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Seamus Heaney, Denis Donoghue, William Pritchard, Marilyn Butler, Harold
Bloom, and many others have praised Helen Vendler as one of the most
attentive readers of poetry. Here, Vendler turns her illuminating skills as a critic
to 150 selected poems of Emily Dickinson. As she did in The Art of
Shakespeare’s Sonnets, she serves as an incomparable guide, considering both
stylistic and imaginative features of the poems.

In selecting these poems for commentary Vendler chooses to exhibit many
aspects of Dickinson’s work as a poet, “from her first-person poems to the poems
of grand abstraction, from her ecstatic verses to her unparalleled depictions of
emotional numbness, from her comic anecdotes to her painful poems of
aftermath.” Included here are many expected favorites as well as more complex
and less often anthologized poems. Taken together, Vendler’s selection reveals
Emily Dickinson’s development as a poet, her astonishing range, and her
revelation of what Wordsworth called “the history and science of feeling.”

In accompanying commentaries Vendler offers a deeper acquaintance with
Dickinson the writer, “the inventive conceiver and linguistic shaper of her
perennial themes.” All of Dickinson’s preoccupations—death, religion, love, the
natural world, the nature of thought—are explored here in detail, but Vendler
always takes care to emphasize the poet’s startling imagination and the ingenuity
of her linguistic invention. Whether exploring less familiar poems or favorites we
thought we knew, Vendler reveals Dickinson as “a master” of a revolutionary
verse-language of immediacy and power. Dickinson: Selected Poems and
Commentaries will be an indispensable reference work for students of Dickinson
and readers of lyric poetry.
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Seamus Heaney, Denis Donoghue, William Pritchard, Marilyn Butler, Harold Bloom, and many others have
praised Helen Vendler as one of the most attentive readers of poetry. Here, Vendler turns her illuminating
skills as a critic to 150 selected poems of Emily Dickinson. As she did in The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets,
she serves as an incomparable guide, considering both stylistic and imaginative features of the poems.

In selecting these poems for commentary Vendler chooses to exhibit many aspects of Dickinson’s work as a
poet, “from her first-person poems to the poems of grand abstraction, from her ecstatic verses to her
unparalleled depictions of emotional numbness, from her comic anecdotes to her painful poems of
aftermath.” Included here are many expected favorites as well as more complex and less often anthologized
poems. Taken together, Vendler’s selection reveals Emily Dickinson’s development as a poet, her
astonishing range, and her revelation of what Wordsworth called “the history and science of feeling.”

In accompanying commentaries Vendler offers a deeper acquaintance with Dickinson the writer, “the
inventive conceiver and linguistic shaper of her perennial themes.” All of Dickinson’s
preoccupations—death, religion, love, the natural world, the nature of thought—are explored here in detail,
but Vendler always takes care to emphasize the poet’s startling imagination and the ingenuity of her
linguistic invention. Whether exploring less familiar poems or favorites we thought we knew, Vendler
reveals Dickinson as “a master” of a revolutionary verse-language of immediacy and power. Dickinson:
Selected Poems and Commentaries will be an indispensable reference work for students of Dickinson and
readers of lyric poetry.
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Editorial Review

From Publishers Weekly
Starred Review. Vendler stands among America's most respected critics. This big book of informed,
sometimes witty, always thoughtful and determinedly accessible commentaries follows the model of
Vendler's The Art of Shakespeare's Sonnets; 150 poems by Emily Dickinson appear alongside essays
explaining how to read each one. Vendler (a professor at Harvard) explains Dickinson's intricate, fast-
changing metaphors, her emotional extremes, her metrical oddities, and her frequent dissent from organized
religion, "the unbeliever commenting on the deluded faithful." Contrary to stereotype, the Dickinson here is
less eccentric than deeply ambitious, unwilling to compromise in her search for the right words, the right
work of art, the right spirit of life: beneath one late, flirtatious poem's "mischievous play... lies the yearning
of the unique Dickinson for a natural companion resembling herself." The collection anticipates readers who
will open it up at random, read through at leisure, or else search for a specific poem: it may overwhelm those
who attempt to read it straight through. Yet that depth, that concentration on single poem after single poem,
is one source of its strength: riddling, idiosyncratic, sometimes coy, and extraordinarily intelligent,
Dickinson's poems respond almost ideally to the analysis Vendler is best equipped to give.
Copyright © Reed Business Information, a division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Review
The best close reader of poems to be found on the literary pages. (Seamus Heaney)

