic diction, William Howard uses an 1846 

and 1849 Merriam printings of Webster's dictionary, to 

count 159 words used by Dickinson, such as unsuspended and 

unshriven, that do not appear in dictionaries of her time 

(Howard 229). Such a study invites Dickinson scholars to 
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edition of Webster as a basis of comparison. 
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Brita Lindberg-seyersted has paid more detailed 

attention to Dickinson's lexis than perhaps any other 

scholar. She characterizes the poet's diction as a 

contrast between abstract and concrete terms, monosyllabic 

and polysyllabic words, and colloquial versus learned 

register (89). In the course of her comprehensive 

stylistic and linguistic study of Dickinson's poems, 

Lindberg-Seyersted cites three different versions of 

Webster's dictionary. First, she cites the critic Whicher 

and the 1847 edition of Webster (62-63). Next she cites 

Webster's 1828 dictionary for a note on the spelling of 

words ending in ~ and -er suffixes (70). Finally, 

Lindberg-Seyersted cites the 1841 Webster notation of mis

summation as a regular noun (112). The variety of 

citations by Lindberg-Seyersted suggests a relaxed, 

eclectic approach to dictionary use in the interpretation 

of Dickinson texts. While such an approach may be 

justified in more general readings, identifying the exact 

edition of Webster is essential for interpretations that 

presuppose the direct use of the dictionary by Dickinson in 

the composing process. 
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A Lexicon Proposal 

In summary, Webster's 1844 dictionary was a major 

source of lexical creativity, diction, cohesion, and 

metaphor in many Dickinson poems, but reference to almost 

any dictionary helps readers better appreciate the power of 

Dickinson's poetry. Readers can profitably refer to 

Webster's 1828 dictionary or to the 1841 edition and its 

reprints. Benvenuto demonstrates that the revised 

definitions in the 1847 edition could lead to false 

assumptions about Dickinson's use of the dictionary (46), 

but some of the 1847 entries are the same as those in the 

1841 edition. Later editions may also be useful. In 

addition, tools such as the Oxford English Dictionary, or 

Calvert Watkin's American Heritage Dictionary of Indo

European Word Roots, can increase sensitivity to language 

and thus facilitate interpretation of Dickinson's poems. 

Nevertheless, to establish which of the poems are the 

most lexicographically cohesive in terms of Dickinson's 

composing process requires access to a copy of Webster's 

1841, 1844, or 1845 dictionary. The Dickinson copy of the 

1844 edition is available at harvard's Houghton library, 

but "few other copies survive" (Small 238n12). A few 

copies of the 1841 dictionary are available through 

university inter-library loan offices, but the order 

usually·takes weeks, and then the patron must rush to do 
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the research before the non-renewable due date. Some 

lenders require in-library use only, and most copies of the 

early editions are too fragile to endure repeated or 

extensive photocopy sessions. 

One solution to the problem would be to microfilm a 

copy of the Dickinson family's 1844 edition and then 

distribute microfilm or microfiche copies to libraries. 

That might be redundant since the 1848 edition has already 

been microfilmed. using a dictionary on microdocuments 

could be time-consuming for detailed lexical studies that 

require quick access to cross-references throughout the 

dictionary. Furthermore, the Dickinson poems contain only 

about 11,500 words out of Webster's 71,000+ entries, so 

researchers do not not the entire bulk of the dictionary. 

Perhaps a better solution would be to create a 

Dickinson Lexicon. As it becomes more apparent that that 

Webster's dictionary was Dickinson's companion, those who 

are indebted to Dickinson should collaborate to produce a 

reference lexicon for all the words in her poems. Using 

Dickinson's lexis, Webster's lexicography, the Rosenbaum 

concordance, contemporary philology, and computer 

technology, scholars and critics could prepare a tool for 

readers, translators, students, teachers, and researchers 

that would be a fitting tribute to a woman whose love of 

words has made us rich. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

ETYMOLOGY AS RHETORICAL POWER 

Several major nineteenth-century authors used 

etymology as a source of power in language. William James 

applauds Ralph Waldo Emerson's use of the original meaning 

of Latin derivatives in English words such as conspire 

(Matthiessen 39); for example, when Emerson writes "I 

dilate and conspire with the morning wind", conspire means 

literally 'to breathe with' the wind. At Harvard, Edward 

Channing taught Henry David Thoreau to "understand a word's 

etymology before using it in one's writing" (Gura 112)f and 

Channing wrote that Thoreau "was always eager to probe 

roots and etymologies" (qtd. in Matthiessen 87). Thoreau's 

interest in roots and etymologies led him to conclude that 

"a written word is ." • • the work of art nearest to life 

itself. It may not only be read but actually breathed from 

all human lips" (Thoreau 355). According to Robert 

Sattelmeyer, philology led Thoreau to stylistic 

experimentation as well as to a Transcendental philosophy 

of language: 

Like nature itself, language is a path back to spirit 
and to original unity; it is "fossil poetry" that 
reveals by its history and the etymology of particular 
words the original and primal significance of nature 
itself to mankind. Thoreau's contribution to this 
theory was to take it seriously and literally as a 
principle of his style, and consequently we find one 
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of his most characteristic stylistic devices to be the 
often surprising reattachment of a word to its 
original sense, as when he describes the sand foliage 
in Walden as a "truly grotesque vegetation," calling 
attention to the original significance of "grotesque" 
(from the same root as "grotto") as coming from 
underground. (Sattelmeyer 77) 

Besides the self-conscious etymological play in the 

"Spring" section of Walden, which many critics have 

commented on, a word play in the etymology of "Economy" may 

have led Thoreau to Walden's first subtitle, since ECONOMY 

is a derivative of the Greek word oikos, meaning 'house'. 

The primary OED definition of ECONOMY is 'the management of 

a house', but ECONOMY is also a rhetorical term, denoting 

"the structure, arrangement, or proportion of parts, of any 

product of human design, specifically of a poem, play, 

etc." (QEQ IV 7a). Thoreau uses etymology as a text-

building strategy. He takes seriously Emerson's definition 

of the poet as an architect (Emerson 224) and builds his 

prose-poem as he builds his house (P. Rosenblatt). 

F. o. Matthiessen says that Herman Melville "discussed 

at no point the origins and nature of language" (423), but 

Melville begins Moby Dick with a prologue of etymologies 

(Gura 159), citing dictionary entries and cross-linguistic 

representations of the word 'whale', such as Webster's 

WHALE, from Danish hvalt, meaning 'arched or vaulted'. 

Webster's etymology has symbolic significance for the novel 

since his etymology of HEAVEN, from Saxon heafen, means 
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'elevated or arched', and the whale is a kind of vaulted 

god. David Henry Payne discusses the relationship between 

Melville's mythology and the nineteenth-century interest in 

Adamic language origins and restorative etymology in ~ 

Dick and Pierre. Payne cites Melville's play on the 

etymology of whale in HVAL and the etymology of God in the 

Hebrew JHVH (82). He also cites the use of Webster's 

dictionary to interpret Melville's reference to Chaldee as 

the pre-Babel language of Noah (64). 

Definitions of Etymology 

The history of words is relevant to Emily Dickinson, 

since "it is her study of the individual word . • • that 

chiefly defines her distinction" (H. Wells 276). As a 

companion, Webster's lexicon gave Dickinson access to 

information about words and language that no other source 

could have matched until the Oxford English Dictionary was 

finally published in the early twentieth century. Webster 

presented Dickinson with the history of words, not only in 

his etymologies, but also in his definitions, which he 

ranked in chronological order for most entries, placing the 

primary sense first (Shoemaker 234). 

The word etymology comes from two Greek roots meaning 

'true' and 'word or language', but the 'true' history of 

the word etymology is not that simple. Some scholars have 
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described etymology as the oldest outlet for human 

curiosity about language (Malkiel78). Plato's Cratylu~ 

presents the etymological views of linguists in early Greek 

culture. The Anomalists believed that language was 

arbitrary because of discrepancies in words, and the 

Analogists believed that they could account for the origin 

and meaning of words by tracing similarities in their forms 

(Bloomfield 4). Hermogenes believed that "names" in 

language come only by convention, while Cratylus believed 

that words have a natural correspondence with what they 

signify (Plato 422). English and German philosophers had 

the same kinds of discussion about language in the 

seventeenth century. John Locke believed in the arbitrary 

and materialistic nature of language, while Gottfried 

Wilhelm von Leibniz used etymology to postulate "that all 

languages derived from a single source, and • • • that 

there was, ultimately, a non-arbitrary connection between 

words and things, based on analogy" (Aarslef Locke 91). 

Arguments about whether language is conventional or 

innate continue into the twentieth century, along with 

questions about the origins of language. Linguists, such 

as Vitaly Shevoroshkin, are presently working to trace 

world languages back to a universal proto-language (R. 

