
phillis wheatley poetry analysis
phillis wheatley poetry analysis offers a compelling exploration of the works of one of the earliest
African American poets and a notable figure in American literature. This analysis delves into
Wheatley’s unique poetic style, themes, and historical significance, highlighting her contributions to
both literature and social discourse during the 18th century. Understanding Phillis Wheatley’s poetry
requires an examination of her background as an enslaved woman who gained literary acclaim, and
how her works reflect the complexities of identity, religion, and freedom. This article provides a
detailed overview of her poetic techniques, thematic concerns, and the cultural context that shaped
her writing. By examining key poems and their literary devices, readers can appreciate the depth and
nuance of Phillis Wheatley’s voice. The following sections will guide readers through a structured
analysis of her poetry, enriching the understanding of her enduring legacy in American literary
history.

Historical Context and Biography
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Themes in Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry

Analysis of Key Poems

Impact and Legacy

Historical Context and Biography

Phillis Wheatley’s poetry cannot be fully understood without considering the historical context in
which she lived and wrote. Born in West Africa and enslaved as a child, Wheatley was brought to
Boston in 1761. She was purchased by the Wheatley family, who educated her and nurtured her
literary talents. During a period when literacy among African Americans was rare and often
suppressed, Wheatley’s education was exceptional and allowed her to produce poetry that gained
international recognition.

The sociopolitical climate of 18th-century America, marked by colonial tensions and debates on
slavery and freedom, heavily influenced her work. Wheatley’s status as an enslaved African woman
writing in English placed her at a unique intersection of race, class, and gender, which is reflected in
the themes and perspectives of her poetry.

Early Life and Education

Phillis Wheatley was likely born around 1753 in present-day Senegal or Gambia and was kidnapped
and enslaved at a young age. After arriving in Boston, she was named after the ship that brought her



and the family that enslaved her. The Wheatleys provided her with an education uncommon for
enslaved people, teaching her to read and write in English, Latin, and the Bible. This foundation
enabled her to compose poetry that adhered to the classical literary standards of the time.

Publishing Milestones

Wheatley’s first published poem appeared in 1767 when she was just a teenager. Her major
accomplishment came in 1773 with the publication of "Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and
Moral," the first book of poetry by an African American author. This publication was a significant
milestone, overcoming racial and social barriers, and was endorsed by prominent figures who
attested to her authorship and talent.

Poetic Style and Structure

Phillis Wheatley’s poetry is characterized by its adherence to neoclassical conventions, which were
dominant in 18th-century English literature. Her work frequently employs formal poetic structures
such as heroic couplets, strict meter, and rhyme schemes. This style reflects both her education and
the broader literary trends of the Enlightenment era, emphasizing reason, order, and decorum.

Use of Heroic Couplets

Wheatley often wrote in heroic couplets, which consist of rhymed pairs of iambic pentameter lines.
This form was popularized by poets like Alexander Pope and was associated with elevated and
moralistic themes. The use of heroic couplets allowed Wheatley to express complex ideas with clarity
and elegance, aligning her poetry with the classical tradition admired by her contemporaries.

Classical and Biblical Allusions

Her poetry is rich with allusions to classical mythology, Greco-Roman history, and biblical stories.
These references not only demonstrate her erudition but also serve to place her work within a
universal and timeless framework. Biblical themes in particular underscore her religious convictions
and often frame her reflections on morality, suffering, and redemption.

Themes in Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry

The thematic content of Phillis Wheatley’s poetry reveals the complexity of her identity and the social
issues of her time. Her works explore spirituality, freedom, race, and human dignity, often
intertwining these ideas to challenge prevailing prejudices and advocate for justice.



Religion and Spirituality

Religion is a central theme in Wheatley’s poetry. She frequently invokes Christian imagery and
theology, reflecting her deep religious faith. Her poems often portray a sense of divine providence
and hope, emphasizing spiritual salvation and the moral imperative to seek justice and mercy. This
religious lens provided a powerful platform to critique slavery and assert the humanity of African
Americans.