There is just no way of summarizing a critic as subtle and meticulous as [Vendler]. (Marilyn Butler)

Emily Dickinson is certainly never going to be an easy poet to understand, but her dense, poignant lyrics are
now a lot more accessible to ordinary readers thanks to Vendler's unravelings. If you're going to read
Dickinson, this "selected poems and commentary" is the place to start. (Michael Dirda Washington Post
2010-09-09)

Emily Dickinson is the sorcerer's stone. Her poetry contains, no, is, the most essential, passionate use of
English and the most essential, passionate connection between the English language and nature (our nature,
birds and bees nature, God's nature)...Dickinson's spare use of words are just the tip of her iceberg; the
waters below contain so many secrets that it truly helps to have a guide to the meter, the myth, the thread of
dreams. [And] if you're going to hire a guide, you may as well have the best, and Vendler is the best. (Susan
Salter Reynolds Los Angeles Times 2010-09-12)

This book takes 150 of [Emily Dickinson's] poems and devotes a two- or three-page chapter to each. If you
have a favorite poem, you look it up and Vendler will walk you through it as if you've never read it before.
It's like reading the poem in italics. (Billy Collins New York Post 2010-10-02)

Both casual readers and scholars of Dickinson alike will want to purchase it. (Stacy Russo Library Journal
2010-10-15)

If it's been a while since you last sat down with Dickinson, now is a great time: Helen Vendler's new book,
Dickinson: Selected Poems and Commentaries, is both an anthology (it contains 150 of Dickinson's nearly
1,800 poems) and an interpretive introduction, with a short essay following and explaining each poem.
Vendler is almost certainly the best poetry critic in America, and she's hit upon a great way of writing about
poetry. Reading each poem, followed by Vendler's commentary, it feels like you're in your own private
poetry class. (Josh Rothman Boston Globe 2010-10-25)



[A] superb and invigorating new selection of 150 poems and probing commentaries...The poet that Vendler
finds in these poems is an ambitious and sometimes magisterial artist of extraordinary range and verbal
control. Vendler's comprehensive reassessment of Dickinson's achievement seems to me the most
challenging new reading of Dickinson since the poet Adrienne Rich's remarkable essay "Vesuvius at Home"
(1975)...What Vendler, perhaps the most skilled and accomplished close reader of lyric poetry of her
generation, adds to this picture is a renewed attention to Dickinson's deliberate and consummate artistry,
along with a fresh way to read cryptic poems that may seem, superficially, to have little to do with the
"maelstrom" of human emotions. (Christopher Benfey New York Review of Books 2010-11-25)

The reigning doyenne of American poetry criticism is a close reader par excellence. [Vendler] loves her
favorite poets unstintingly. She seems to think and feel in their language--to think and feel through their
work, as through a membrane. Her Dickinson: Selected Poems and Commentaries plays exactly to her
strengths, as did her 1997 edition of Shakespeare's sonnets...What I like best about Vendler's Dickinson is its
can-do attitude. Yes, it assures the reader, the poem says what you think it says: trust your own eyes,
experience, and heart...She doesn't try to quash the mystery of the poems; she notes their ambiguities but by
and large leaves those to do their work--and leaves us closer to a canonical poet whom we are still only
coming to know. (Lorin Stein Harper's 2010-12-01)

Dickinson continues to entertain and enlighten me. Vendler manages to clarify and illuminate Dickinson's
poetry without oversimplifying the work of a complex mind. Her succinct but astute readings of Emily
Dickinson's poetry are little kernels of insight into a wickedly keen poetic mind. (Hillary Kelly New Republic
2010-12-22)