Wright 39). Philologists are "working back from modern 

speech to re-create the first language of the human race" 



(Allman 60). People continue to create and to question 

stories which tell the nature and origin of the human 

capacity for language. The history of individual words 

also persists as an important dimension of etymology. 
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Michael T. O'Neill has written a whole dissertation on 

the meaning of the term "etymology" in English language 

studies before 1900. O'Neill makes it clear that etymology 

has always been "a slippery term" (1). In the nineteenth 

century the term etymology had several distinct and 

sometimes overlapping definitions. Etymology could mean 

the derivation of words from parent languages, the 

morphemic analysis of words into roots and suffixes, the 

classification of words as parts of speech, an etymological 

set of rhetorical figures, or the philosophical study of 

language origins. 

Noah Webster's 1841 definition of etymology gives 

historical and grammatical senses: 

ETYMOLOGY, n. [Gr. etymon, true, and logos, 
discourse.] 1. That part of philology which explains 
the origin and derivation of words, with a view to 
ascertain their original or primary signification. In 
grammar, etymology comprehends the various inflections 
and modifications of words, and shows how they are 
formed from simple roots. 2. The deduction of words 
from the5,r originals; the analysis of compound words 
into their primitives. 

The entry in Joseph E. Worcester's 1859 Dictionary of the 

English Language distinguishes between a general and a 

grammatical definition of ETYMOLOGY: 
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1. That part of philology which treats of the origin 
and derivation of words, as related to their 
signification. 2. (Gram.) A treatise on the parts of 
speech; that part of grammar which exhibits the uses 
and inflections of the parts of speech. 

Worcester explains the distinction between the two senses: 

definition one is the etymology that compares English 

father to Latin pater, while definition two is the 

etymology which compares the derivation of "the plural form 

fathers from the base form father in English grammar. 

Grammatical senses of etymology were common in 

nineteenth-century grammar textbooks. William H. Wells, 

the author of one of Dickinson's grammar books, writes that 

"ETYMOLOGY treats of the classification of words, their 

derivation, and their modifications" (4), and that 

"DERIVATION is that part of Etymology which treats of the 

origin and primary signification of words" (114). In 

Lindley Murray's grammar textbook, etymology means teaching 

the kinds, modifications, and derivations of words 

(Kitzhaber 300). In the German grammar that Dickinson 

studied, H. G. Ollendorf narrows the meaning of etymology 

to parts of speech and morphology (iv). 

Some nineteenth-century rhetoric textbooks included 

aspects of etymology 0 Whately uses etymology to discuss 

the metaphorical nature of "all terms relating to the mind 

and its operations" (262-63). In recommending the history 

of words for variety and exactness of diction, Genung gives 
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the derivation of the word "king" from Germanic konning, 

meaning 'canning' or 'able' man (34) and the derivation of 

"prose" from Latin prorsa, meaning 'pro-versa', versus 

meaning 'turning' (63). One of the most interesting 

applications of etymology to rhetoric is in reference to a 

particular set of figures. Quackenbos teaches "Figures of 

Etmology" such as aphoeresis ('bove for above), prothesis 

(adown), syncope (e'en), apocope (th'), paragoge (vasty), 

di~eresis (cooperate), syn~esis (walk'st), and tmesis 

(what way so ever he turned) (Advanced 236). Even though 

Quackenbos describes the figures as "intentional deviations 

from the ordinary forms of words" for use in poetry 

(Advanced 236), they are actually vestiges of Greek 

attempts to classify philological patterns of sound change 

in language (O'Neill 13). These etymological figures 

appear in several Dickinson poems, for example, the 

aph32Z'esis (elision of initial vowels) of 'Twere, 'Twas, and 

'Tis in Poem 593, and the syncope (central elision) of 

ne'er for 'never' in Poem 67. 

Because etymology had many different definitions, 

purposes, and methods, it went through periods of disfavor 

in the eyes of some scholars. As Dennis Baron points out, 

"serious but wrong headed analyses of words prompted the 

bad reputation of etymology over the centuries" (Declining 

117). In their introduction to the 1740 New General 
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English Dictionary, Thomas Dyche and William Pardon explain 

that they have left out word derivations for two reasons: 

1) the uncertainty of etymologies, and 2) the futility of 

giving etymologies to an audience of limited literary 

experience. Some philologists did more philosophical 

speculation than linguistic research, so that Turgot called 

etymology "an interesting branch of experimental 

metaphysics" (Aarslef Locke 69). Because some etymologists 

would say that two words were related if they had just one 

"syllable or even one letter in common" (O'Neill 13), 

Voltaire said that "etymology is a science in which the 

vowels count for nothing and the consonants for very 

little" (Bloomfield 6). Voltaire's definition describes 

the propensity of some etymologists to conveniently alter 

the sounds of a word to make a historical connection 

between words with similar meanings. 

Some scholars had respect for etymological studies 

within certain bounds. Samuel Taylor Coleridge describes 

etymology as "one of the ways that the mind sets about 

discovering its own nature" (McKusick 52), but he also 

warns that etymology is ita lQgy which perishes from a 

Phlethora of Probability" (qtd. in McKusick 51). Though 

very interested in etymology, Richard Trench admits that 

etymologies have their limits: 
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No word need to be considered so to root itself in its 
etymology, and to draw its sap and strength from 
thence, that it cannot detach itself from this, and 
acquire the rights of an independent existence. (176) 

Trench and other nineteenth-century scholars refined their 

views of etymology without completely rejecting it as a 

means of knowing. 

Before the nineteenth century, language study had been 

a combination of philology and philosophy (Aarslef England 

5). Like etymology, philology meant more than forms: it 

included a priori assumptions and philosophical questions 

about the origin of thought, a material basis for the mind, 

and the nature of language (Aarslef England 4). By the end 

of the eighteenth century, philologists in Europe began 

making historical connections between Indo-European 

languages. Their discovery that Sanscrit was related to 

European languages revolutionized the definitions of 

etymology and philology. sir William Jones believed that 

etymology must be based on reliable information, so he was 

instrumental in the creation of a new philology that was 

more historical, comparative, and structural than the 

philosophical approaches of the past (Aarslef England 134). 

As Friedrich Schlegel popularized the findings of Jones, 

linguists began to discipline their philological studies by 

rejecting etymologies based only on similarities in meaning 

(Aarslef England 124). Instead of just relating analogous 



senses, philologists began to discover rule-governed 

patterns of sound change that linked languages to each 

other (McKusick 97). 

Webster's Etymologies 

Webster based his lexicography upon another kind of 

etymology that arose in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth.centuries: 
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a historical-anthropological31 etymology which 
examined societies, their institutions, and 
technologies through linguistic phenomena, usually by 
analyzing vocabulary, and a comparative linguistics 
which tried to determine the relationships of one 
language to another through analysis of their 
lexicons. (O'Neill 3) 

Webster devised a method of etymological analysis that 

compared vocabulary items in the lexicons of various 

languages. Although he tried to demonstrate historical 

relationships between English, Saxon, French, Latin, Greek, 

Hebrew, and other languages, Webster relied too much on 

external similarities between words that he found in the 

lexicons and vocabulary lists: 

He was on the right track when he sought for common 
ground on which Indo-European languages could meet, 
but he lacked that essential knowledge of grammatical 

31In New England, people were interested in connecting 
the study of ancient lan~lages with recent developments in 
Middle Eastern and Mediterranean archeology. Nineteenth
century missionaries from Amherst College went to dig for 
cuneiform slabs to support the Old Testament (Le Duc 73). 
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forms, without which a knowledge of the vocabulary is 
liable to be misleading. (Scudder 259) 

Webster's etymologies were soon over-shadowed by European 

advances in language study, yet his comparative method was 

effective, and a great number of his etymologies were 

correct (Leavitt 32). In spite of shortcomings, "there can 

be no doubt that Webster's dictionary was more useful to 

the Americans. who purchased it than any other available to 

them at the time" (Moss 107). 

