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The Likeness of E1nily ·Dickinson 

D URING the sixty-one years 
,vbich 11a ve e1 a psed sine e the 
death oft Emi1 y D icki nsont 

various attempts have been made to 
convey jn pic"ture something of the 
po ee s elusive charm to ,v hich con~ 
temporaries bore witness. These at-
tempts have led to some con£ usion 
regarding her likeness, and P .rof essor 
G. F. vVhicher has humorously re-
f erred to one of them, at leas½ as a 
11:synt he tic cff ort. t 

The brief list 1 of these attempts at 
portrairure includes: 

r. OH pain ting of the chi1 dren of 
Ed,vard Dickinson, E1nilyt Austin, and 
Lav.inia1 done shortly before 1840, pos-
sib 1y by O.. A. Bu11ard, an itinerant 
artist ,v ho painted several portraits of 
Amherst people at this titne. This 
painting was rep rod uc e d as the f ron tis-
piece to E111ily Dickinson Face to 
Fate, by the poet's niece, l\iarthu 
Dickinson Bia nc h~ I 9 3 2, 

1. Silhouette dra,vn by Charles 
Tcn1ple, 'a. native of Smyrna/ 1845. 
Temp1e, born in Malt~ taught French 
in Amherst Academy i 84 3-44. The 
siJhouette was published in Ancestors' 
Brocades~ by Millicent Todd Ilingham1 

1945· 
3. Daguerreotype ta ken about 184 7. 

Emily being about seventeen {Plate 
Ia) . This 1 the one au then tic -likeness 1 

,vas first publis~cd by Mrs. Todd a.s 
the f rontispic ce for Letters of E111i l y 
Dickinson, ne\v a.nd enlarged editiont 
19 31. A better repro du~ tion of the 
daguerreotype, first appearing in the 

'Based in_ pan: on -a typescript compil:a.-
tion by Professor 'Whichcr which he has 
kindly ma de av-aifo.ble. 

third printing of tlus editio was also 
. used by Professor Whicher in Thi$ 
Was a Poet,: 1938. 

4. Composite sketch. prepared in 
l893 by A .. \:V. Elson & Co., Boston, 
'merely to shew the arrangement of 
the hair/ as a preliminary to the de-
velopment of a satisfactory (lik oness1 

for the projected first c.d i ti.on of the 
Letters. Th.is first sketch was based on 
the dagllerreotype (No. 3) and a 
daguerreotype of a cousin, the latter 
to provide a more pl easing hair ar~ 
rangem en t, It \vas at first planned to 
proceed from this sketch to a. finished 
p ortrai~ with the :1 dmixture of ele-
ments from the oil painting (No. 1 ), 

but such a portra.i t ,va.s u1tim a tely 
aua ndoned as proinisin g Ji tt1 e Ii kel i-
ho od of success, and the lchild por-
trai e ( N Or 5) alone used in the edition. 
The composite sketch is reproduced 
.in Ancestor l Rroca des, with a. f uH 
account of the struggles over the prob-
lem of a likeness to ace om pan y the 
Letters. 

5. !he {child portrait/ derived ... \ __ 
from No . . 1 by A. W. Elson & Co. 1 

and used as the frontispi cc e for Letters 
of E111iJ y Dickinson'} cdi red by Mab e1 
Loomis Todd, 1894. 

6. Re ton ched vcrs ion of the da-
guerreotype, executed by the minia-
ture painter Laura C. HH ls for La vin.ie 
Dickinson in 1897. The publication 
of the Letters in 18 94 had not put an 
end to Lavinia1s search for a saris-
factory likeness of her sister. At I east 
three stages of this retouching are now , 
kno\vnt the first two of which have 
only recen t1y come to ligh~~ I? ho to-
graphic pdnts representing all three 
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Notes 2 49 
s ts.ge.s, · a negative of the first stage, 
and a negative taken from the orj ginal 
daguerreotype have b cen placed .in the 
Harvard CoUege Library. The first 
and third stages are reproduced here, 
both for the first time~ as Plate lb a.nd 
le. 