This year Helen Vendler published her own selection of Dickinson's verse along with astute commentary.
After reading Dickinson's fifty or seventy-five best poems you realize that few poets have written this many
poems of this much merit. Dickinson's manuscripts show that she left behind multiple variations on words
and phrases, sometimes as many as a dozen, without favoring a particular one. Vendler points out moments
when Dickinson wrote one word, only to bracket it and replace it with another. Not since Vendler's
meticulous commentary on Shakespeare's sonnets has a finer book of close-readings been published.
(Jeannie Vanasco Lapham's Quarterly 2010-12-29)

What Vendler did for Shakespeare's sonnets, she has done again for Dickinson's poems, demonstrating her
refined skill and rare gift for loving attentiveness. When our age of hurry and perspiration threatens close
reading, Vendler helps us slow down--way down until meter, word choice, punctuation, metaphors, tone, and
allusion matter. She deftly reveals that form is as much a carrier of meaning as content. (Christopher Benson
First Things 2010-12-21)

These commentaries on a selection of Dickinson's poems are best summed up in one word: brilliant. Skeptics
who might be inclined to question whether anyone has anything new to say about Dickinson's oeuvre nearly
125 years after her death will find that the answer to that question is a resounding yes. Vendler manages to
offer original, insightful observations about Dickinson's humor, her pain, her metaphysical abstractions, and
her syntactical inversions. (D. D. Knight Choice 2011-03-01)

Vendler's commentaries are enlightening and enjoyable revelations of Dickinson's often elusive meanings;
she is also a master of the technical and devotes consistent attention to the poet's metrical skills and
innovations. (Maurice Earls Dublin Review of Books 2011-03-01)

This new book is as meticulous as Vendler's commentary on Shakespeare's Sonnets (1997). As well as their
mysterious inner lives, these are poets who share an ability to compress the maximum force into the fewest
words. In Dickinson's case, her manuscripts show that she left behind multiple variations on words and
phrases, sometimes as many as a dozen, without any indication of favoring one over the others. She claimed
that her closest companion was her lexicon. (Jeannie Vanasco Times Literary Supplement 2011-05-13)



Helen Vendler provides clear commentary, uncluttered by fashionable and hyphenated literary theory, on
150 poems by one of the most enigmatic American poets. (Elizabeth Hoover Pittsburgh Post-Gazette
2011-04-24)

About the Author
Helen Vendler is A. Kingsley Porter University Professor at Harvard University.

Users Review

From reader reviews:

Jack Cluck:

Information is provisions for folks to get better life, information these days can get by anyone with
everywhere. The information can be a understanding or any news even a problem. What people must be
consider while those information which is in the former life are challenging to be find than now could be
taking seriously which one is acceptable to believe or which one the particular resource are convinced. If you
get the unstable resource then you have it as your main information it will have huge disadvantage for you.
All of those possibilities will not happen with you if you take Dickinson: Selected Poems and Commentaries
as the daily resource information.

Kimberly Williams:

Often the book Dickinson: Selected Poems and Commentaries will bring someone to the new experience of
reading a new book. The author style to spell out the idea is very unique. In case you try to find new book to
study, this book very appropriate to you. The book Dickinson: Selected Poems and Commentaries is much
recommended to you to learn. You can also get the e-book from your official web site, so you can more
easily to read the book.

Larry Witcher:

Spent a free time to be fun activity to complete! A lot of people spent their spare time with their family, or
their friends. Usually they accomplishing activity like watching television, planning to beach, or picnic
within the park. They actually doing same thing every week. Do you feel it? Do you need to something
different to fill your own free time/ holiday? Could possibly be reading a book could be option to fill your
totally free time/ holiday. The first thing that you ask may be what kinds of guide that you should read. If
you want to try look for book, may be the book untitled Dickinson: Selected Poems and Commentaries can
be fine book to read. May be it can be best activity to you.

Troy Kemp:

E-book is one of source of know-how. We can add our knowledge from it. Not only for students but also
native or citizen need book to know the revise information of year in order to year. As we know those books
have many advantages. Beside all of us add our knowledge, may also bring us to around the world. By the
book Dickinson: Selected Poems and Commentaries we can acquire more advantage. Don't one to be
creative people? Being creative person must love to read a book. Merely choose the best book that suited
with your aim. Don't always be doubt to change your life by this book Dickinson: Selected Poems and



Commentaries. You can more pleasing than now.
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