According to Charlton Laird, "Of all Noah Webster's 

causes . • • none was dearer to him than was the pursuit of 

etymologies" (3). Etymology was at the core of Webster's 

lexicography.: 

If anyone had asked Webster upon what part of his 
dictionary he had expended the most time and now set 
the highest value, he would undoubtedly have answered 
at once the history and derivation of words. (Scudder 
258) 

Emily Fowler Ford records that her grandfather's "taste for 

the study of etymology became apparent as soon as he had 

learned to read" (Ford 1:48-49). Webster's taste for 

etymology was part of his interest in philology or language 

study in general. Seeing that fourteen-year-old Noah would 

take long breaks from his work on the farm to read a Latin 

grammar, his father placed him under the tutelage of a 

pastor of the Congregational Church (Ford 1:15). In 

September 1774, at the age of sixteen, Webster entered Yale 
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College and graduated in 1778, in spite of intervening 

service in the Revolutionary War (Ford 1:29-30). In 1781, 

he went back to Yale (Ford 1:41) for a Master of Arts 

degree. Then he worked in the Connecticut Valley as a 

school teacher and became aware of a need for better 

textbooks. He was concerned about the future of the united 

states as an independent nation, and his teaching 

experience convinced him that the new nation needed its own 

speller, its own grammar, its own language, and an American 

dictionary. Webster began to think of himself as the 

lexicographer for such a dictionary in 1783, at the urging 

of Dr. Goodrich of Durham (Moss 100). In a 1790 letter, 

Daniel George insisted that Americans were looking to 

Webster for an improved dictionary (Burkett 125). Although 

he had launched careers in education, law, and journalism, 

Webster began to devote "a large portion of his time to 

philological pursuits" which were the foundation for his 

dictionary (Ford 1:509). 

Webster wanted to correct the erroneous and fanciful 

etymologies in Samuel Johnson's dictionary, but "there was 

no master authority to cite in correction of Johnson's 

mistaken derivations" (Leavitt 26). The earliest European 

works in comparative historical linguistics had not yet 

appeared, and scientific advances in philology were not 

well-known in the Americas until about 1818 (Leavitt 26). 
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The rule-governed comparative method of the Indo-European 

philologists did not come to Yale until 1839 (Shoemaker 

234), so Webster had to rely upon a more intuitive and less 

scientific comparative linguistics. 

In 1786, Webster read Benjamin Franklin's copy of John 

Horne Tooke's newly published book, Winged Words. or The 

Diversions of Purley (Moss 130). Tooke was "the first 

English philologist to apply Locke's philosophy to the 

study of language" (McKusick 33). Tooke's system of 

philosophical grammar reduced all words to the names of 

sensations (Aarslef England 73). He used etymology like a 

microscope to discover the most minute and basic parts of 

language (Aarslef England 54), identifying a set of basic 

forms to account for the entire vocabulary of the English 

language. The piversions of Purley was such a powerful 

influence in the first third of the nineteenth century that 

it kept British scholars immune from the "new philology" 

being developed on the European continent, especially among 

the German philologists (Aarslef England 73). 

What intrigued Webster the most, however, was "Tooke's 

notion that English was derived from·Saxon" (Moss 100). 

What had bothered Noah Webster about the grammar he 

inherited from the eighteenth-century was that grammarians, 

such as Samuel Johnson and Robert Lowth (Shoemaker 130-31), 

had forced English into Latin schemes which veiled 



183 

structural differences between the two languages 

(Bloomfield 8). Tooke's Saxon-based philosophy liberated 

English from those artificial constraints. After reading 

Tooke, Webster decided that the pure English of Chaucer, 

Shakespeare, and Congreve had been corrupted, and that 

American English was a remnant of that purer English (Moss 

95). He imagined that early modern English "had reached a 

state of classical perfection" (R. Wells 55), and he 

believed that etymology would recover the Saxon power of 

English, even though later he realized that Saxon was not 

the only source of root words in English (Moss 104). 

In March 1788, Webster organized the first 

Philological Society in North America, "founded for the 

particular purpose of ascertaining and improving the 

American language (Warfel 185). That same year, the 

Society marched in New York's grand parade to celebrate the 

adoption of the united states Constitution by ten states 

(Ford 1:233). Webster notes that the librarian of the 

Philological Society carried Horne Tooke's Diversions of 

Purl~ in the parade, to honor Tooke not only for breaking 

ground in linguistic theory but also for supporting the 

American cause (Warfel 185).32 

32Tooke had been fined and imprisoned in England 
because he raised money to support the widows and orphans 
of Corcord and Lexington (Moss 32). 
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In preparation for his American dictionary, from 1800 

to 1813 Webster was busy with his comparative study of 

foreign languages. In addition to Saxon roots, he looked 

to Hebrew and Arabic for the roots of English words, "but 

alas!" not to Sanscrit (Ford 2:2). Because Webster took 

the philosophical philology of Horne Tooke as a standard, 

his etymologies were "built upon mistaken concepts and 

insufficient data" (Leavitt 32). 

As early as 1807, Webster began to see the flaws in 

Tooke's method, disagreeing with his etymologies for the 

prepositions for, from, and to (Ford 2:22). Tooke had 

opened Webster's eyes to new possibilities in language, but 

Tooke's guesswork was foreign to Webster, who always had "a 

strong reliance upon system and method" (Scudder 259). 

Webster did some guessing, too, but his comparative method 

was sound, and "he came to the edge of real discoveries 

without knowing it" (Scudder 259). In an 1815 letter to 

John Pickering, he lists several errors in Tooke's 

etymology and claims to have "far better authority than 

Horne Tooke" for his own etymologies (Warfel 355). 

Europe's new philology was not Webster's "far better 

authority." After his conversion in 1808, Webster defined 

God as "the author of the Universe" (Wolff 91), and "God 

occupied the center of everything Webster thought and 

wrote" (Rollins 54). During his Amherst days, Webster was 



"a devout Trinitarian • • • who regarded his scholarly 

examination of language as an essentially religious 

undertaking" (Wolff 91). Webster's commitment to 

Christianity included a belief in the single origin of 
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language and in the diaspora of languages after the fall of 

the Tower of Babel. 33 Webster became aware of the German 

philologists but felt their work was deficient because they 

were not interested in tracing words back to their primary 

senses, and they were not concerned with the origin of 

languages in God's creation (Snyder 336). 

When Webster left Amherst and returned to New Haven in 

1822, he built a two-story house with a special room 

upstairs for his on-going lexicographical study of words, 

including their etymologies: 

He sat at a round table in a chair with casters, 
moving from one lexicon to another, tracing the 
development of words through more than twenty 
languages. (Rollins 11) 

Webster hoped to trace lithe American tongue backward 

through countless transformations to the moment when 

language began in the garden of Eden" (Wolff 91). Although 

Webster said that he wanted to "trace" words back, Laird 

points out that Webster was not actually tracing the 

33Hans Aarslef points out that such beliefs led to 
"comparative study that was much more fruitful and 
competent than the nineteenth century's inordinate pride in 
its own comparative, historical philology, has allowed us 
to know" (Aarslef Locke 281). 



history of words back through Early Modern English to 

Middle English to Old English: 
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He was searching for roots wherever he could find 
them, and attached importance to Anglo-Saxon because 
it was the form of English nearest to the primitive 
language, and because he supposed that the related 
Gothic had come from the plain of Chaldee itself. 
(Laird 6). 

He believed that searching for the most primitive roots of 

words would lead back to Chaldee, the earliest language of 

humankind. 

In 1827, James Gates Percival, the proofreader for the 

1828 dictionary, told Webster about the findings of Wilhelm 

Humboldt, Franz Bopp, Jacob Grimm, Rasmus Rask, and others 

(Read 167), but Webster had already invested a lifetime of 

painstaking research into his own comparative etymologies. 

In an 1837 letter to Charles Richardson, webster maintained 

an independent stance, aloof from new and old authorities: 

Horne Tooke explained a number of English words to the 
satisfaction of all inquirers. But neither Tooke, nor 
the "elders of lexicography," nor the modern 
etymologists--not even the Germans,34 who works I 
have seen--have reached the most important part of 
etymology, the original signification of the radix of 
the word, from which all other significations flow; at 
least, this has been done in very few words and in 
none of the most difficult. Here they all wander in 
darkness • • ." (Warfel 462) 

34Webster seemed to anticipate Albert Kitzhaber's 
observation that the German "passion for fact-grubbing and 
influence-tracing were themselves to prove finally as much 
a curse as a blessing to American higher education" 
(Kitzhaber 23). 
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Some of the "modern etymologists" hoped that scientific 

descriptions of language would replace religion (Aarslef 

England 224). Because of the religious nature of his 

interest in words (Gura 15), Noah Webster resisted aspects 

of scientific etymology. In spite of his resistance and 

his Bible-based theories, Webster's conclusions coincided 

remarkably with those of Sir william Jones (Moss 106). 

