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analysis of phillis wheatley poems reveals the rich complexity and profound
historical significance embedded within the works of one of the earliest
African American poets. Phillis Wheatley, born in West Africa and enslaved as
a child, rose to prominence in colonial America through her poetic talent.
Her poems not only reflect the neoclassical style of her era but also engage
with themes of religion, freedom, identity, and race. Studying her works
provides insight into the social and cultural contexts of the 18th century,
as well as the unique challenges Wheatley faced as a Black woman writer. This
article offers a detailed exploration of her poetic style, thematic concerns,
historical impact, and literary legacy. The following sections will guide
readers through an in-depth analysis of Phillis Wheatley’s poetry and its
enduring relevance.

Historical Context of Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry

Major Themes in Phillis Wheatley’s Poems

Poetic Style and Literary Devices

Analysis of Selected Poems

Phillis Wheatley’s Legacy and Influence

Historical Context of Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry

Understanding the historical context is essential for a comprehensive
analysis of Phillis Wheatley poems. Born around 1753 in West Africa, Wheatley
was transported to America as a slave and purchased by the Wheatley family in
Boston. Despite the oppressive conditions of slavery, she received an
education that was highly unusual for African Americans at the time. Her
poetry was published during the late colonial period, a time marked by
revolutionary ideas about liberty and human rights. Wheatley’s work reflects
the tensions of this era, including the contradictions between America’s
quest for freedom and the reality of slavery.

Slavery and Education

Phillis Wheatley’s unique position as an educated enslaved woman influenced
her poetry profoundly. Her works often grapple with the theme of enslavement,
both personal and collective, while showcasing classical learning and



Christian values. The Wheatley family’s support allowed her to study Latin,
Greek, and the Bible, which shaped her poetic voice and informed her
allusions and references.

Colonial America and Revolutionary Ideals

The political climate of colonial America, with its emphasis on liberty and
resistance to British rule, informs much of Wheatley’s poetry. She navigated
these dynamics by expressing admiration for figures like George Washington,
while subtly addressing issues of freedom and human dignity. Her poetry is a
reflection of the complex interplay between her identity as an enslaved
African woman and the revolutionary rhetoric of equality.

Major Themes in Phillis Wheatley’s Poems

The analysis of Phillis Wheatley poems reveals recurring themes that resonate
deeply with her experiences and the broader socio-political context. Her
poetry intertwines spiritual devotion, the struggle for freedom, and
reflections on race and identity.

Religion and Spirituality

Religion is a dominant theme in Wheatley’s poetry, where Christian faith
provides both solace and a framework for understanding the world. She often
employs Biblical imagery and moral lessons, illustrating her belief in divine
justice and providence. This spiritual perspective underpins many of her
poems, offering hope amid suffering.

Freedom and Slavery

The tension between bondage and liberty is central to Wheatley’s work. Her
poems address the cruelty of slavery while also expressing a longing for
emancipation. Wheatley’s subtle approach often uses metaphor and classical
allusions to critique slavery without overt confrontation, reflecting the
constraints she faced as an enslaved writer.

Race and Identity

Phillis Wheatley’s poetry also explores her identity as an African and as a



woman in a predominantly white society. She challenges prevailing racial
stereotypes through her erudition and poetic skill, asserting her
intellectual equality. Her work implicitly contests the dehumanizing
narratives of race prevalent in her time.

Nature and Classical Allusions

Wheatley frequently incorporates elements of nature and references to
classical mythology and literature. These allusions not only demonstrate her
education but also situate her poetry within the broader Western literary
tradition, adding layers of meaning and complexity to her work.

Poetic Style and Literary Devices

The style and literary devices employed in Phillis Wheatley’s poems are
integral to their effectiveness and enduring appeal. Her poetry is
characterized by neoclassical influences, formal structure, and rich imagery.

