
phillis wheatley poems analysis
phillis wheatley poems analysis offers a profound insight into the works of one of the
earliest African American poets and a significant figure in American literature. This article
explores the thematic depth, stylistic elements, historical context, and cultural impact of
Phillis Wheatley’s poetry. Known for her unique voice during the 18th century, Wheatley’s
poems reflect complex intersections of race, religion, and identity. Through a detailed
examination of her most notable poems, this analysis highlights the literary techniques
and underlying messages that define her work. The discussion also delves into how
Wheatley’s poetry challenges prevailing narratives of her time and continues to resonate
in contemporary studies of African American literature and history. Readers will gain a
comprehensive understanding of Wheatley’s poetic legacy, supported by scholarly
interpretations and contextual background. The following sections will guide the reader
through a structured exploration of Phillis Wheatley poems analysis.

The Historical and Cultural Context of Phillis Wheatley

Themes in Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry

Stylistic Features and Literary Devices

Analysis of Key Phillis Wheatley Poems

The Legacy and Influence of Phillis Wheatley’s Work

The Historical and Cultural Context of Phillis
Wheatley
Understanding the historical and cultural context of Phillis Wheatley’s poetry is essential
for an accurate phillis wheatley poems analysis. Born in West Africa and enslaved as a
child, Wheatley was brought to America where she received an education rare for African
Americans at the time. Her emergence as a poet in colonial America during the 18th
century positioned her uniquely at the crossroads of race, slavery, and literature. The
societal constraints and racial prejudices she faced profoundly influenced her poetry’s
themes and perspectives. Wheatley’s work also reflects the Enlightenment ideals
prevalent during her lifetime, including reason, faith, and liberty. This context provides
critical insight into the complexities of her voice as both a subject of oppression and a
literary figure of remarkable talent.

Phillis Wheatley’s Life and Education
Phillis Wheatley was enslaved at a young age and purchased by the Wheatley family in
Boston, who educated her in literature, theology, and classical languages. This education



enabled her to write poetry that engaged with classical themes and Christian doctrine,
which were highly valued in colonial intellectual circles. Despite the constraints of slavery,
Wheatley’s education allowed her to transcend barriers and gain recognition from
prominent figures of her era, including George Washington and other American leaders.

Slavery and Race in 18th Century America
The pervasive institution of slavery and prevailing racial attitudes shaped the reception
and content of Wheatley’s poetry. While her work often adhered to the conventions
expected by her white audience, it also subtly critiqued slavery and asserted African
American intellectual capacity. The tension between her status as an enslaved African
woman and her literary acclaim is a vital aspect of any phillis wheatley poems analysis.

Themes in Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry
Phillis Wheatley’s poetry is rich with themes that reflect her unique position as an African
American woman poet in colonial America. Key themes include religion and spirituality,
freedom and slavery, identity and race, and classical allusions. These themes are woven
throughout her works, providing layers of meaning and engaging with contemporary
social and political issues.

Religion and Spirituality
Religion is a dominant theme in Wheatley’s poems. Many of her works express a deep
Christian faith, reflecting the Puritan influence of her environment and personal
convictions. She often used biblical allusions and imagery to convey moral lessons and
spiritual reflections. Wheatley’s religious perspective also served as a framework for
understanding her condition and aspirations for freedom and salvation.

Freedom and Slavery
The theme of freedom versus slavery is central to Wheatley’s poetry. Though her poems
often conform to the expectations of her white audience by avoiding overt political
criticism, they contain nuanced reflections on liberty, oppression, and human dignity.
Wheatley subtly advocates for the abolition of slavery and the recognition of African
American humanity through metaphor and allegory.

Identity and Race
Wheatley’s exploration of identity and race is complex and layered. Her poetry negotiates
her dual identity as both an African and an American, as well as an enslaved person and a
poet. She challenges contemporary stereotypes by demonstrating intellectual and artistic
excellence, thus contributing to early African American literary identity.



Classical and Literary Allusions
Wheatley’s education is evident in her extensive use of classical references from Greek
and Roman mythology, history, and literature. These allusions not only showcase her
erudition but also position her work within the broader Western literary tradition, making
her poetry accessible and respectable to her contemporaries.

