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“Hope” is the thing with feathers –

That perches in the soul –

And sings the tune without the words –

And never stops –at all –

And sweetest –in the Gale –is heard –

And sore must be the storm –

That could abash the little Bird

That kept so many warm –

I’ve heard it in the chillest land –

And on the strangest Sea –

Yet –never –in Extremity,

It asked a crumb –of me.

Dickinson’s use of the word “thing” is worth thinking about. She employs it, according to the Emily Dickinson Lexicon, 115 different times and with seven distinguishable meanings. For our purpose here, it is enough to say that it is her single largest mental category, which can embrace named and unnamed acts, creatures, concepts, occasions, and so on. It is as though she begins each inquiry with the general question, “What sort  of thing is this?” and then goes on to categorize it more minutely: a major thing or a  minor thing, a present thing or an absent thing, a live thing or a dead thing—the word suits all subdivisions. However, because it is neutral (in age, sex, status, location),  “thing” is also a peculiarly bloodless word, reducing all nouns subsumed in it to inspectable-at-arm’s-length objects. Dickinson’s relentlessly intellectual demand that experience be classified and defined leads to her inclination to place acts and feelings first under the rubric “thing,” and then to track the “thing” back to specificity through various inner questions.

The first move she makes here, in wishing to describe the implications of the word “Hope”—which she puts in quotation marks to show us she is in tending mention, not use—is to think of its aspiring nature: it has wings. “Hope” is “the thing with feathers.” Only one “thing” has feathers: a bird. Why doesn’t she simply say, “‘Hope’ is a bird”? After all, she does say so in the second stanza, calling it “the little Bird.” But she is able to use the definite article there (instead of saying “a little Bird”) precisely because she has already sketched it out, in her non-naming first stanza. The non-naming rhetoric makes a faux riddle of Hope’s species, prolonged from “the thing with feathers” to the “thing’s” location (in the soul), to its form of expression (a melody without words), and to a temporal extension (it never stops). The riddle-defining persists even in the two lines which introduce the second stanza. “The thing” sings both in Calm and in Gale (of course, since it never stops at all), but its voice, always sweet, is “sweetest” in the Gale. Superlatives are Dickinson’s highest form of praise; and we now see the howling storm sweetened for the hapless sailor by the “thing” singing to him not just any song, but its sweetest song.

It is only with the foreboding thought—“But is there some Storm so sore that it can silence that song?”—that Dickinson can introduce “the little Bird.” “Abash” means “to destroy the self-possession or confidence” of someone, and by admitting that Hope’s persistence may not survive some killing Gale, the poem takes on the problem lurking in its former confident assertion concerning Hope: that it “never stops –at all.” “How do you know that?”asks that part of the mind that William Blake named the “Idiot Questioner” (not an “idiot” at all, since the Questioner goes straight, as always, to the most dubious premise of the argument, indefensible here because life is not yet over and thus one can’t say whether Hope persists forever). All the poet can do is retort with the history of Hope—it kept so many warm in the past—and reiterate her own  experience of its omnipresence, whether in the Arctic land of depression or disappointment, or on the “strangest Sea” of uncharted isolation. Abandoning the question of whether one can claim that Hope “never stops –at all -”,Dickinson sketches its sublime offer to exempt her from conventional reciprocity: it remains under her roof whether or not she ever repays it for its sustenance. Even “in Extremity”—when she asks the most of it—it never asks anything back, not even a crumb. In such a closing, Dickinson accompanies gratitude with irony: Can the power she claims for it exist in a “thing” that lives on air alone? (Hamlet to Claudius, Act 3, scene 2: “I eat the air, promise-crammed.”)

The antithetical rhyming in “storm” and “warm” emphasizes the paradoxical (but uncertain) power of Hope’s tune. The interesting thing about Hope’s melody (probably derived from Keats’s similar reflection on the nightingale) is that it is pure abstraction, applicable to anything at all. The song of Keats’s nightingale is now an “ecstasy,” now a “requiem,” depending on what the poet is thinking about or how he is feeling. The abstract syntax of music—expressing emotion without recourse to ideational language—is the envy of poets, who must construct a new set of relations among words already long in use, hoary with past meanings. That effort by poets can be thought of as a purification of tribal language (Mallarmé, “Le Tombeau d’Edgar Poe”: “donner un sens plus pur aux mots de la tribu”) or, conversely, as adding a further encrustation upon common usage (Stevens, “Two Illustrations That the World Is What You Make of It”: “Speech is not dirty silence / Clarified. It is silence made still dirtier”). Dickinson, after beginning the poem with a reversed first foot in order to emphasize the concept (“Hope”) that she means to define, reverts to pure iambs in every foot of all remaining lines, exemplifying the even continuo of Hope’s song through time.
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