7. Painted miniature, apparently 
derived from the final stage of the re-
touched daguerreotyp et first pub-
lished as the frontispiece of Life and 
Letters of Emily Di ckinso-nt by Mar-
tha D jckinson Bianchlt 19 24, and re-
pro dnced several times thereafter in 
publications of 1\1:adamc Bianchi. This 
miniature ,vas shown at the Centenary 
Celebration of the poet's birth held at 
Yale University in 19 3 o. 

The story of the 'development' of 
the retouched da gnerrcotypc, -~nd its 
relation to the painted miniatur~ 
seems not without interest. In this de-
vclopmcn½ Gertrude I\.1.~ Gravesi 
cousin of Emily and Luvinia) and sister 
of the wdter t played the part of inter-
medfa.ry, as ,vill be set forth below. 

It was in the fall of 1 896, ten years 
after Emil yts dea.thi and six years 
af tcr the first cdi tion of her poems 
had been published I that La vi nia Dick-
inson braved the unknown and ac-
cepted an j n vi tation to v:i sit the fa m-
il y of her cousin John Graves in Bos-
ton; preparing for jmmediatc retreat, 
she told us af cenvards., to i1 aggie and 
home, (if she did not like her cousins.' 
Her fund of am.using stories) her dar-
ing, qua int, and witty turns of s p ecch, 
her keen observation and zest gave 
her hosts unqualified enj oym en t d ur-
ing the few days that she spent under 
their roof, and sincerest regret ,vhen 
her vjsit ended. 

During those da. ys in Il oston she 
spoke, with deep concern· about the 
lack of a fitting likeness of Emily, 

jncreasingly demanded by both pub-
lishers and readers of her poetry, and -
decried the unlikeness of the da guer-
reotype which,. though con.strained 
and severe, was their only 'mould' of 
her) to use Emily's phrase. Calling at-
ten ti on to her o,vn abundant dark 
tresses! parted and looped over her 
ears, con verging again j n a. bow-knot 
eff cct a. t the back of her headt she ex .. 
plained, cEmil y and I always wore our 
hair this ,va y b eca. use it was the way 
El i1.abeth Ba rrctt BroVllling did.' And 
,ve kno,v from EmHyis own descrip-
tion of herself, in replr to l\1r Hig-
g j nson ts requ cs t for her 'portrait.,"' the. t 
her hair was ~b o1 di like the chestnut 
burr l which hardly describes the plas-
tered sty le of that ear 1 y picture. So 
Lavinia ,v ondered if -an artist might 
not be able to soften the rigid ou tlincs 
of hair arrangement and nee k line. 

\Vith L1tvin.ia's conscn~ Gertrude 
Graves sought the aid of Ln ura Hills, 
tl1c miniature pa inter1 and persuaded 
her tO--retouch a photograph made 
from the orjginal daguerreotype. 
With care not to el ter the face) Miss 
Hills 'revh ed1' according to Lavinia ~s 
directions, the hair and dress. Th:it 
first "revision/ having but recently 
come to light among my sistees papc~ 
is reproduced as Pia te lb. The reason 
why it was discarded may per haps 
be found in the f ollo,ving story told 
to Prof cssor Whicher by the late 
Ad~le ·Allen, one of Lnvjnia's close 
friends" About tl1c time that Miss 
Hi11s undertook the work of c.revision 1 

