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On Friday, August 8th, I was part of an Institute that presented papers on current scholarship on 
the poet Emily Dickinson.  For my paper, Emily Dickinson and (Her) Contemporary Women 
Writers, I read through issues of the Atlantic Monthly magazine between the years 1860 to 1870 
in an attempt to show how Dickinson was not only aware of the popular women writers of her 
day, but also how she used their fiction as a springboard for her own writing.  My paper had been 
selected from other proposals on similar topics to be presented in a group setting with four other 
presenters during the annual Emily Dickinson International Conference held in Amherst, 
Massachusetts from August 8th through 10th.  After the papers were read, they were then 
discussed by the other members of the group.  In addition to the presenters, several well known 
Dickinson scholars were present, and they too commented on the content of each paper. 

 

The Institute provided a comfortable critical atmosphere in which to exchange ideas and explore 
new directions.  The participants came from all parts of the world: in our group alone, there was 
a young lady from Holland as well as one from Ottowa, Canada.  The Institute format was 
encouraging and conducive to further thinking about Dickinson and the question of influence.  
For my presentation, I used three well known 19th century writers: Rose Terry Cooke, Harriet 
Prescott Spofford, and Rebecca Harding Davis.  Each of these writers wrote prolifically for the 
popular publications of the day, especially the Atlantic Monthly. Since Dickinson was reclusive, 
reading was an important source of mental stimulation for her.  She not only read these writers’ 
stories, but often commented on them in her letters to others, thus proving that she was aware of 
the contemporary fiction and sensitive to the imagery, ideas, characterizations present in them. 

 

I chose several Dickinson poems in which there were echoes of these women’s writings. In my 
paper, I tried to demonstrate that 1) Dickinson was part of a current of ideas; that although she 
did not physically meet with these women, she was part of an ongoing community of women 
writers; that 2) Dickinson’s creative process often drew inspiration from others’ ideas without 
plagiarizing or copying them; and that 3) Dickinson’s was a unique voice that could transform 
ideas and make them distinctly her own. 

Overall, the conference was very informative, highlighting what other scholars are doing in 
Dickinson studies.  Many ideas were exchanged in our session, but also throughout the weekend.  
One of the most exciting exchanges took place on the last day of the conference when more than  



thirty  members participated in a “Research Forum,” sharing their current and future projects.  
Some were writing children’s books; others were documenting the musical settings of 
Dickinson’s poems, while still others were examining Dickinson’s connection to the 
Transcendental movement and/or philosophy All in all, I gained new insight as well as renewed 
enthusiasm for  Dickinson studies.  My American Literature survey course will also benefit from 
this conference since I will be able to bring up-to-date  information to the classroom on Emily 
Dickinson, who plays such an important role in 19th and 20th century literature. It is my intention 
to continue to explore and pursue my work with this poet who has been such an integral part of 
my academic career. I am grateful for any support that the Center of Teaching Excellence can 
provide to further faculty professional development. 

 

Respectfully submitted on August 19, 2014 by Maryanne Garbowsky in fulfillment of my 
“share” for the mini-grant.	  


