
phillis wheatley poetry analysis

phillis wheatley poetry analysis offers a compelling insight into the works
of one of the earliest African American poets and a significant figure in
American literature. As a talented enslaved woman who gained recognition in
the 18th century, Phillis Wheatley’s poetry reflects unique perspectives and
themes shaped by her life experiences. This analysis explores her poetic
style, thematic concerns, and historical context, providing a comprehensive
understanding of her literary contributions. By examining Wheatley’s poetic
techniques and the cultural significance of her work, readers can appreciate
how she navigated the complexities of race, religion, and identity through
verse. This article also delves into specific poems to illustrate her mastery
of classical forms and her subtle critique of social injustices. The
following sections will guide readers through Wheatley’s biography, thematic
explorations, stylistic features, and the impact of her poetry on American
literary history.

Biography and Historical Context

Themes in Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry

Stylistic and Formal Analysis

Close Readings of Selected Poems

Legacy and Influence

Biography and Historical Context

Understanding Phillis Wheatley’s background is essential for a thorough
phillis wheatley poetry analysis. Born around 1753 in West Africa, Wheatley
was enslaved and brought to Boston as a child. Purchased by the Wheatley
family, she received an education uncommon for African Americans and women
during the colonial period. Her ability to read, write, and compose poetry in
classical forms was exceptional, leading to her becoming the first African
American woman to publish a book of poetry in 1773. Wheatley’s life was
marked by the tension between her status as an enslaved person and her
intellectual achievements, which influenced her poetic voice and themes.

Historical and Social Background

Phillis Wheatley lived during a time of intense social and political upheaval
in America. The colonial era’s racial hierarchies and the burgeoning
abolitionist movement shaped the reception and content of her work.
Wheatley’s poetry often reflects Enlightenment ideals, Christian beliefs, and
classical influences, while subtly addressing the contradictions of slavery
and freedom. Her position as an African American poet in a predominantly
white literary tradition challenged contemporary norms and paved the way for
future generations of writers.



Publication and Recognition

Wheatley’s first and only book, Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and
Moral, was published in London in 1773 after she was unable to find a
publisher in Boston. The book’s publication was preceded by a formal
attestation of her authorship by prominent white men, reflecting the
skepticism she faced. Despite this, Wheatley gained fame in both America and
Europe, corresponding with notable figures such as George Washington. Her
literary success was unprecedented for an African American woman of her time.

Themes in Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry

Phillis Wheatley’s poetry encompasses a range of themes that reveal her
intellectual depth and personal experiences. A central focus of phillis
wheatley poetry analysis is her engagement with religion, freedom, race, and
identity. Wheatley’s themes often intertwine classical and Christian motifs,
creating a layered and nuanced body of work.

Religion and Spirituality

Religious faith is a dominant theme in Wheatley’s poetry. She frequently
invokes Christian imagery and biblical references to explore themes of
redemption, divine justice, and salvation. Her work reflects the strong
influence of Puritanism and the Great Awakening, emphasizing moral virtue and
the transformative power of faith.

Freedom and Slavery

Wheatley’s poetry subtly addresses the paradox of her existence as an
enslaved African praising Christian liberty. While direct criticism of
slavery is rare due to the constraints of her context, Wheatley uses allegory
and classical allusions to question the institution of slavery and advocate
for freedom and human dignity.

Race and Identity

Wheatley’s unique identity as an African-born, enslaved woman educated in
colonial America shapes her poetic voice. Her work often grapples with racial
prejudice and the quest for self-definition. Through her poetry, Wheatley
asserts her intellectual capabilities and challenges contemporary stereotypes
about race and gender.

Other Prominent Themes

Classical allusions and admiration for ancient virtues

Patriotism and the American Revolution

The role of women and femininity



Moral and philosophical reflections on human nature

Stylistic and Formal Analysis

Phillis Wheatley’s poetry is distinguished by its mastery of classical forms
and rhetorical devices. Her work demonstrates a high level of education and
familiarity with European literary traditions, which she adapted to express
her unique perspective. This section of phillis wheatley poetry analysis
examines her use of meter, rhyme, imagery, and language.