there -appeared jn the Centnry A1aga-
zine, April 1897, an e.rcicle entitled 
• 0 ld Georgeta ,vn, a Social Panoran1at' 
by John Williamson Palmer, ,vhich 
contained a reproduction ( Plate Id) 
of a beautiful miniature of Mrs Lloyd 
Rogers, granddaughter of Martha 
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Washington1 in w horn Lavinia 1nay 
have detected a resemblance to Emily. 
Doubtless· the ·Dickinson pride had 
been kind 1 ed to the flaming point by 
the il]-ad vised efforts on the part of 
certain p re.ss ,v rjters of that time to 
heighten the sensation of discovering 
a ne,v po et by representing her is a 
country girl and a reelusc 1 depriycd 
of even ordinary ed ucatio~al ad van-
t1ges and cu 1 tnrc. So it is not sur+' 
pdsi ng tha.t the hea u ty -and distinc-
tion of the 1n inin tnre of Mrs Rog ersi 
,vi th its fancied rcscm blanc c to E1nil y, 
brought to Lavinia's attention· at the 
very moment when Miss Hills ,vas re-
touching the print of the old daguer-
reotype., should have found instant re-
action jn Lavinia's d eterm.ination to 
present Emily to the ,vorld in wha.t 
she deem cd fitting attire. According 
to A1iss Ad~ie Allcnts story., Lavinia 
exclaimed, upon seeing tlu s copy of 
l\1rs Rogers 's miniature, 'That is the 
,va y I ,van t E1nil y to look! 1 

In a letter to Gertrude Gnt ves 
dated 1 1 May 18 97 she acknowledges 
receipt of the first 'revision' (Plate 
lb) in these ,vords., 'The picture is 
beyond my highest cxpecta ti ons. It 
really seems as- if Emily 1.vcre here,' 
and then goes on to say~ as if pron1p tcd 
by something at hand t 'I ,v ould like 
the picture a little en largcd if it can 
be and only the head and shoulders in 
sight. I am sorry there is nothing jn 
the 1-va y of lace to send you. I th.ink 
the artist ca.n create son1e fluffy finish 
for the neck. Perhaps a n1ffie half as 
high and not quite so full as Mrs. 
Rogers~ would be the thing.' 

Yet further evidence of the several 
steps taken jn creating Emily" s ruff 
may be seen in a photograph pasted 
on the fly leaf of a copy of her Poe-msi 
First Series 1 which belonged to my 

Slii ter. 2 It is a likeness of En1il y in 'a 
ruffi e half as high and not quite so 
full as •Mrs. Rogers'.' But that version, 
too, ,vas discarded and the accepted 
f onn (Plate le), when compared ,vith 
the CenHtry reproduction of the 
Rogers µiinia re, shows such striking 
resemblance in brush strokes and tex-
ture of th c ruff as to 1 eave little don bt 
that it ,vas the model suggested by 
La vini-a. for M 1 ss HiUs' s artistry. So the 
retouching ,vas completed the third 
time, and the resulting photograph 
,von Lavinia "s approva~ with the ex-
clamation, ~Emily has come hack to 
me.J 

The name of l\if.rs Henry Rogers 
CClara Doriat) has figured in con-
junction ,vjth Emily's ruff .. My sister 
had cherished from chi1dhood a photo-
graph of the singer as a young woman 
in evening dress. For some no,v for-
gotten reason~ I came to accept this 
photo graph as the origin of the ruff 
in Emil ys revised likeness. Mrs Bing-
ham, toot had received the same im-
pression.3 Study of the reproduction 
of the Rogers miniature, brought to 
my attention by Professor Whicher, 
has, ho,vever, convinced 1ne that I \vas 
mistaken. 

Madame Bianchi's Enzily Dickimon 
-Face to Face, published in 19321 con-
tains an elabora re f ootnote 1 pages 1 7 
and 1 8 ! regarding Emily, s portraits. In 
th is account the miniature (No~ 7) is 
confused ,vith the rctou ched dagu er-
.reo type (No. 6). The imp]ications 
arj sing fron1 this con£ usi on are so mis-
leading that I n1 ust clearly st.ate that 
tl1e part played by Gertrude Graves 
began and ended ,vith the fortunate 
enlistment of Miss HHis•s interest and 
ski 11 in the task of retouching a photo-

