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“Does form envelop everything? 
Can a thought hear itself see?” 

   —Susan Howe (preface) 

 

 

 

 

The Gorgeous Nothings, a new hardcover book from New Directions Press, 
presents full-color facsimile images of Emily Dickinson’s “envelope 
poems.” The incredibly influential 19th-century American poet wrote fifty-
two poems on household envelopes that she had unfolded and often cut 
into new, scrap-like shapes.  

 



Until the publication of The Gorgeous Nothings in 2016, the original 
envelopes could only be viewed on special collections in the library in 
Amherst, Dickinson’s hometown. This book is designed to honor and 
admire these poems, which may otherwise be considered an auxiliary, 
overlooked part of Dickinson’s canon. The contents also include a preface 
and two critical essays by renowned Dickinson scholars. These added 
readings, which comment on Dickinson’s process and poetics, suggest that 
the readership of this book goes beyond the general reader and Dickinson 
fan, and highlights its utility to the detail-oriented literary scholar. 

I am interested in analyzing the visual design of this book mostly because 
I find it so aesthetically pleasing. In fact, I first bought the book because it 
was so appealing to read and touch, not because of a specific interest in 
Dickinson. 

Assessing every visual dimension of this 3-d, interactive object is beyond 
the scope of this project, so I will focus my visual analysis on three design 
elements that contribute to the calm and contemplative experience found 
in the pages of this book:  

1  ALIGNMENT/NEGATIVE SPACE 

2  TYPEFACE 

3 PAPER QUALITY 

These three dimensions concern primarily the cover and fifty-two 
envelope poems, and are less pertinent to the pages of text that comprise 
the prose essays (these can be covered in an extended analysis). 

 

 

 

1  ALIGNMENT/NEGATIVE SPACE 

 

Transcribed writing (left) facing the original facsimile (right) 



As the image above shows, each envelope facsimile is given its own page, 
and stands out despite its muted true colors against the white background. 
The transcription is presented on the facing page, but on a much smaller 
scale (the envelope itself is “true to life” size). The relative size of these two 
elements foregrounds the visual elements of the envelopes themselves – 
Dickinson’s handwriting, the creases of the paper, the edges, and the color 
of the paper. The transcription itself, which is black and white and subdued, 
draws far less attention to itself, although it provides a valuable resource 
for readers who find Dickinson’s handwriting illegible.  

 

Full color facsimile of scrap “A 843” 

Also striking is the generous amount of white or negative space present 
throughout this book. The predominant feature, area-wise, in this book 
actually appears to be white, blank paper. The negative space accomplishes 
several design goals in addition to allowing the envelopes to “pop” off the 
page in surprising relief — First, it provides a museum- or gallery-like 
experience, wherein the piece of art or the artifact often stands alone or is 
hung in a clean white space. Secondly, it suggests that the book is high-end, 
and that the publisher was not eager to fill every inch of paper in order to 
minimize printing costs. And finally, it allows the impact of Dickinson’s art 
to “linger” in the reader’s mind. This permits the uncluttered, tranquil, 
thoughtful experience that often accompanies the reading of poetry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2  TYPEFACE 

 

 
Transcription of scrap  “A 843” 

The highly legible, sans-serif typeface used in the transcriptions (above), 
wherein letters are spaced quite far apart, provides a functional contrast 
to Dickinson’s messy, curvy handwriting. The transcriptions lay out the 
words and lines exactly as they are positioned on the envelope, and reveal 
the visual structure of the poems in a more easily-interpreted manner. The 
presence of these transcriptions suggests that the book is intended 
partially for the use of academics and scholars who have an interest in the 
minute material particulars of Dickinson’s work, especially in light of the 
theory that she used the shape of the envelopes and scraps in meaningful 
ways to affect the meaning of the poems written on them.  

The use of sans-serif typeface lends a non-stylized, non-pretentious 
quality to the transcriptions, which counterbalances the museum-like 
presentation of the envelopes. Like the ample use of negative space, it also 
provides a sense of cleanness and respite from the somewhat messy 
envelope writings. When reading the transcriptions, the reader’s focus, 
through clean and simple typeface, is on the content of the poems, rather 
than on the visual qualities of the material on which Dickinson wrote the 
poems. The basic lines of the letters allow just the power of the language 
to stand out.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2  PAPER 

Finally, the third, and in a sense the most fundamental, design element 
that elevates this book to the level of an artifact in and of itself is the quality 
of the paper that it’s printed on. Paper forms the essence of any book’s 
physical materiality, and is the definitional quality distinguishing it from 
digital formats which are becoming the predominant way of sharing 
written or visual work.  

 

 

The Gorgeous Nothings is printed on medium-weight, acid-free matte 
paper. One effect of this is to mimic the quality of the envelopes and 
stationary that were available in Dickinson’s 19th century America. 
Because glossy paper did not exist in her era, the matte paper makes the 
facsimiles that much more realistic-seeming and “of the time.” The paper 
also feels fragile and precious, and more easy to tear or stain than glossy, 
plastic-covered paper. Matte paper also results in lower contrast text, 
which is evident in the transcriptions (but not in the original facsimiles, 
which are full-color images). The weight and thickness of the paper 
suggests again that the book is expensive or precious, which encourages 
readers to handle the book itself like an “artifact,” much like they would 
handle the actual envelopes. 

Overall, the use of negative space and alignment of visual elements, 
typeface, and quality of paper combine to create an extraordinary space 
for the presentation of art, history, and text. The Gorgeous Nothings is 
both an artifact and archive, and a valuable resource for the lover of poetry. 

 

 


