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Pellets of Shape:

Emily Dickinson’s Laboratory of Words

Banish Air from Air —

Divide Light if you dare —

They’ll meet

While Cubes in a Drop

Or Pellets of Shape

Fit

Films cannot annul

Odors return whole

Force Flame

And with a Blonde push

Over your impotence

Flits Steam.


(Franklin, 963; Johnson 854)


As so often happens, I am at first baffled by what Harold Bloom calls Emily Dickinson’s “startling intellectual complexity” (291). Bloom says that she begins by unnaming, and then unpacks the trope; she systematically reorganizes language and thought. As a painter and art-maker, my job is to see familiar things anew. Maybe this poem appeals to me because I sense that the poet is working to the same ends.


In the first line, she proposes to “banish air from air,” a physical impossibility in a Newtonian universe. My mind’s eye sees this as a scientific experiment of meticulous complexity, a kind of splitting apart of matter at its most fundamental level. In Rebecca Patterson’s Emily Dickinson’s Imagery I find affirmation for the scientific metaphor, then Patterson loses me with a leap from science to passion:


An 1864 poem, so clotted with scientific metaphors as to be almost unreadable, dares 
one to “Banish Air from Air” or to “Divide Light or “Odors,” affirming an allusion to 
molecular attraction or crystalline structure, the whole of this confused figure being 
doubtless intended to describe the properties of a love indivisible and indestructible. 
And when this love is forced, as by a flame, it only changes into a more active and 
powerful form’ with a ‘Blonde push/Over your impotence,’ it flashes into ‘Steam.’ (103)


I differ from Patterson’s conclusion that the poem is “doubtless” an allusion to the properties of love; instead, I find Dickinson’s supposedly “confused” figure to be a dead-on accurate description of actions possible only in the laboratory of a modern nuclear physicist. Here, Emily’s project is science, not a meditation on secret love or sublimated sexuality. She frequently used science as metaphor: as Fred White puts it, “to perform, in effect, experiments in language” (online). Following this thread, I propose that the entire poem refers to a separation of words from conventional meaning. The feeling here is one of profound excitement: to “divide light” is “daring”; to isolate a word from its matrix of meaning is revolutionary in the context of Emily’s time and place. Saussure pointed out that although a word might sound the same to any listener, the meaning of that word is different for each one of us who hears it. Emily’s intuition told her that, as a poet, her job was to dissolve, peel, and burn each word away from its meaning in order to reassign it for her own use. She will do this by applying her own version of the scientific method. 


In the first two lines, she lays plans to separate air from air, and to divide light. She applies Einstein’s vision, for what is dividing light but splitting the atom? As a schoolgirl, Emily Dickinson studied science; we see the influence of science throughout her poetry, as she puts her knowledge of the physical world through the filter of her imagination. The poet sets out to conduct a bold, secret, and possibly dangerous experiment to see if she can transcend, “flit over,” her own creative impotence and the monolith of tradition. What takes place here has nothing to do with the possibilities of a “normal physics”; this is about finding her own meta-physics.


Emily’s matrix, out of which her words will first be defined and then reassigned, was the world of the Puritan tradition, a strict ordering of family, church, manners, codified religion and culture, held together by a structure of language and meaning as dense and pervasive as the bricks with which her father’s house was built. Yet she was not alone; subversive forces at work in the New England of her day included Eastern religious thought in the works of Emerson, Hawthorne’s gothic ironies, Melville’s nihilistic White Whale—and Dickinson’s deconstruction of language. Far from being a confused allusion to the properties of love, this poem states with great emphasis that her work involves nothing less than the creation of a completely new language, beginning with “dismantle-ment” of the old.


With typical Dickinson speed and efficiency, the first part of the experiment is done in two lines. Then she tells us “They’ll meet,” in some in-between place—the inside of an alchemical vessel? Divided Light meets Banished Air, and the natural properties of matter are altered:


Cubes in a drop


Or Pellets of Shape


Fit


The word Fit stands alone at the very center of the poem. In her laboratory she has created Pellets of Shape that Fit. In Emily’s day, pellet was a common term for ammunition (today we would most likely call it buckshot). A pellet would be an image of great and specific power, an object that could be aimed and fired for pinpoint accuracy. In her poems, which are at times compressed almost to the level of Morse code, pellets are tiny, lethal words, words that can cut through walls of tradition, exploding on contact with the reader’s understanding. In her laboratory of words, Emily Dickinson has made bullets.


In a new phase of the experiment, I imagine the poet operating the tools of an alchemist’s laboratory. A kind of sludge is boiled away, and as the smoke of chemical reaction clears (“Films cannot annul”), we see cube-shaped objects packed within crystal drops. Moving beyond her individual word-pellets, she proposes cubes-in-a-drop as a metaphor for densely packed meaning held together in a compact phrase. In splitting the raw material of language by using the tools of imagination she has discovered a strange new world, one where cubes in a drop suddenly


Fit


She has the hang of it: the poet/alchemist operates the cooker, adjusts the heat. “Odors return whole”; her mixture is new but stable, its original components intact, however enhanced.


Now she is ready to “Force Flame.” She adds a bit of fuel—gives the mixture a Blonde push—and a yellow flame springs from blue at the base. Fire bursts forth, asserts itself; an inner fire, sensual and intimate, lights up the poet’s internal laboratory. No longer impotent, she is gravid with words. The blonde push is her own generative power, the interior motive force of the Feminine, operating in secret.
 Words as raw material might be as flitting steam, but Emily has learned to transmute them into pellets of power.


At the beginning of this poem, the poet is impotent
 but daring; alone in her laboratory she objectifies language into matter, a substance both dense and volatile. Now, after great struggle, the words are no longer historical abstractions: they are hers, and they Fit—into lines/stanzas/poems as explosive, dense, and as packed with information as an atom. 


She has cooked the language, forced the flame, split the common locutions of the surrounding world. She has taken the words of Webster, the King James Version, and the Protestant Hymnal and freed them from matter, substance, and culture. When she raises the heat, she can charge a poem with kinetic energy: ready, aim, fire. Created anew by the poet’s alchemy, her words travel through time/space into the future, just as she planned. She has brought her ideas through from the inchoate world into this world, and now each of her great poems is a shape of pure gold.
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� In French, blond is the masculine form for the word for “fair, light-haired”; blonde is the feminine form.


� Student of Emily Dickinson’s poetry know that she had no problem bending gender; she would therefore have had no problem imputing the properties of “impotence” or “potency” to a metaphor of Feminine power.