Neoclassical Influence

Wheatley’s poetry reflects the neoclassical aesthetic dominant in the 18th
century, emphasizing order, harmony, and decorum. She frequently uses heroic
couplets, a popular form at the time, which lends her work a measured and
polished tone. This stylistic choice aligns her with prominent poets such as
Alexander Pope.

Use of Metaphor and Symbolism

Metaphors and symbols abound in Wheatley’s poems, enhancing their depth and
emotional impact. For example, she often uses light imagery to symbolize
knowledge and freedom, while darkness may represent ignorance or oppression.
These devices enable her to convey complex ideas subtly.

Allusions and Intertextuality

Phillis Wheatley’s extensive use of classical and Biblical allusions enriches
her poetry. Her references to figures like Neptune, Hercules, and biblical
prophets serve to elevate her themes and connect her personal narrative to
universal stories of struggle and triumph.



Formal Structure and Rhyme

Her adherence to formal poetic structures, such as iambic pentameter and
rhymed couplets, reflects her mastery of poetic craft. This discipline
enhances the musicality and memorability of her poems, contributing to their
lasting influence.

Analysis of Selected Poems

Examining specific poems provides valuable insights into the recurring motifs
and stylistic features characteristic of Phillis Wheatley’s poetry. The
following analyses highlight key examples of her work.

"On Being Brought from Africa to America"

This poem is one of Wheatley’s most famous works, addressing her experience
of enslavement and her conversion to Christianity. It juxtaposes the
brutality of slavery with the hope found in faith. The poem’s tone is both
reflective and didactic, emphasizing spiritual salvation while subtly
critiquing racial prejudice.

"To His Excellency General Washington"

In this poem, Wheatley celebrates George Washington and the American cause
for independence. The poem employs grandiose language and classical allusions
to praise Washington as a heroic leader. It also serves a political function,
aligning her work with revolutionary ideals and asserting her intellectual
presence in the public sphere.

"On Imagination"

This poem explores the creative power of the imagination, a theme that
resonates with Wheatley’s own journey as a poet. It highlights the
transformative potential of art and the mind, reflecting Enlightenment values
of reason and creativity.

List of notable poems by Phillis Wheatley:



"On Being Brought from Africa to America"

"To His Excellency General Washington"

"On Imagination"

"To the University of Cambridge, in New England"

"To S.M., a Young African Painter, on Seeing His Works"

Phillis Wheatley’s Legacy and Influence

The lasting impact of Phillis Wheatley’s poetry extends beyond her lifetime,
influencing both literary history and the broader discourse on race and
equality. Her work paved the way for African American literature and
challenged contemporary assumptions about race and intellect.

Pioneer of African American Literature

Wheatley is widely recognized as the first African American woman to publish
a book of poetry. Her success broke barriers and provided a foundation for
future generations of Black writers and artists. Her life and work remain
emblematic of resilience and intellectual achievement.

Influence on Abolitionist Movements

Her poems were used by abolitionists to highlight the humanity and talents of
enslaved people, countering pro-slavery arguments. Wheatley’s eloquence and
moral authority made her poetry a powerful tool for social reform and
advocacy.

Critical Reappraisal and Modern Scholarship

Contemporary scholars continue to analyze Phillis Wheatley poems to uncover
their nuanced engagement with issues of race, gender, and power. Modern
criticism recognizes the complexity of her voice, the constraints she faced,
and her skillful navigation of a hostile environment.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes in Phillis Wheatley's
poems?
Phillis Wheatley's poems often explore themes such as freedom and slavery,
religion and faith, morality, and the human condition, reflecting both her
personal experiences and broader Enlightenment ideas.

How does Phillis Wheatley incorporate religious
imagery in her poetry?
Wheatley frequently uses Christian imagery and biblical allusions to convey
messages of hope, salvation, and divine justice, which also serve to assert
her intellectual and spiritual equality during a time of racial
discrimination.

In what ways does Phillis Wheatley's poetry reflect
the historical context of slavery?
Her poetry subtly critiques slavery by highlighting themes of liberty and
human dignity, while also navigating the constraints imposed on her as an
enslaved African woman in colonial America, often using allegory and
classical references.