In 1833, E. H. Barker sent Webster a passage from an 

essay by Wilhelm von Humboldt, describing the basic premise 

of the new philology: 

If two languages . • • exhibit grammatical forms which 
are identical in arrangement, and have a close analogy 
in their sounds, we have an incontestible proof that 
these two languages belong to the same family. If, on 
the contrary, two languages do contain a great number 
of words in common, but have no grammatical identity, 
their affinity becomes a matter of great doubt. (qtd. 
in Read 174) 

Webster may have welcomed Humboldt's principles of language 

study, but Webster was seventy-five years old, and "at his 

advanced age he could not expect to overturn his life's 

work" (Read 181). He had already published the 1828 

dictionary and was laying the etymological groundwork for 

the 1841 edition. Although he did not conform his work to 

the new philology, Webster continued to improve his 

etymologies and revise his opinions up until the time of 

his death. In 1835, answering those who criticized his 



shifting views, Webster paraphrased and elaborated on a 

quote from his old friend Benjamin Franklin: 
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I have in the course of my life been often obliged to 
change my opinions. I began life, as other young men 
do, full of confidence in my own opinions, many of 
which I afterwards found to be visionary and deceptive 

• To err is the lot of humanity. (Warfel 447) 

When the second edition of the American Dictionary was 

published in 1841, Webster's diligent efforts in philology 

and etymology were a sign of progress if not perfection in 

the field of lexicography. 

Dr. Francis A. March, Anglo-Saxon scholar at Lawrence 

College, made this assessment of Webster's contribution to 

philology and lexicography: 

Noah Webster had a genius for linguistic 
investigations which has not been surpassed by any 
English lexicographer or grammarian. The dictionaries 
before his time were in the first stage of philology, 
unorganized accumulations of facts. Webster caught 
the spirit which was beginning to move in France and 
Germany, and advanced from Horne Tooke to the second 
stage. He grasped the general principles of 
etymology; that certain root-sounds have a definite 
sense which is the radical sense of all words into 
which they enter; that the growth of words goes on 
according to regular laws of philological suggestion; 
that all languages have like roots and laws, so that a 
comparison of all should be made to throw light on 
all, and on all language in general. (Ford 2:386fn) 

By a series of fortunate transactions, Webster's life-long 

commitment to philology continued. Not long after his 

death in 1843, the Merriams bought the rights to the great 

dictionary, and the etymologies of subsequent editions were 

updated according to the latest advances in historical 
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linguistics. Dr. Noah Porter, editor of the 1864 version, 

selected a distinguished German philologist, C.A.F. Mahn, 

to revise Webster's etymologies (Leavitt 59). Dr. Mahn 

replaced Webster's work in etymology with "a science which 

did not exist in Webster's day" (Scudder 260). 

In 1842, a year before Webster's death, a group of 

scholars in England established the Philological Society of 

London (Aarslef England 165). In 1857, three members of 

the Society--Richard Trench, Herbert Coleridge, and 

Frederick Furnivall--proposed a new English dictionary 

which would show "the life history of every word" (Murray 

135). The Oxford English Dictionary became the nineteenth 

century's monument to th'e "new philology" (Aarslef England 

4) and a monument to Webster's dictionary, the quality and 

fame of which the OED editors wanted to uph~ld and surpass 

(Murray 133). 

Ervin C. Shoemaker thinks that critics should be 

lenient in judging Webster: 

In comparison with. modern philologists Webster of 
course was not equipped for the work he set out to do. 
But in consideration of the facts that the science of 
philology was in its infancy, that he was working 
alone away from the centers of linguistic study, with 
scanty material at hand, his work was nQt hopelessly 
wrong nor entirely trivial. (Shoemaker 264) 

Although the historical studies of nineteenth century 

philology were indeed a giant step forward, its descriptive 

method became so successful that any "linguistic problems 
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that did not fit this mode came to be considered trivial, 

irrelevant, or worse yet, unscholarly and unscientific" 

(Aarslef Locke 289). However, the new philology provided 

the opportunity to make the study of language into a 

science and thus place it in the forefront of new 

developments (Kitzhaber 60). The emphasis on historical 

approaches to language and literature prompted the first 

American course in Anglo-Saxon at the University of 

Virginia in 1825 and foreshadowed the emergence of English 

Departments in American universities (Kitzhaber 60). 

Webster's son-in-law, William C. Fowler, taught an early 

course in Anglo-Saxon at Amherst College from 1838 to 1843 

(Kitzhaber 61). When Dickinson entered the classical track 

at Amherst Academy, her exposure to English and German 

studies had just as much to do with the new philology as it 

did with the founding lexicographer, Noah Webster. 

Reading Etymologies 

Helen Fiske Hunt Jackson, author of Ramona and native 

of Amherst, persistently asked Emily Dickinson for 

permission to publish one of her poems in A Masque of 

Poets, an anthology of anonymous selections (Sewall ~ 

221). Dickinson finally allowed Jackson to print Poem 67: 

Success is counted sweetest 
By those who ne'er succeed. 
To comprehend a nectar 



Requires sorest need. 

Not one of all the purple host 
Who took the flag today 
Can tell the definition 
So clear of victory 

As he defeated, dying, 
On whose forbidden ear 
The distant strains of triumph 
Burst agonized and clear. 
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In the second stanza, the lines about 'clearly telling the 

definition of victory' give a hint that this may be one of 

Dickinson's lexicon poems. Webster's definition of CLEAR 

is evidence that Dickinson probably used the 1844 (1841) 

dictionary in composing the poem. Dickinson has echoed a 

phrase from Milton found in definition nine: 

CLEAR, a. • •• 9. Evident; undeniable; indisputable; 
as, the victory was clear. Milton • •• 16. Open; 
distinct; not jarring, or harsh; as, a clear sound; a 
clear voice. 

Webster's definition suggests a paraphrase: 'Not one of 

all those who took the flag today can tell the defintion of 

victory so indisputably as he who is defeated and dying'. 

Definition sixteen shows the word play of the second 

occurrence of clear in the poem: 'the distant strains 

burst in indisputable triumph', and 'the distant strains of 

triumph are distinct sounds, not harsh or jarring ones'. 

The etymology of CLEAR does not support any specific 

lexical items in the poem, but it is an opportunity to test 

whether the 1828 and 1841 editions of the dictionary are 
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equally useful in Dickinson studies. The 1828 entry for 

CLEAR is not the same as the 1841 entry: 

1828: CLEAR, a. [Sax. c~e; ••• The primary sense 
seems to be, to open or to remove, to separate.] 
• In a general sense, free from extraneous matter, or 
whatever is injurious or offensive: hence its 
signification depends on the nature and qualities of 
the substances to which it is applied. 1. Free from 
dirt, or other foul matter • • • 

1841: CLEAR, a. [We claer, clear, bright, from llaer, 
a reflux, llaeru, to ebb, to clear • • • Ir. gleair, 
lear, ~ and glor; Arm. sclear; L. Qlarus ••• Sw. 
and Dan. klar. See Glare and Glory.] 1. Open; free 
from obstruction ~ • • 

Although Webster has revised the etymology from a Saxon 

root in 1828 to a Welsh root in 1841, the derivation from 

Welsh claez: is still a "false" etymology. In twentieth

century philology, CLEAR is derived from the Latin word 

clarus, which Webster lists as one of its cognate forms. 

The 1841 cross-reference of CLEAR with Glaz:e and Glory 

shows Webster's tendency to rely on external similarities 

of sound and sense in his comparative method. The 

etymologies of CLEAR and GLARE do not coincide in the 1985 

American Heritage Dictionary of Indo-European Roots 

(AHDIER), and the derivation of Glory has not been 

confirmed beyond the Latin word gloria. Today linguists 

believe that CLEAR (from Latin clarus) is related to the 

reconstructed Indo-European root *kel-1, which means 'to 

shout', while GLARE (from Middle English glaren) is related 

to *ghel-2, which means 'to shine'. Although Dickinson did 



not have access to the Indo-European roots of twentieth-

century philology, the primary sense of 'shouting' in 

*ghel-2 has an interesting connection with Poem 67: a 
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cognate of the word CLEAR is the word DECLARE, which is a 

synonym of the lexical item tell. The clear bursting of 

the distant strains of triumph also connotes 'declaring' or 

'shouting'. 

Poem 67 does have other connections in Webster's 1841 

dictionary. Success, victory, and triumph are synonyms. 

The definitions of Success, host, i12g, victory, defeated, 

and triumph have military denotations. The words sweetest, 

clear, ~, strains, and Burst have denotations of music 

and sound. Success and defeated have complimentary senses. 

The verb requires and the noun need are near-synonyms. The 

word sweetest is supported in Webster's definition for 

nectar: 'any very sweet and pleasant drink'. A less 

obvious connection exists between nectar and dying. 

Webster shows that NECTAR is a Latin borrowing of a Greek 

word, but he does not give the primary sense of the Greek 

root in his etymology. However, adjacent entries show that 

the Greek root necros- has to do with 'death': 

NECROLOGY, n. [Gr. nekros, dead, and logos, 
discourse.] An account of the dead ••• 

NECRONITE, n. [Gr. nekros, dead.] Fetid feldspar 
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NECTAR, n. [L. from the Greek.] In fabulous history 
and poetry, the drink of the gods; hence, 2. Any very 
sweet and pleasant drink. 