Freedom and Slavery

Wheatley’s poetry addresses the contradictions of slavery and freedom. While she sometimes used
the language and conventions of her time, which could appear acquiescent, she also subtly expressed
the desire for liberty and equality. Her work includes eloquent appeals against the injustice of
enslavement, making her an important voice in early abolitionist discourse.

Identity and Humanity

Phillis Wheatley’s poetry challenges the dehumanizing stereotypes of African Americans. Through her
dignified and learned verse, she asserts the intellectual and moral capacities of enslaved people. This
theme is essential to understanding her role as a pioneering African American poet who navigated the
complexities of identity in a racially divided society.

Analysis of Key Poems

Examining specific poems by Phillis Wheatley provides deeper insight into her poetic craftsmanship
and thematic concerns. The following examples highlight her skillful use of form, imagery, and
rhetoric.

"On Being Brought from Africa to America"

This poem is one of Wheatley’s most famous works and directly addresses her experience of
enslavement and conversion to Christianity. The poem’s tone is reflective and contains both
acknowledgment of her past suffering and an optimistic view of spiritual salvation. It subtly critiques
racial prejudice by affirming the equality of all souls before God.

"To His Excellency General Washington"

In this patriotic poem, Wheatley praises George Washington and the American revolutionary cause.



The poem combines classical allusions with a vision of liberty and divine favor. It reflects her
engagement with contemporary political events and her hope for a nation founded on principles of
freedom and justice.

"On Imagination"

This poem explores the power of the human imagination, a common Enlightenment theme. Wheatley
celebrates creative thought as a means of transcending earthly limitations and accessing higher
truths. The poem’s elaborate metaphors and balanced structure showcase her technical proficiency
and intellectual depth.

Impact and Legacy

Phillis Wheatley’s contributions extend beyond her poetry; she represents a significant figure in the
history of African American literature and American cultural heritage. Her success challenged
prevailing assumptions about race, intellect, and creativity in colonial America.

Breaking Barriers in Literature

As the first African American woman to publish a book of poetry, Wheatley paved the way for future
generations of Black writers. Her recognition by literary and political figures of her time affirmed her
place in the literary canon and advanced the cause of African American literary expression.

Influence on Abolitionism

Wheatley’s poetry subtly advanced abolitionist ideas by humanizing enslaved Africans and appealing
to Christian morals. Her works were cited by abolitionists to demonstrate the intellectual equality and
moral worth of African Americans, contributing to the broader movement to end slavery.

Enduring Relevance

Today, Phillis Wheatley is studied for her pioneering role and the artistic merit of her poetry. Her
works continue to inspire critical discussions about race, identity, and the power of literature to
challenge social injustices. Wheatley remains a symbol of resilience and literary achievement.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Phillis Wheatley and why is her poetry significant?
Phillis Wheatley was the first African American female poet to be published. Her poetry is significant
because it challenged prevailing racial stereotypes of her time and showcased the intellectual
capacity and artistic talent of enslaved Africans.

What are the main themes in Phillis Wheatley's poetry?
Common themes in Phillis Wheatley's poetry include religion and spirituality, freedom and slavery,
classical references, morality, and the struggle for identity and recognition.

How does Phillis Wheatley incorporate classical influences in
her poetry?
Phillis Wheatley often used classical allusions to Greek and Roman mythology and literature, which
reflected her education and helped her poetry gain credibility in the 18th-century literary world.

What poetic forms and styles did Phillis Wheatley use in her
work?
Phillis Wheatley primarily wrote in the neoclassical style, using heroic couplets and iambic
pentameter, which were popular poetic forms during the 18th century.

How does Phillis Wheatley's poem 'On Being Brought from
Africa to America' address race and religion?
In 'On Being Brought from Africa to America,' Wheatley acknowledges her African heritage and
conversion to Christianity, challenging racist assumptions by emphasizing spiritual equality and
humanity.