How does Phillis Wheatley's use of classical
references enhance the meaning of her poems?
Wheatley employs classical mythology and literature to align herself with the
educated elite, to elevate her subjects, and to draw parallels between
ancient struggles and contemporary issues such as oppression and freedom.

What poetic forms and styles does Phillis Wheatley
commonly use in her work?
Wheatley primarily uses neoclassical forms such as heroic couplets, and her
style is marked by formal diction, structured rhyme schemes, and an emphasis
on reason and order, reflecting the literary conventions of the 18th century.

How does Phillis Wheatley's poetry contribute to
early African American literature?
As one of the first published African American poets, Wheatley's work lays
foundational contributions by challenging prevailing stereotypes, asserting
intellectual capability, and inspiring later generations of African American
writers through her eloquent expression of identity and resistance.



Additional Resources
1. Phillis Wheatley and the Literary Tradition of Black Women
This book explores Phillis Wheatley's poetry within the broader context of
African American literary traditions. It analyzes her unique voice as one of
the first published African American poets and how her work challenged
contemporary notions of race and intellect. The author provides critical
insights into Wheatley's themes of freedom, religion, and identity.

2. Reading Phillis Wheatley: A Critical Analysis of Her Poetry
Focusing exclusively on Wheatley’s poems, this volume offers a detailed
examination of her use of classical references, religious imagery, and poetic
form. It investigates how Wheatley navigated the complexities of being a
Black woman poet in the 18th century. Each chapter dissects individual poems
to uncover layers of meaning and historical context.

3. The Collected Works of Phillis Wheatley: Interpretation and Commentary
This collection compiles Wheatley’s poems alongside scholarly commentary that
elucidates their significance. It places her work in the socio-political
environment of colonial America and discusses her influence on subsequent
generations of poets. The commentary highlights the subtleties in Wheatley’s
language and rhetorical strategies.

4. Phillis Wheatley: Poet and Pioneer
An in-depth biography paired with literary analysis, this book offers a
comprehensive look at Wheatley’s life and poetry. It explores how her
personal history as an enslaved African woman shaped her poetic themes and
style. The author also examines Wheatley’s legacy in American and African
American literary canons.

5. Freedom and Faith in Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry
This study centers on the intertwined themes of liberty and religion in
Wheatley’s work. It discusses how Wheatley used Christian motifs to subtly
critique slavery and advocate for emancipation. The book provides close
readings of her most significant poems, revealing the complexity of her
spiritual and political message.

6. Voices from the Past: Phillis Wheatley and Early African American Poetry
This book situates Wheatley among the earliest African American poets,
analyzing her role in shaping a literary voice for the Black community. It
examines her poetic techniques and how she balanced European literary
conventions with her own cultural experience. The text also discusses the
reception of her poetry in her lifetime and beyond.

7. Phillis Wheatley’s Poetic Craft: Form, Style, and Influence
Focusing on the technical aspects of Wheatley’s poetry, this book delves into
her mastery of meter, rhyme, and classical allusion. It explores how her
stylistic choices contributed to the persuasive power of her work. The author
also traces Wheatley’s influence on later poets and the evolution of African
American literature.



8. Colonial Contexts and Phillis Wheatley’s Poetic Voice
This work places Wheatley’s poetry within the political and cultural context
of colonial America. It analyzes how her poems reflect and respond to the
tensions of slavery, race, and identity during the 18th century. The book
provides a nuanced reading of Wheatley’s engagement with Enlightenment ideas
and colonial discourse.

9. Phillis Wheatley: Intersections of Race, Gender, and Poetry
This critical study investigates how Wheatley’s poetry navigates the
intersections of race and gender in a patriarchal society. It examines the
ways in which Wheatley asserts her intellectual agency through poetic
expression. The book highlights the challenges she faced and her strategies
for subverting dominant narratives.
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