Stylistic Features and Literary Devices
The phillis wheatley poems analysis reveals a sophisticated use of stylistic features and
literary devices that enhance the thematic content of her poetry. Her mastery of form,
meter, and rhetorical techniques contributed to her recognition as a skilled poet during
her lifetime.

Form and Structure
Wheatley predominantly employed traditional poetic forms such as heroic couplets and
elegies, which were popular in 18th-century neoclassical poetry. Her adherence to these
conventional forms helped legitimize her work in the eyes of her contemporaries. The
formal structure also provided a controlled framework within which she could explore
complex themes.

Imagery and Symbolism
Imagery in Wheatley’s poetry is vivid and often symbolic, enriching her themes of faith,
freedom, and identity. Religious symbols like light and darkness, chains, and celestial
bodies are recurrent motifs that convey deeper moral and philosophical meanings. These
images engage readers emotionally and intellectually.

Rhetorical Devices
Wheatley skillfully employed rhetorical devices such as apostrophe, metaphor, and irony.
Apostrophes address abstract concepts like liberty or death, lending a dramatic quality to
her poetry. Metaphors and allegories subtly critique social injustices while maintaining a
tone acceptable for her audience. Irony emerges in the contrast between her status and
her intellectual achievements.

Analysis of Key Phillis Wheatley Poems
Examining specific poems provides practical insight into the elements discussed in the
phillis wheatley poems analysis. A close reading of select works reveals the complexity and
significance of Wheatley’s poetic contributions.



"On Being Brought from Africa to America"
This poem is one of Wheatley’s most famous and often analyzed works. It succinctly
addresses her journey from Africa to America and her Christian salvation. The poem
controversially acknowledges the “benighted” state of Africa before conversion to
Christianity while also asserting the spiritual equality of Black people. It uses irony and
subtle critique to navigate the tensions between acceptance and resistance.

"To His Excellency General Washington"
In this patriotic poem, Wheatley praises George Washington and the American struggle for
independence. The poem showcases her ability to engage with contemporary political
themes and align her voice with the emerging American identity. It also reflects her hopes
for liberty and justice, connecting her personal narrative with national ideals.

"Letter to Samson Occom"
This poem, written in the form of a letter, addresses Samson Occom, a Native American
minister. It highlights themes of shared suffering and spiritual kinship among oppressed
peoples. The poem’s tone is empathetic and unifying, emphasizing the commonality of
faith and endurance.

List of Notable Phillis Wheatley Poems

"On Being Brought from Africa to America"

"To His Excellency General Washington"

"On Imagination"

"To the University of Cambridge, in New England"

"An Elegy to the Memory of the American Hero, General Montgomery"

"Letter to Samson Occom"

The Legacy and Influence of Phillis Wheatley’s
Work
Phillis Wheatley’s poetry has had a lasting impact on American literature and African
American cultural history. Her pioneering role as the first published African American
female poet paved the way for future generations of writers. The phillis wheatley poems
analysis acknowledges her contribution to the discourse on race, identity, and freedom in



literature.

Influence on African American Literature
Wheatley’s work established a foundation for African American literary expression by
challenging prevailing racist assumptions and demonstrating intellectual achievement.
Later African American poets and writers have drawn inspiration from her life and poetry,
recognizing her as a symbol of resilience and artistic excellence.

Recognition and Criticism
While Wheatley was celebrated in her time, modern scholarship has critically examined
the limitations and contradictions in her work, especially regarding her accommodation of
colonial and Christian ideals. Nonetheless, her poetry remains a crucial subject of study
for understanding early African American literature and the complexities of cultural
identity.

Phillis Wheatley in Contemporary Studies
Today, Wheatley’s poetry is analyzed through various lenses including postcolonial theory,
feminism, and African American studies. Her work continues to inspire discussions about
the intersections of race, gender, and power in literary history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes in Phillis Wheatley's poems?
Phillis Wheatley's poems often explore themes such as religion, freedom, slavery, and
classical mythology. She frequently infused her work with Christian imagery and used her
poetry to subtly critique slavery and advocate for liberty.