A tie between ~ and Nectar in Poem 230 makes it certain 

that Dickinson noticed the root in the adjacent entries or 

knew of it from her classical language studies: "He and I 

.•• 'found dead' -- 'of Nectar'." Again, today's Indo-

European (IE) roots can provide further insights. A study 

of the words nectar, need, and dying in Watkins' AHOIER 

reveals relationships between the primary senses words that 

Webster did not know about: 

*nek-1 • Death. 6. Greek nektar, drink of the gods, 
"overcomimg death": NECTAR. 

*nau-1• Death, to be exhausted. 1. OE nggg, ~, 
distress, necessity: NEED. 

*dheu-3 • To become exhausted, die. 3. Old Norse, 
deyja, to die: DIE. 

The Greek word nektar means to overcome death, and the poem 

speaks of vict~ and triumph in spite of death. The IE 

roots of nectar, need, and dying all have senses of death, 

and both need and dying carry underlying etymological 

resonances of 'exhaustion'. Webster did not tell Dickinson 

about such ties, but the words she chose to collocate have 

subtle historical affinities. 

As Dickinson studied words in Webster's dictionary, 

even so-called "false" etymologies became the source of 

cohesion and metaphor in her poems. Hans Aarslef reminds 
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us that "error may be as influential as truth" in the 

science of etymology" (Aarslef England 3), and a mistaken 

etymology may be just as powerful as an accurate one in the 

art of poetry. Such is the case with the words purple and 

dying in Poem 67. The entry for PURPLE in Webster's 1841 

dictionary includes the poetic sense of 'dyed with blood', 

and the etymology for DYING is cross-referenced to DIE, 

which cites 'dye' as its primary sense. 

PURPLE, a. [Fr. pourpre; L. purpureus; • • • L. 
purpura, a shell from which the color was obtained.] 
1. Designating a color composed of red and blue 
blended, much admired, and formerly the Roman emperors 
wore robes of this color. 2. In poetry, red or livid; 
dyed with blood. 

DYING, ppr. [from die.] Losing life; perishing; 
expiring; fading away; languishing • • • 

DIE, v.i. [Sw. do; ••• The word dye, to tinge, is 
contracted from ~, and the Arabic root signifies not 
only to tinge, but to perish; • • • the primary sense 
is to plunge, fall or sink •.• See Dye.] 1. To be 
deprived of respiration, of the circulation of blood, 
and other bodily functions, and rendered incapable of 
resuscitation, as animals, either by natural decay, by 
disease, or by violence; to cease to live; to expire; 
to decease; to perish; and with respect to man, to 
depart from this world. 

DYE, v.t. [Sax. deagan; L. tingo, for tiaQ; •.. The 
primary sense is to throw down, to dip, to plunge.] 
To stain; to color; to give a new and permanent color 
to • 

Using the etymology of DYE, Dickinson contrasts the royal 

colors of the purple host with the blood-dyed robes of bg 
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defeated. dying. 35 As noted above, the actual root of 

DYING and DIE is the Old Norse word deyja, 'to die', from 

the IE root *dheu-3 , meaning 'to become exhausted; die', 

but Dickinson's metaphor is not less effective for 

Webster's error. 36 

Watkin's Indo-European Roots 

Webster's 1841 dictionary is a key to understanding 

how Emily Dickinson may have composed her poems, but 

advances and resources in twentieth-century philology can 

help readers interpret her poems. If Dickinson were alive 

today, chances are that she would continue to nurture her 

love for words by taking advantage of the latest tools in 

etymology and lexicography. One of the most useful of such 

tools is the 1985 American Heritage Dictionary of the Indo-

European Roots, based on the appendix Calvert Watkins wrote 

for earlier editions of the American Heritage DictionakY 

(1965-1981). 

The detailed information that Watkins gives about 

words, their cognates, and their reconstructed Indo

European roots can illuminate the lexical connections in a 

35For oth~r co-occurrences of purple and words related 
to dying, see Poems 98, 171, 228, 592, and 1558. 

36Judy Jo Small shows how Webster's "false etymology" 
of HEIR creates word-play in Poem 1167. 
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in a Dickinson poem. To analyze a poem, perhaps the best 

use of the 1985 AHOIER is as a supplement to Webster's 1841 

dictionary. In Poem 336, collocations of academic, 

religious, and regal terms are obvious even without the 

dictionaries: 

The face I carry with me -- last -
When I go out of Time --
To take my Rank -- by -- in the West 
That face will just be thine 

I'll hand it to the Angel -
That -- Sir -- was my Degree 
In Kingdoms -- you have heard the Raised -
Refer to -- possibly. 

He'll take it -- scan it -- step aside 
Return -- with such a crown 
As Gabriel -- never capered at -
And beg me put it on 

And then -- he'll turn me round and round 
To an admiring sky --
As one that bore her Master's name -
Sufficient Royalty! 

Webster's etymologies show that the words face and 

Sufficient, which frame the poem in the first and last 

lines, are related the Latin word facio, meaning 'to make'. 

The 1985 dictionary of IE roots refines Webster's 

etymology: 

1841: FACE,n. [Fr. face; It. faccia; Sp. tAz., or 
haz; Arm. faczi L. facies, from facio, to make.] 

4. Countenance; cast of features of features; look; 
air of the face . 

1985: *dhe-1 • To set, put. 6.b. Latin derivative 
facies, shape, face ( <"form imposed on somethingll): 
FACE. 
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1841: SUFFICE, v.i. [Fr. suffirei L. sUfficio; ~ 
and facio.] 

1841: SUFFICIENT, a. [L. sUfficiens.] 1. Enough; 
equal to the end proposed • • • 

1985: *dhe-1• To set, put. 6.a. Latin fa cere , to do, 
make ( >French faire, to do): SUFFICE, (SUFFICIENT). 

Although the definitions of face and Sufficient may not 

appear to have much in common, Dickinson presents the 

cognates together in eight other poems. In Poem 253, the 

words face and suffice frame the second stanza just as they 

framed the entire text in Poem 336. In Poem 322, two faces 

. • . Bound to opposing lands find Sufficient troth in the 

resurrection. In the first two stanzas of Poem 643, 

parallel repetition of suffice and face to face makes sense 

play between the two derivatives more apparent-- 'My face 

is sufficient for him, and his face is sufficient for me~: 

I could suffice for Him, I knew -
He -- could suffice for Me --
Yet Hesitating Fractions -- Both 
Surveyed Infinity --

"Would I be Whole" He sudden broached 
My syllable rebelled --
'Twas face to face with Nature -- forced 
'Twas face to face with God 

The words Frame, Face, set, Sufficient, and continent form 

a chiasmus of A>B>b<B<A senses in the first stanza of Poem 

820. Remember that the 1985 Indo-European root of FACE and 

SUFFICIENT means 'to set': 

All Circumstances are the Frame 



In which His Face is set -
All Latitudes exist for His 
Sufficient continent --
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In Poem 932, a constant -- reverential Face is Sufficient 

courtesy. Poems 476, 488, and 1229 have similar 

connections. 

Meanwhile, back in Poem 336, other sets of words are 

singing their own philological melodies and harmonies. 

Webster's 1841 definitions show that carry and bore are 

synonyms, and his etymologies show that Refer and ~ are 

cognates, so that 'to refer to something' is 'to carry or 

bear it again': 

CARRY, v.t. [We cariaw, from car, a dray, drag, or 
wagon; Fr. charrier; • • • These verbs signify 
primarily, to carryon a cart or car ••• But the 
English carry coincides also with Latin ~, our 
vulgar kerry; ••• J 1. To bear, convey, or 
transport, by sustaining and moving the thing carried 

4. To bear out; to face through. •• 7. To 
bear; to show, display or exhibit to view ••• 

REFER, v.t. [L. refero; ~ and ~, to bear ••• J 
1. To direct, leave or deliver over to another person 
or tribunal for information or decision; • • • 

REFER, v.i. 3. To allude; to have respect to 
by intimation without naming. 

BEAR, v.t. [Sax. bran, beran, ••• to bear, carry, 
bring, sustain, produce, ••• answering to the Latin 
fero, porto, pario, and oporteo • . • J 1. To 
support, to sustain. •• 2. To carry; to convey; to 
support and remove from place to place. 3. To wear; 
to bear as a mark of authority or distinction, as, to 
bear a sword, a badge, a name • • • 
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*bher-1 • To carry; also to bear children. 1.a.i. Old 
English beran, to carry: BEAR. 5. Latin ferre, to 
carry: REFER. 

*kers-2. To run. 2. Suffixed form *krs-o- in Gaulish 
carros, a wagon, cart, in: a. Latin carrus, a two
wheeled wagon: (CARRY). 