• Nov ... in the Harvard Cone ge Libr-ary. 
:11 Arnce1tQrs1 Bro cad es, p. 170, 
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graph ma.de from the old dagaerreo-
type - nothing more~ La. ura I--litls 
painted no mi niawre of Emily Dickin-
son. Th us the painting shown at the 
Centenary Exhibition at Yale Univcr-
si ty in J 9 3 o, though hardly dcscrvin g 
the epithet 'grorcsquc't applied to it by 
Mrs Bing ham, 4 yet ,v hen c areful1 y 
compared with the daguerreotype 
sho,vs a very different expression in 
eyes and mouth~ This difference leads 
one to wonder if another hand than 
that of Miss Hills may have painted 
it upon an enlarged photographic pdnt 
of 1\-1:iss Hills 's work. 

To c]arify my own recollections of 
this ma.tter I have corresponded with 
Miss HiHs~ In a letter dated New bury-
po~ 19 March 1946 i she says, 'In a. 
Jong life I have forgotten many 
thin~ but I remember vaguely re-
touching a daguerreotype because 
your sister Gertrude asked me to. 
WeH, I oughtn't to have done it. Was 
Emily fluffy? Did she ,vear ,vjde w hitc 
ruffles round her neck? Don 1 t you 
think yourself that she ought to ha vc 
been portrayed exaccly as she ,vas? t 
Then under the date of l\.1arch 21, 

'Please let us keep the pi cturcs [ of 
Emily] for a f e,v day~. Lizzie and I 
,re very excited over them, cspcciaU y 
the original with the Ji ttl e vcl vc t rib-
bon crossed over at the neck - this 
in spite of the fact that her sister 
La vjnia pref erred her less usevere. n , 

Again, under date of A1arch z6, 'I 
agr&:e "\vith you that the photograph 
of her in the simple tucker j s the 
"likelier. u J And on Aprj l 7 she ,vrote, 
'Yes~ I like the little crossed velvet 

" Ancestors' Brocadest p. 2 71 • 

one best. Wha tcver I \l 78S guilty of in 
"retouchingn b c sure I never touched 
her fa.cc .. ' 

On April I 6 she wrote, 'Ilea.ding 
Ancestori Brocades has been a strange 
and moving experience to me. Yon 
might say that the fine and capable 
writing of 1\1rs. Bingham js the last 
word in the exploitation of Emily 
Die kins on but· no~ - genius js inscru-
ta.bl e and writers ,vjll ,vri te ah out her 
until the end of time. . . .. It "\Vas a 
surprise on page 270 to come upon me: 
Mrs~ B ingha1n stared the case exactly 
and I am so g ra. teful to her. In another 
life I shall pa int a m iniaturc of Emily. 
In heaven j t ,vi] 1 he a perfect ]iken ess 
-or fr wouldn~t be heaven. It may 
not be Emily's idea of heaven to sit 
for me. Perhaps weJd better not pur-
sue the sn b j ect. If our 1 if e~ times had 
overlapped l ,vould have made her a 
pastel of hepaticas) jn their habit, as 
they lived.. She ,vould have liked 
them and ,vould not have had to peep 
out of her seclu sion.1 

No, 1\1iss Hills' s work was not syn-
thetic. It was sympathetic, and even 
a sHg ht toning do""Wn of the pa ttcrncd 
ta bl ec] oth in the d agn erre otyp e re-
le a ses the j n terest of Emil y,s hands, 
hands so sensitive, so jn character 1 that 
j t seems unf ortu na te that they ,vcrc 
made to give place to the more spec ... 
tacular ruff. But th~ likeness j n all 
revision st remains untouched, only the 
accessories ,vere altered; and Emily's 
eye$ - as she herself d escr ib ed thcmt 
~like the sherry in the glass that the 
guest leaves 1 - still cha11 eng e the 
world's attention. 

LoursE B. GRAVES 

1 

;, 
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