Classical Forms and Meter

Wheatley primarily composed in heroic couplets, a favored form among 18th-
century poets. Her use of iambic pentameter and rhyme schemes reflects both
the neoclassical style and her formal training. This adherence to classical
structures lent her poetry an air of sophistication and legitimacy in the
literary circles of her time.

Imagery and Symbolism

Wheatley employs vivid imagery and symbolism drawn from religion, nature, and
classical mythology. These elements enrich her poetry, allowing her to
communicate complex ideas subtly. For example, she often uses light and
darkness as metaphors for knowledge and ignorance or freedom and oppression.

Language and Tone

The language in Wheatley’s poetry is formal, elevated, and reflective of
Enlightenment ideals. Her tone varies from celebratory and devotional to
contemplative and critical. Despite the constraints of her era, Wheatley’s
diction reveals her intelligence and emotional depth, making her poetry both
accessible and profound.

Close Readings of Selected Poems

A detailed examination of specific poems provides deeper insight into Phillis
Wheatley’s thematic concerns and stylistic techniques. This section presents
phillis wheatley poetry analysis through close readings of notable works.

"On Being Brought from Africa to America"

This poem is one of Wheatley’s most famous and encapsulates the complexities
of her experience as an enslaved African who converted to Christianity. The
poem acknowledges her African origins and the hardships of slavery while
celebrating spiritual salvation. It also subtly critiques racial prejudice by
reminding readers that "Negroes, black as Cain," can be "refined" and saved.



"To His Excellency General Washington"

In this patriotic poem, Wheatley praises George Washington and the American
fight for independence. The poem uses classical allusions and elevated
language to convey hope and divine favor for the revolutionary cause. It
highlights Wheatley’s engagement with contemporary political events and her
belief in liberty.

"Letter to Samson Occom"

This poem, written in the form of a letter, addresses Samson Occom, a Native
American minister and writer. Wheatley expresses solidarity with Occom’s
people and reflects on shared struggles of oppression and faith. The poem
reveals Wheatley’s awareness of broader issues of racial and cultural
injustice.

Legacy and Influence

Phillis Wheatley’s contributions to American literature are profound and
enduring. As the first published African American female poet, she broke
significant barriers and set a precedent for future writers of color. Her
work provides valuable historical insight into the intersections of race,
gender, and literature in colonial America.

Impact on African American Literature

Wheatley’s success challenged prevailing notions of African American
intellectual inferiority and inspired subsequent generations of Black writers
and activists. Her poetry is studied as a foundational text in African
American literary history and continues to be a source of inspiration and
scholarly interest.

Modern Critical Reception

Contemporary scholars recognize Wheatley’s complex negotiation of identity
and power through poetry. Modern criticism often explores her use of
neoclassical forms to subtly resist oppression, her religious and political
themes, and her role in shaping early American literary culture. Phillis
wheatley poetry analysis remains a vital field within literary studies.

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 offered a unique perspective on slavery,
religion, and freedom during the 18th century, challenging prevailing
attitudes and showcasing the intellectual capabilities of African Americans.



What are the main themes in Phillis Wheatley's
poetry?

The main themes in Phillis Wheatley's poetry include religion and
spirituality, freedom and slavery, classical allusions, morality, and the
struggle for identity and dignity as an African American woman in colonial
America.

How does Phillis Wheatley use classical references in
her poetry?

Phillis Wheatley frequently uses classical references and allusions to Greco-
Roman mythology and literature to elevate her poetry, demonstrate her
education, and connect her experiences to universal themes of heroism,
virtue, and justice.

What is the significance of religion in Phillis
Wheatley's poetry?