The 1985 dictionary reinforces Webster's etymologies of 

BEAR and REFER, and revises the etymology of CARRY, which 

is derived from Latini not Welsh. 

In her lexis, Dickinson seems to know that ~ and 

crown share a common Indo-European root, as well as a sense 

of 'turning': 

1985: *sker-3 • To turn, bend. Presumed base of a 
number of distantly related derivatives. 1.b. Old 
French, renc, ~, line, row: RANK. 10. Suffixed 0-
grade form *kor-ono- in Greek koronos, curved: CROWN. 

In Poem 336, taking my Rank is semantically parallel to 

receiving a crown. Dickinson also uses rank and croWD as 

parallel metaphors for death in Poem 98 and associates the 

cognates again in Poem 508, but Webster does not list a 

affinity between the two items. In fact, he traces RANK 

back to an Irish word and ties CROWN back to the etymology 

of CHORUS: 

RANK, n. [Ir. ranc, • • • The primary sense is 
probably to reach, to stretch, or to pass, to stretch 
along. Hence ~ and grade are often synomymous.] 
1. A row or line, applied to troops • •• 4. Degree; 
grade; in military affairs • • • 5. Degree of 
elevation of civil life or station; the order of 
elevation or subordination. • • 7. Degree of 
dignity, eminence or excellence. •• 8. Dignity; 
high place or degree in the orders of men. • ~ 
take rank, to enjoy precedence, or to have the right 
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king's sons take rank of all the other nobles. 
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CROWN, n. [Fr. couronne ••• W. coron ••• G. krone; 
L. corona .•• See Chorus.] 1. An ornament worn on 
the head by kings and sovereign princes, as a badge of 
imperial or regal power and dignity. Figuratively, 
regal power; royalty; kingly government, or executive 
authority 3. Honorary distinction; reward. 
1 Cor.ix. 5. The top of the head ••• 7. A coin 
anciently stamped with the figure of a crown. The 
English crown is five shillings sterling 8. 
Completion; accomplishment. 9. Clerical tonsure in a 
circular form; a little circle shaved on the top of 
the head • 

CHORUS, n. [L. chorus ••• W. cor. In Welsh, the 
word signifies a round or circle;-a choir .] 

Webster does list the word 'circle' as a sense for the 

definition of CROWN and the etymology of CHORUS, and CIRCLE 

is another derivative of the IE root *sker-3• Entries for 

Degree, croWD, turn, round and sky all mention circular 

forms, hinting at the 'circumference' of other Dickinson 

poems. Several entries in the 1841 dictionary support a 

seemingly infinite set of ties between words and ideas in 

Poem 336. Webster defines SIR, DEGREE, and MASTER as 

titles from a college or university. He uses RANK, DEGREE, 

RAISE, KING, BEAR, MASTER, NAME, and ROYALTY to define each 

other in terms of 'distinction' and 'dignity'. In Poem 

336, Dickinson matches Webster's semantic handiwork and 

then supersedes it in a magic of her own that presages 

twentieth-century philology. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

NEW PHILOLOGY AS RHETORIC 

Philology has celebrated over six hundred years of old 

and new definitions in English (see Appendix B). Rigid 

applications, such as the "vassalege" of literature to 

philology (Kinneavy 11), have troubled scholars, but 

flexible definitions of philology have endured, such as the 

"historical reconstruction of artistic and scientific 

texts" (Boeckh 22), which foreshadows the New Historicism 

in contemporary literary criticism. Just as a philology of 

historical linguistics revised philosophical language 

studies in the nineteenth century, a "new" philology of 

rhetorical linguistics has refined context-free language 

theory in the twentieth century. 

According to Clifford Geertz, nineteenth-century 

philology became obsolete when the linguists, 

psychologists, ethnographers, and scientists who studied 

the general activity of creating texts broke away from the 

historians, editors, critics, and humanists who studied 

individual texts (521). Geertz says that the "new 

philology" of Alton L. Becker tries to repair the breach in 

the walls of philology by studying social texts and their 

contexts. The text becomes a metaphor for life, and the 

contexts encompass literature, history, law, music, 
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politics, psychology, trade, war, peace, and other areas 

that have text-building as a "central activity" (Geertz 

521). The new philology allows each word to taste "of the 

context and contexts in which it has lived its socially 

charged life" (Bakhtin 57). The new philologist is a 

"specialist" of contextual relations in a multicultured 

world, who makes connections through 1) coherence, the 

relation of the parts of a text to each other; 2) 

intertextuality, -the relation of a text to texts associated 

with it culturally or historically, 3) intention, the 

relation of the text to its author, or text-builder; and 4) 

through reference, the relation of the text to realities 

which lie outside it (Geertz 521-22). 

In Dickinson studies, a new philologist might see 1) 

the lexical cohesion in the individual and collected poems, 

2) the intertextuality of Dickinson's lexis and Webster's 

lexicon, 3) the love of language which motivated Dickinson, 

and 4) a relationship between Dickinson's Columba, Hilda's 

dovecote, Miriam's catacombs, James Murray's scriptorium, 

and a columbarium in Tucson. A new philologist would be 

intrigued by the connection between the house in Thoreau's 

"Economy" from Greek oikos (Thoreau 258) and the tomb in 

Derrida's "economy of death" from Greek oikesis (Derrida 

120). Antoine de saint-Exupery has the questions and 

intuitions of a new philologist: 
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I don't care·if I'm killed in the war. But what will 
remain of what I have loved? By that I mean not just 
people but customs, certain indispensable intonations, 
a certain spiritual radiance. What will remain of the 
farmhouse lunch under the olive trees of Provence, or 
of Handel? • • • What is valuable is a certain 
ordering of things. Civilization is an invisible tie, 
because it has to do not with things but with the 
invisible ties that join one thing to another in a 
particular way. (137) 

Like Dickinson, a new philologist sees that life and 

language have ties that are as "Cohesive as the Spirit" 

(P1651). 

A new philologist could find etymological support for 

the definition of civilization as 'a people who honor and 

bury their dead' (McElroy). The Indo-European root of 

CIVILIZATION is *kei-1, meaning 'to lie, bed, couch; 

beloved, dear'. In English, derivatives of *kei-1 include 

CITY, CIVIC, and CIVIL from Latin civis, meaning 'citizen'. 

Another derivative is CEMETERY from Greek koiman, 'to put 

to sleep'. A new philologist could trace the etymological 

themes of civilization in several American novels about 

Europe: 

The Sketchbook of Geoffrey Crayon 
The Marble Faun 
Innocents Abroad 
The Princess Casamassima 
The Young Lions 
The Dean's December 

Irving 
Hawthorne 
Clemens (Twain) 
James 
Shaw 
Bellow 

In the novels, a deathbed takes many forms: biers, 

coffins, graves, masoleums, morgues, niches, sarcophagi, 

sepulchers, shrines, tombs, urns, vaults, and other 
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containers. Twaines pilgrim mentions lithe kings and 

princes that sleep in the marble vaults of st. Denis" (93). 

Hawthorne shows that the dead are sometimes forgotten, as 

with those buried in the huge tombs along the Appian Way in 

Rome: 

• • • these mountainous sepulchral edifices have not 
availed to keep so much as the bare name of an 
individual or a family from oblivion • • • the 
slumberers might just as well have gone quietly to 
rest, each in his pigeonhole of a columbarium, or 
under his little green hillock, in a graveyard, 
without a headstone to mark the spot. (Hawthorne Faun 
286) 

In The Princess Casamassima, Christina mourns the suicide 

of Hyacinth: who has literally made a grave of his bed: 

• • • her eyes had attached themselves to the small 
bed. There was something on it--something black, 
something ambiguous, something outstretched • • • she 
saw everything, and with the very act she flung 
herself beside the bed, upon her knees. Hyacinth lay 
there as if he were asleep, but there was a horrible 
thing, a mess of blood, on the bed, in his sider in 
his heart. His arm hung limp beside him, downwards, 
off the narrow couch; his face was white and his eyes 
were closed. (James 590). 

To purslle a sniper, Michael Whitacre leaves his fatally 

wounded Jewish-American buddy "lying on his back, his 

helmet in a small bed of pink flowers growing very close to 

the ground" (Shaw 598). When Michael returns, Noah 

Ackerman, who had rejoiced that "human beings are going to 

be running the world" (594), is lying "quiet among the 

flowers" (603). Irving's chapter on rural funerals in 



206 

England depicts the flower-decked grave or "bed" of a 

corpse: 

The bed of death, with all its stifled griefs--its 
noiseless attendance--its mute, watchful assiduities. 
The last testimonies of expiring love! • • • The last 
fond look of the glazing eye, turned upon us even from 
the threshold of existence! (147) 

A new philologist could connect "the glazing eye" in 

Irving's sketch with the eyes that "glaze once" in 

Dickinson's Poem 241. A new philologist would remember 

that in the santimantal Love Religion of Dickinson's 

culture "death was a sleep" and a "coffin naturally became 

a bed" (st. Armand 67): 

I went to thank Her 
But She Slept --
Her Bed -- a funneled Stone 
with Nosegays at the Head and Foot 
That Travellers -- had thrown 

(P363) 

Dickinson's persona for Poem 96 even asks the cemetery 

sexton to lead her to the bed of her sleeping Master. 

