Reflection: “We perish—tho’ We reign—"

By Nicholas Ruddick

le speaker In Dickinson's poetry frequently refers to

herself as a queen or empress. Sometimes she does

so self-mockingly, as if to say: "I am a drama queen
to think this way”; sometimes she seems in deadly earnest:
"As Christ suffered beyond all men, so I beyond all women”
One of her greatest poems, (Fr693) “Like Eyes that looked
on Wastes —" draws widely from her oenvre’s explorations
of queenship, following the thread deep into the labyrinth
of female, and human, ego-psychology.

Like Eves that looked ob Wastog-—
Incredulous of Qught

But Blank—and steady Wildernesg.
Diversified by Nighte—

Just Inflnites of Nought-——

As faras It could see—

So tooked the face I looked opon——
So looked Itself==on M=

I offered it no Help——

Because the Cause was Ming=-
The Miscry a Compact

As hopeless—as diving=—

Neither—would be absolved-—
Neither would be a Queen
Without the Other—-Therefore—
We perish=tho” We relgn—

The most significant literary analogy Dickinson draws
on In (Fr693) is Shakespearean, suggesting the scale of the
poet's queenly ambition. In Hamlet, the Prince (who is a
king-in-waiting) contemplates death as an adversary who,
though aften embodied as Other, actually dwells in him-
self, and can be invoked by the self-application of nothing
more welghty than a "bare bodkin™ The play's most lconie
moment ls one in which Hamlet holds before his own face
Yorick's skull and addresses it as though the court jester
were alive and present. In contrast, the profound negatla-
tions between the poet of (Fr693] and death take place, not
in an open grave, but in front of that most domestic of ob-
jects, the looking-glass, a location te which the female poet
is daily drawn to minister to Self as though it were Other.
(Fr693) 13 hoth about an internal state (depression] and
external reality (the cosmic void). This thematie duality is
suggested by the double meaning of the verb “to look™: (1)
to seem from an external perspective, as ln the phrase, “she
looked heavenly”; and (2) to behold, or direct the eyes out-
wards, as I “she looked heavenwards”, The poct, looking at
herself in the mirrar, ks struck by the expression on the face
afthe Other (her reflection). The cyes of this Other look as if

they are haunted by hopelessness at having beheld terres-
trial nature as a localized reflecton of the cosmlc infinitles
of nothingness revealed by a telescope. But Self can offer
Other no atleviation of her despalr: the pair are, after all, not
merely conjoined but identical. For them, to look and to see
constitute twa perspectives on the same act.

However, Self and Other together are queenly. The re-
lationship between them s a “Compact” In which Self ac-
knowledges the apparent Other as Sell. It would be proba-
bly less stressful for Self to project her alienation externally
onto exalted or villlod others (as is the case with most vell-
glons). Yet while the agreement between Self and Other may
intensify despalr, it is also a soverelgn act of accepting a hard
existentlal truth, and as such it is "divine” because true sa-
credness, power, and Immortality can only be achieved via
the aspiration to self-soverelgnty. The poet Is a "Queen”—a
relgning woman, a great female poet—because of the sover-
elgnty implicit in her recognition of Other as Self, of ather-
ness {n herself, There Is no eternal life: Sell and Other will
perish equally and simultancously. But after death, the poet,
who uses the "royal we” to signify that she is both Self and
Other, will continue to reign, because of the poetry that she
has made of her insight into the difficult truth of existence.

What fasclnates me teday about Dickinson is her philo-
sophlcal position as a poet working In the Immedlate after-
math of the Darwinian revelution. Moest of her American
contemporaries resisted the new naturallstic worldview or
tempered it with some sort of Emersonian transcendental-
fsm. But Dickinsen didn’t. She accepted Darwinism’s hard
insights into the unimpertance of human life in the cosmic
order. It seems to me that she also accepted one of its major
consequences: that God, angels, and demons were human
creations, Others born of the Self then factitiously granted
an independent existence to give our lives a so-called spiri-
tual meaning. Dickinson looked the abyss in the face every
time she looked in the mirror. She was able to endure be-
cause she knew how good she was, Her flesh would perish,
but as queen among the poets, her ward would reign for-
over.
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