What role does religion play in Phillis Wheatley's poetry?
Religion plays a central role in Wheatley's poetry, often reflecting her Christian faith, themes of
redemption, divine providence, and moral instruction.



How did Phillis Wheatley's status as an enslaved woman
influence her poetry?
Her status as an enslaved woman influenced her poetry by infusing it with subtle critiques of slavery
and oppression, while also navigating the constraints imposed on her by a predominantly white, male
literary audience.

Why is Phillis Wheatley's poetry still studied and relevant
today?
Phillis Wheatley's poetry is still studied because it offers insight into early African American literature,
the complexities of race and identity in colonial America, and the power of literary expression to
challenge social norms.

Additional Resources
1. Phillis Wheatley and the Romantics: Race, Poetry, and the Politics of Literary History
This book explores the complex legacy of Phillis Wheatley, focusing on how Romantic poets and critics
interpreted her work. It delves into issues of race, authorship, and the politics surrounding Wheatley’s
poetry in the broader context of literary history. The analysis highlights how Wheatley's unique voice
challenged contemporary assumptions about race and creativity.

2. The Cambridge Companion to African American Poetry
Though broader in scope, this companion includes insightful chapters on Phillis Wheatley’s poetry,
situating her within the African American poetic tradition. It examines her themes, stylistic choices,
and historical significance, providing a comprehensive analysis of her contribution to early American
literature. The book also discusses Wheatley’s influence on subsequent poets and cultural discourse.

3. Phillis Wheatley: Biography of a Genius in Bondage
This biography combines historical research with literary analysis to present a detailed portrait of
Wheatley's life and work. It evaluates her poetry’s themes of faith, freedom, and identity, revealing
the tensions between her status as an enslaved woman and her intellectual achievements. The book
offers critical insights into how Wheatley’s poetry navigated the constraints of her time.

4. Writing Race and Nation: Phillis Wheatley and the Poetics of Identity
Focusing on the intersection of race and nationhood, this book analyzes how Wheatley’s poetry
constructs and contests ideas of identity. It addresses her use of classical forms alongside African
American experiences, highlighting her role in shaping early American literary nationalism. The study
demonstrates how Wheatley's work negotiates the complexities of belonging and exclusion.

5. Enslaved Voices: Phillis Wheatley and the Poetics of Freedom
This volume investigates the theme of freedom in Wheatley’s poetry, considering both literal and
metaphorical interpretations. It explores how Wheatley’s personal history as an enslaved woman
informs her poetic expression of liberty, spirituality, and resistance. The analysis also situates her
work within the broader abolitionist discourse of the 18th century.

6. The Poetics of Exile: Phillis Wheatley and African American Literary Tradition
This book examines Wheatley’s poetry through the lens of exile, displacement, and diasporic identity.



It traces how themes of alienation and belonging emerge in her work and influence later African
American literary movements. The study highlights Wheatley's unique position as a bridge between
African heritage and American literary culture.

7. Phillis Wheatley and the Literary Marketplace of the Eighteenth Century
Focusing on the socio-economic context of Wheatley’s publication, this book analyzes her navigation
of the 18th-century literary marketplace. It explores how issues of race, authorship, and patronage
affected the reception and dissemination of her poetry. The work also discusses the strategies
Wheatley employed to assert her literary authority.

8. Interpreting Phillis Wheatley: Essays on Race, Gender, and Literary Form
This collection of essays offers diverse critical perspectives on Wheatley’s poetry, emphasizing
intersections of race, gender, and literary style. Contributors analyze how Wheatley’s poetic forms
both conform to and challenge contemporary conventions. The volume provides a multifaceted
understanding of her work’s cultural and aesthetic significance.

9. Phillis Wheatley’s Historical Imagination: Poetry and Power in the Atlantic World
This book situates Wheatley's poetry in the broader context of the Atlantic World, exploring themes of
power, history, and identity. It examines how Wheatley engages with historical events and figures,
using poetry as a means of commentary and critique. The study highlights her role as a transatlantic
intellectual whose work transcends national boundaries.
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