Remembering that CEMETERY, CITY, CITIZEN, and CIVILITY are 

cognates of the IE root *kei-1 , a new philologist may 

notice that a cemetery is a "Town • • • Distinguished for 

the gravity/ Of every citizen" (P892) and may shiver at the 

"Civility" of "Death" when he pauses at a "House" whose 

"Roof" is "scarcely visible" (P712). The "meek members of 

the Resurrection" sleep under a "Roof of Stone" in the 

alabaster chambers of death (P216). 
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Parallel to houses for the dead are shelters or 

prisons for the living: caverns, cells, cellars, chapels, 

cities, cloisters, concentrations camps, countries, 

dungeons, galleries, hospitals, houses, observatories, 

palaces, rooms, sanctuaries, studios, temples, the human 

body, and the world itself. Count Donatello notes that the 

"sky itself is an old roof" which covers the living 

(Hawthorne Faun 208). When Albert Corde visits Mount 

Palomar with his astronomer wife, he cannot help but 

compare the closed dome of the crematorium in Roumania with 

the open dome of the observatory, revealing what at first 

seemed to be the real heavens: 

No, only white marks, bright vibrations, clouds of sky 
roe, tokens of the real thing • • • The rest was to be 
felt. And it wasn't only what you felt, but that you 
were drawn to feel and penetrate further, as if you 
were being informed that what was spread over you had 
to do with your existence, down to the very blood and 
the crystal forms inside your bones • • • to find 
their real being with your own. (Bellow 345) 

A new philologist might hear the voice of Martin Buber in 

Corde's words, saying that the human cosmos depends upon 

such encounters with Being, inviting people to "build 

houses of worship • • • and fill vibrant time with new 

hymns and songs and give the human community itself a form" 

(Buber 103). 

The houses that people build for the living and the 

dead are often marked by names, epitaphs, or inscriptions. 
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The shrines of life and death are similar to repositories 

for language: archives, books, dictionaries, libraries, 

museums, offices, records, scriptoriums, and words. A 

shrine is not only 'a container for sacred relics' and 'the 

tomb of a saint' but also a derivative of Latin scrinium, 

meaning 'a case for books and papers'. When Geoffrey 

Crayon visits the library in westminster Abbey, he observes 

that the library is "a kind of literary catacomb, where 

authors, like mummies, are piously entombed and left to 

blacken and moulder in dusty oblivion" (Irving 128). The 

authors themselves may be dead and forgotton, but the books 

are alive, as Geoffrey discovers when one old tome begins 

to complain about lack of circulation. Geoffrey reminds 

the talking book of its fortunate status: 

By being stored away in this ancient library, you are 
like the treasured remains of those saints and 
monarchs, which lie enshrined in the adjoining 
chapels, while the remains of your contemporary 
mortals, left to the ordinary course of nature, have 
long since returned to dust. (Irving 130) 

When the old book scoffs at Shakespeare, the unlearned 

poet, Geoffrey insists that the works of a true poet are 

"caskets which enclose within a small compass the wealth of 

the language--its family jewels, which are thus transmitted 

in a portable form to posterity" (Irving 136). A new 

philologist might add that the shared experiences of any 

person who respects language, can be that kind of treasure 
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or thesaurus for others. The new philologist would not be 

surprised that Johnson's dictionary was designed "to be the 

treasure-house of a civilization" (Gifford 150). Owen 

Barfield's description of a dictionary as a museum makes 

sense to the new philologist (125). 

In the late twentieth-century, when a group of 

scholars has gathered at a conference to discuss the 

definitions of a new rhetoric, Jim Corder wonders what 

"prevents rhetoricians from studying literature and 

literary scholars from studying rhetoric" (Enos 24). If 

the profession of "new rhetorics" could include a new 

philology, just as Webster's definition of philology once 

included rhetoric, then a love for language might bridge 

gaps between academic disciplines and also between time and 

space. Jim w. Corder sounds like a new philologist when he 

asks people to invent time: 

We must rescue time by putting it into our discourses 
and holding it there, learning to speak and write not 
argumentative displays and presentations, but 
arguments full of the anecdotal, personal, and 
cultural reflections that will make us plain to all 
others, thoughtful histories and narratives that 
reveal us as we're reaching for the others. ("Love" 
31) 

Dickinson's nineteenth-century poems transcend their 

temporal bounds (Cameron 196-97) to answer Corder's 

twentieth-century request perfec~ly. Corder asks his 

audiences to use their ethos to create "a world full of 
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space and time that will hold our diversiti2s" ("Grace" 

72), but philology is another way of creating bonds between 

people "who live in different universes" ("Grace" 71). At 

a time when rhetoric has distinct political and social 

aims, philology is a reminder that respect for self and for 

others depends upon respect in language, that public 

responsibility requires personal accountability for one's 

language choices. Philology is love of language, and it 

belongs with rhetoric because "rhetoric is love, and it 

must speak a commodious language" (Corder ilLove" 31). A 

new philologist can reconcile opposites and transcend the 

demands of discipline and freedom through "the power of 

love" (Schumacher 89). 

Philology, or context-shaping, begins with an 

assumption that all languages have rhetorical situations in 

common ("Biography" 141). A philologist trusts rhetorical 

contexts to teach him or her about language, just as Becker 

learns to write Burmese words with Burmese script instead 

of the phonetic transcription that was hurting his 

teacher's language ("Biography" 143). Respecting language 

and trusting its contexts allows the philologist to build 

texts out of frames common to human beings in spite of 

distances in time and space (Becker "Emerson" 7). 
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Philology as Text-building 

In "Blurred Genres" (1980), Clifford Geertz cites the 

"text building" of Alton Becker as an analogy for the 

social sciences. The metaphor of constructing a text as 

one would construct a house is as useful in academic 

disciplines as it was for Thoreau at Walden. In Indo

European languages, the relationship between building and 

text has historical roots. The words TEXT, CONTEXT, and 

ARCHITECTURE are cognates of the the IE root *teks-, 

meaning 'to weave; also to fabricate • • • also to make 

wicker or wattle fabric for (mud-covered) house walls'. 

The connection between text, building, and weaving is also 

significant, considering the high lexical thread-count of a 

Dickinson poem. 

Using the history of words and the roots of various 

languages (not just Indo-European languages), a new 

philologist could keep a copybook of key words, proverbs; 

passages, and metaphors, such as the architectual patterns 

that Christopher Alexander, Sara Ishikawa, and Murray 

Silverstein have compiled in A Pattern Language: Towns. 

Buildings. construction. using that list, a philologist 

could build or weave a timeless way of speaking or writing, 

like Alexander's Timeless Way of Building, a way of 

communicating that acknowledges the life of language and 

the infinite variety of language choices in sound, sense, 
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structure, argument, and voice. A new philologist knows 

that rhetoric is "the art of making choices in language" 

(Gorrell 23). 

Philology as Slow Reading 

In her article, "The cantos: Slow Reading," Margaret 

Dickie shows that philology is not only the subject of Ezra 

Pound's cantos but that it is also an effective way of 

reading and writing: 

Philology--Roman Jacobson, quoting Nietzsche, used to 
tell his students--is the art of slow reading. It 
checks the eye's trained impulse to move quickly from 
one word to the next by encouraging an appreciation of 
each word in itself, a curiosity about origins and 
history of meanings, and a full sense of the mystery 
of exact definition • • • philology is analysis in the 
interest of revealing complexities, and thus it is 
closer to the creative act itself • • • It is what 
Emerson had in mind when he claimed that there was a 
creative reading as well as a creative writing. 
(Dickie 819) 

Although speed and fluency can be important in reading 

(Goodman), sometimes "books must be read as deliberately 

and reservedly as they were written" (Thoreau 353). The 

reader needs time to "participate as fully as possible in 

the potentialities of the text" (L. Rosenblatt 69). 

