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Emily Dickinson’s and Elizabeth Bishop’s “Art’
Akemi Matsumoto
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Abstract : This paper considers two American poets, Emily Dickinson and Elizabeth Bishop, as well as the
motif of “Art” in their works. Dickinson’s background was markedly different from Bishop’s : the former
retreated into seclusion almost all her life and was devoted to writing poems, whereas the latter liked to
travel and mingled with all kinds of people. However, the two poets shared a commonality : they liked to
write and exchange letters. In fact, both poets left massive collection of letters, which have proven to be a
precious resource for contemporary researchers. Reading their poems, we find an interesting point in com-
mon, namely, the use of the word, “Art.” Therefore, it may be useful of to examine the meaning of “Art,”

as seen in the works of both these poets, and to study how Bishop was affected by Dickinson’s poems.
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I would not paint—a picture—
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I’d rather be the One

It’s bright impossibility

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 endues Balloon

By but a lip of Metal—

The pier to my Pontoon—

Nor would I be a Poet—

It’s fine—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! (F 348)%
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The Martyr Poets—did not tell—

But wrought their Pang in syllable—

That when their mortal name be numb—
Their mortal fate—encourage Some—

The Martyr Painters—never spoke—
Bequeathing—rather—to their Work—

That when their conscious fingers cease—
Some seek in Art—the Art of Peace— (F 665)
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The Spider as an Artist

Has never been employed—
Though his surpassing Merit
Is freely certified

By every Broom and Bridget
Throughout a Christian Land—
Neglected Son of Genius

I take thee by the Hand— (F 1373)
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“Nature” is what We know—
But have no Art to say—
So impotent our Wisdom is

To Her Sincerity— (F 721, stanza 3)
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A Thought went up my mind today—
That T have had before—
But did not finish—some way back—

I could not fix the Year—

Nor Where it went—nor why it came
The second time to me—
Nor definitely, what it was—

Have I the Art to say— (F 731, stanzas 1, 2)
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The art of losing isn’t hard to master ;
so many things seem filled with the intent

to be lost that their loss is no disaster.

Lose something every day. Accept the fluster
of lost door keys, the hour badly spent.

The art of losing isn’t hard to master.

Then practice losing farther, losing faster :
places, and names, and where it was you meant

to travel. None of these will bring disaster.

I lost my mother’s watch. And look! my last, or
next-to-last, of three loved houses went.

The art of losing isn’t hard to master.

I lost two cities, lovely ones. And, vaster,
some realms I owned, two rivers, a continent.

I miss them, but it wasn’t a disaster.

—Even losing you (the joking voice, a gesture

I love) I shan’t have lied. It’s evident

the art of losing’s not too hard to master

though it may look like (Write it!) like disaster.
(178)9
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About the size of an old-style dollar bill,

American or Canadian,

mostly the same whites, gray greens, and steel grays
—this little painting (a sketch for a larger one?)

has never earned any money in its life.

Useless and free, it has spent seventy years

as a minor family relic

handed along collaterally to owners

who looked at it sometimes, or didn’t bother to.
(176, 11.1-9)
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Our visions coincided— “visions” is

too serious a word—our looks, two looks :

art “copying from life” and life itself,

life and the memory of it so compressed
they’ve turned into each other. Which is which?
(177, 11.50-54)
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