Religion plays a central role in Wheatley's poetry; she often uses Christian
imagery and themes to express hope, resilience, and divine justice. Her faith
is a source of strength and a lens through which she critiques slavery and
advocates for freedom.

How does Phillis Wheatley address the topic of
slavery in her poetry?

Phillis Wheatley addresses slavery by highlighting its immorality and
advocating for liberty and human dignity. While sometimes subtle due to the
constraints of her time, her poems often contain implicit and explicit
critiques of the institution of slavery.

What literary devices are commonly found in Phillis
Wheatley's poetry?

Wheatley's poetry commonly employs literary devices such as irony, metaphor,
classical allusion, personification, and heroic couplets. These devices help
her communicate complex ideas about freedom, faith, and identity.

How did Phillis Wheatley's status as an enslaved
woman influence her poetry?

Her status as an enslaved woman influenced her poetry by providing a unique
perspective that blends personal experience with broader themes of oppression
and liberation. It also shaped the cautious yet bold tone she uses to
navigate the social and political limitations of her time.

What is the impact of Phillis Wheatley's poetry on
American literature?

Phillis Wheatley's poetry had a profound impact on American literature by
breaking racial and gender barriers, inspiring future African American
writers, and contributing to early American literary culture with her



sophisticated use of classical forms and advocacy for human rights.

Additional Resources
1. Phillis Wheatley: Biography and Poetic Legacy
This book offers an in-depth exploration of Phillis Wheatley's life and her
contributions to American poetry. It examines the cultural and historical
context in which she wrote, highlighting the significance of her work as one
of the first published African American poets. The analysis delves into the
themes of religion, freedom, and identity in her poetry.

2. The Poetry of Phillis Wheatley: A Critical Analysis
A comprehensive study focusing exclusively on Wheatley’s poetic works, this
book analyzes her stylistic choices, use of classical references, and the
impact of her status as an enslaved woman on her poetry. It offers critical
perspectives on how her work challenged contemporary social norms and
literary conventions.

3. Phillis Wheatley and the Literary Tradition of African American Slavery
This title situates Wheatley within the broader tradition of African American
literature that addresses slavery. It explores how her poetry reflects the
complexities of enslaved identity and resistance, and how her work paved the
way for future African American writers.

4. Faith and Freedom: Religious Themes in Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry
This book analyzes the pervasive religious imagery and themes in Wheatley's
poetry. It discusses how her Christian faith influenced her writing and how
she used biblical allusions to comment on issues of liberty and morality
during the 18th century.

5. Phillis Wheatley’s Poetic Voice: Race, Gender, and Identity
Focusing on the intersections of race and gender, this work examines how
Wheatley's poetry negotiates her identity as a Black woman in colonial
America. It provides a feminist and postcolonial critique of her writing,
exploring how she asserted agency through her verse.

6. Classical Influences in the Poetry of Phillis Wheatley
This book explores the classical education Wheatley received and how Greco-
Roman literature influenced her poetry. It analyzes her use of classical
allusions and forms, demonstrating how she adapted these elements to
articulate her unique perspective as an enslaved African.

7. Phillis Wheatley: Poet, Slave, and Pioneer
A biographical and literary analysis that chronicles Wheatley’s journey from
enslavement to literary fame. It highlights her role as a pioneering figure
in American literature and discusses the critical reception of her work
during and after her lifetime.

8. The Language of Resistance: Phillis Wheatley’s Poetic Strategies
This book investigates the ways Wheatley employed language and poetic form as
tools of subtle resistance against the institution of slavery. It offers
close readings of her poems that reveal layers of meaning related to
oppression and empowerment.

9. Phillis Wheatley and the Atlantic World: Poetry in a Transnational Context
Examining Wheatley's poetry within the broader Atlantic world, this work
considers the transnational influences and themes present in her writing. It
traces connections between African, American, and European literary



traditions and the ways Wheatley’s poetry reflects these diverse cultural
currents.
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