Philology can help a reader find simultaneous, interwoven, 

and interacting "strands of response" (L. Rosenblatt 69) 

that come from the reader's personal experiences with a 

word in life and literature (L. Rosenblatt 75). Edwin J. 
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Delattre believes that slow reading can give people power 

to overcome problems that have kept them outside of their 

own civilization: 

There are those who never learn to read slowly or 
patiently enough to be arrested by anything, and for 
them reading never takes on its full significance • • 
• Access to the inside • • • requires critical, 
intelligent literacy--the ability to read slowly, t.o 
think reliably, and to select readings that are worth 
the candle. (59-60) 

New philologists select texts that light candles of 

response in the mind. They read slowly enough to see the 

connections betweer. the texts and their lives. As they ask 

questions and write about their responses to a text, new 

connections emerge and light grows in the mind. Those who 

are patient with language can receive rhetorical power that 

goes beyond persuasion, prestige, or political dominion. A 

patient philology is the power of Dickinson's poetry. As 

John Hollander explains, "poetry begins in the knowing of 

language, in love of words for and in themselves, rather 

than what can be done with them" (231). 

Philology and Pedagogy 

As schoolhouses of philology, dictionaries have long 

historical ties to teaching. sidney Landau reminds us that 

"most of the early lexicographers were schoolmasters who 

compiled glossaries or dictionaries as teaching aids for 

their students" (39). The Germanic derivative TEACH and 
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the Latin derivative DICTION share the reconstructed Indo

European root *deik-, meaning to 'show' or 'pronounce 

solemly'. Diction is word choice, and a dictionary can 

teach the power of word choices in etymologies, 

definitions, and other language conventions. A dictionary 

can be a reader's teacher and a poet's resource for 

diction. 

Rosemary M. Laughlin reports a statistically 

significant difference in the scores of elementary students 

who received training in definitions and etymology (842). 

Those who studied the definitions and etymologies of words 

received higher scores on a vocabulary test than those who 

did not. Laughlin recommends training in dictionary use 

for children and advises teachers to look for a dictionary 

that gives thorough histories of words (827). 

Janet S. Johnston believes that historical study of 

language in elementary education can encourage diversity 

and respect for dialects. "For example, looking at new 

words added to the language through space exploration can 

lead to examination of Greek and Latin derivatives, words 

having their origin in people's names, words from 

mythology" and can teach students about language change 

(Johnston 135). 

Gordon Davis reports on a 1971 study by E. Dale, 

O'Rourke, and Bamman, which claims that presenting 
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linguistically related terms, such as ~ and anatomy, 

helps secondary school students increase their vocabulary 

power (74). After making an extensive survey of literature 

and after conducting a pilot program in vocabulary 

development, Davis concludes that educators should train 

high school students in "dictionary use, etymology, 

contextual analysis, structural analysis, polysemy, 

synonymy and antonymy, and figurative language" (106). 

College teachers and stUdents could benefit from an 

investigation of academic terms because too often "we 

ignore, both in our teaching and in our texts, the effect 

of the very words we use" (Corder "studying" 12). In the 

spirit of nineteenth-century philology, Professor F. A. 

March explains why teachers in every department of 

Lafeyette College help teach English: 

The theory is that the main cause of mistakes in 
speaking and writing English is ignorance of the 
meaning of words. Our grammar is simple, but we catch 
up our words without thought, and utter them in the 
same way. (W. Payne 74) 

George W. Kent wants to restore "the old discipline called 

'Philology'" in college and university curricula (155). He 

shows that philology can illuminate literature, cultural 

anthropology, and mythology, as well as demystify the 

jargons of various disciplines. 
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William Woods also believes that college level English 

instruction should include some nineteenth-century aspects 

of "Grammar": 

We can do ourselves good by bringing the study of 
vocabulary, etymology, syntax and style into our lower 
division composition and literature courses, where 
they can provide a discipline--that is, a common 
analytical vocabulary for close analysis of the text; 
a method which will aid our interpretation and 
judgment of a piece of writing, and best of all, a 
sensiti vi ty to the text which is poss-ible only through 
a sensitivity to and knowledge of language. (16) 

As Woods explains definitions and traditions of grammar in 

nineteenth-century pedagogy, he shows that teaching 

etymology and philology in English can restore the benefits 

of a "classical" education without requiring students to 

take extensive courses in Latin and Greek. 

Herbert D. Pierson recommends "a meaningful approach 

to etymology in second-language learning" (57). His ESL 

teachers and students become "serious amateur etymologists" 

who "find themselves more sensitive to the meaning of words 

and their rela-tionships with other words from both history 

and other languages" (Pierson 58). This helps students 

make connections in culture, such as the similarities 

between Chinese characters and English etymologies (59). 

Pierson uses etymology across the curriculum to solve 

reading problems: his students produce an own etymology 

project, listing difficult vocabulary items from academic 

disciplines and studying twenty words in depth (62). 
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Richard Rossner also has ESL students explore the 

meaning of words: 

If the task of lexicographers is hard, the task of 
second-language learners is harder still when it comes 
to evolving a lexicon that is both optimally useful 
and reliable. Interlanguage theory seems to cast the 
learner in the role of amateur lexicographer: 
subconsciously or consciously, learners form 
hypotheses about how, in general, the second language 
works and what, specifically, given lexcial items in 
the second language mean. (Rossner 96) 

Rossner assigns students to construct a lexicon on note 

cards, encouraging them to explore the relationship of 

English words in various semantic sets (99-100). He also 

gives a short course in dictionary skills and invites 

students to give a word-of-the-week report in class (100). 

A new philologist would enjoy teaching Harriet Doerr's 

stones for Ibarra to bilingual or international students. 

An American couple goes to Mexico to open an old mine after 

the husband, Richard, has been diagnosed with cancer. As 

the wife, Sara, tries to learn a new language and culture, 

Doerr changes the language of the text to reflect Sara's 

state of mind. For example, while Sara is learning past, 

preterite, and future verb tenses in Spanish, the text is 

actually written in different verb tenses of English. 

Chapter One begins in the present tense, Chapter Two starts 

in the past tense, and as Sara wonders what life will be 

like without Richard the verb forms change to future time. 

Doerr also uses the etymological roots of key words as 
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symbolic frames and themes in the novel. The novel ends 

with a pile of stones that becomes a monument in Sara's 

mind after Richard's death. Sara wants to cry out, "An 

accident has happened here. Remember the place. Brings 

stones" (214). The word ACCIDENT is a derivative of Latin 

cadere, meaning 'to fall, die', from the IE root *kad-, 

meaning 'to fall', and Stones for Ibarra is full of stories 

about accidents and falling (Doerr 28, 33, 53, 70, 76, 78, 

90, 93, 109, 111, 125, 147, 162, 168, 212). Furthermore, 

Doerr uses other cognate derivatives from the Latin word 

cad ere in the novel: CHANCE (3, 40), INCIDENT (167), and 

COINCIDENCE (109). Some of the cognate words reinforce 

language metaphors in the novel, since ACCIDENCE and 

another cognate, CASE, describe functions in inflected 

languages such as Spanish and its parent Latin. In Ibarra, 

Sara and Richard have tried to "weave chance and hope into 

a fabric that would clothe them as long as they livedu (3). 

New philologists try to weave language and life into texts 

that can stand as memorials to loved ones. 
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APPENDIX A 

WEBSTER EDITIONS IN DICKINSON STUDIES 

critic 

Taggard (1930) 

Bianchi (1932) 

Wells, H. (1947) 

Chase (1951) 

Howard (1957) 

Whicher (1957) 

Anderson (1959) 

Anderson (1960) 

Sewall (1965) 

Capps, (1966) 

Lindberg-Seyersted (1968) 

Miller, R. (1968) 

Sherwood (1968) 

Sewall (1974) 

Mudge (1975) 

Buckingham (1977) 

Patterson (1979) 

Frederickson (1980) 

Edition Cited 

"Webster's dictionary," 
pp. 111, 277 

"dictionary," p. 80 

"Webster's dictionary," 
p. 278 

"lexicon," p. 206 

1846/1849, p. 229fn17 

1847, p. 232 

1847, p. 36 
1848, p. 140n 

1847 g p. 31 

"Webster's big dictionary," 
p. 12 

"lexicon," p. 5 

1847, p. 62 
1828, p. 70n 
1841, p. 112 

1847, p. 389 

1847, p. 203 

"lexicon," p. 270 

1844, p. 11-12 

1844 (1841/1845), p. 491 

1847, p. 99 

1847, p. 4 



Diehl (1981) 

Benvenuto (1983) 

Eberwein (1985) 

Lowenberg (1986) 

Wolff (1986) 

Miller, c. (1987) 

Fast and Gordon (1989) 

Oberhaus (1989) 

Small (1990) 

Stonum (1990) 

Oberhaus (1990) 

1844, p. 127n5 

1844 (1841), p. 46 

1849 f p. 276n23 

1844 (1828/1841), p. 105-6 

1828, p. 562fn34 

1844, p. 154 

1844 (1841/1845), p. 16 

1848, p. 120 
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