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Seeing and Hearing in Emily Dickinson’s Poetry

Akemi Matsumoto
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Abstract : This study examines the importance of seeing and hearing in Emily Dickinson’s
works. For Dickinson, both seeing and hearing are essential in terms of writing poems and
she particularly used sensory images related to these two senses in her poems in nature.
These sensory images, however, represent vital motifs depicting her soul in her poetry.
Dickinson, who at one point in her life suffered from an eyesight-related disease, depended
on her sense of hearing. Interestingly, “ear,” which performs the function of hearing, is men-
tioned often in her poems. This study discusses by comparing precise observation (seeing)
with straining one’s ears (hearing). Careful study of some of her poems on seeing as well
as hearing will enable us to grasp significant aspects of her creative process while compos-
ing the poems.
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I heard a Fly buzz—when I died—
The Stillness in the Room
Was like the Stillness in the Air—

Between the Heaves of Storm—

The Eyes around—had wrung them dry—
And Breaths were gathering firm
For that last Onset—when the King

Be witnessed—in the Room—

I willed my Keepsakes—Signed away
What portion of me be
Assignable—and then it was

There interposed a Fly—

With Blue—uncertain—stumbling Buzz—
Between the light—and me—

And then the Windows failed—and then

I could not see to see— (Fr 591)3
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And Mourners to and fro
Kept treading—treading—till it seemed
That Sense was breaking through—

And when they all were seated,
A Service, like a Drum—
Kept beating—beating—till I thought

My mind was going numb—

And then I heard them lift a Box
And creak across my Soul
With those same Boots of Lead, again,

Then Space—began to toll,

As all the Heavens were a Bell,
And Being, but an Ear,
And I, and Silence, some strange Race

Wrecked, solitary, here—

And then a Plank in Reason, broke,

And I dropped down, and down—

And hit a World, at every plunge,

And Finished knowing—then— (Fr 340)
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So safer—guess—with just my soul

Opon [Upon] the window pane

Where other creatures put their eyes—
Incautious—of the Sun— (Fr 336 B, stanza 5)
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I would not paint—a picture—
I’d rather be the One
It’s bright impossibility
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To dwell—delicious—on—

And wonder how the fingers feel
Whose rare—celestial—stir—
Evokes so sweet a torment—

Such sumptuous—Despair—

I would not talk, like Cornets—
I’d rather be the One

Raised softly to the Ceilings—
And out, and easy on—
Through Villages of Ether—
Myself endued Balloon

By but a lip of Metal—

The pier to my Pontoon—

Nor would I be a Poet—

It’s finer—Own the Ear—
Enamored—impotent—content—
The License to revere,

A privilege so awful

What would the Dower be,

Had I the Art to stun myself
With Bolts—of Melody! (Fr 348)
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The Spirit is the Conscious Ear—
We actually Hear

When We inspect—that’s audible—
That is admitted—Here—

For other Services—as Sound—
There hangs a smaller Ear

Outside the Castle—that Contain—
The other—only—Hear— (Fr 718)
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I heard, as if I had no Ear

Until a Vital Word

Came all the way from Life to me
And then I knew I heard—

I saw, as if my Eye were on
Another, till a Thing
And now I know ’twas Light, because

It fitted them, came in. (Fr 996, stanzas 1-2)
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To hear an Oriole sing
May be a common thing—

Or only a divine.

It is not of the Bird
Who sings the same, unheard,

As unto Crowd—

The Fashion of the Ear
Attireth that it hear

In Dun, or fair—

So whether it be Rune—
Or whether it be none

Is of within.

The “Tune is in the Tree—
The Skeptic—showeth me—
“No Sir! In Thee!” (Fr 402)
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“Nature” is what We see—
The Hill—the Afternoon—
Squirrel—Eclipse—the Bumble bee—

Nay—Nature is Heaven—

“Nature” is what We hear—
The Bobolink—the Sea—
Thunder—the Cricket—

Nay—Nature is Harmony—

“Nature” is what We know—
But have no Art to say—

So impotent our Wisdom is
To Her Sincerity— (Fr 721 B)
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To see her is a Picture—

To hear her is a Tune—

To know her, a disparagement of every other
Boon—

To know her not, Affliction—

To own her for a Friend

A warmth as near as if the Sun

Were shining in your Hand— (Fr 1597 D)
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