How does Phillis Wheatley use classical references in
her poetry?
Wheatley incorporates classical references to figures from Greek and Roman mythology
and history to elevate her subjects and demonstrate her education. These allusions serve
to align her work with the neoclassical tradition and establish her intellectual credibility.

What is the significance of Phillis Wheatley's poem "On
Being Brought from Africa to America"?
This poem is significant because it addresses her experience as an enslaved African
brought to America, highlighting themes of spiritual salvation and racial equality.



Wheatley challenges prevailing racial prejudices by asserting that African Americans can
also attain Christian grace and virtue.

How does Phillis Wheatley's poetry reflect her status as
an enslaved African woman?
Wheatley's poetry reflects her unique position by blending her personal experiences with
broader Enlightenment ideals. While constrained by the social norms of her time, she
subtly critiques slavery and advocates for freedom and equality through religious and
classical motifs.

What literary devices are commonly found in Phillis
Wheatley's poems?
Wheatley's poems commonly feature literary devices such as imagery, allusion, metaphor,
and rhyme. She skillfully employs these devices to convey complex ideas about identity,
faith, and freedom, often using elevated language and structured forms typical of 18th-
century neoclassical poetry.

Additional Resources
1. Phillis Wheatley: Biography and Poetic Legacy
This book offers a comprehensive overview of Phillis Wheatley's life and her significance
as the first African American woman to publish a book of poetry. It delves into the
historical context of her work and explores the themes and stylistic elements present in
her poems. Readers will gain insight into how Wheatley's unique position in society
influenced her literary voice.

2. Analyzing the Poems of Phillis Wheatley: Themes and Techniques
Focused specifically on Wheatley's poetic output, this analysis highlights recurring themes
such as freedom, religion, and identity. The book examines her use of classical allusions
and poetic forms, providing detailed commentary on her most famous works. It serves as
an essential guide for students and scholars interested in early African American
literature.

3. Phillis Wheatley and the Power of Language
This volume explores how Wheatley wielded language as a tool for empowerment and
resistance. It discusses the nuanced ways in which she navigated the constraints of her
time through her poetry. The book also considers the reception of her work both in the
18th century and in contemporary literary criticism.

4. Freedom and Faith: The Dual Themes in Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry
Examining the interplay between spiritual faith and the quest for freedom, this book offers
a thematic analysis of Wheatley’s poems. It highlights how her Christian beliefs shaped
her perspective on slavery and liberty. The author provides a close reading of key poems
that illustrate Wheatley’s complex worldview.

5. Phillis Wheatley’s Poetic Voice: Context and Criticism



This scholarly work situates Wheatley within the broader literary and historical context of
the 18th century. It reviews critical responses to her poetry over time and assesses her
influence on African American and feminist literary traditions. The book also addresses
controversies surrounding authorship and authenticity.

6. Echoes of Phillis Wheatley: Influence and Interpretation
Focusing on Wheatley’s legacy, this book traces how her poetry has been interpreted and
reinterpreted through various cultural and academic lenses. It explores the ways
contemporary writers and critics engage with her themes and style. The book serves as a
bridge between historical analysis and modern literary discourse.

7. The Poetic Craft of Phillis Wheatley: Form, Meter, and Style
This detailed study analyzes the technical aspects of Wheatley’s poetry, including her use
of meter, rhyme schemes, and classical forms. It reveals how Wheatley mastered poetic
conventions of her time while infusing them with her unique voice. The book is particularly
useful for readers interested in the formal qualities of 18th-century poetry.

8. Phillis Wheatley and the Atlantic World: Poetry in a Transnational Context
Exploring the transatlantic dimensions of Wheatley’s work, this book examines how her
poetry reflects the cultural exchanges between Africa, America, and Europe. It situates
her writing within the broader context of Atlantic slavery, Enlightenment thought, and
colonialism. The analysis provides a nuanced understanding of Wheatley’s place in global
literary history.

9. Reading Phillis Wheatley: A Critical Anthology
This anthology compiles key poems by Phillis Wheatley alongside critical essays from
leading scholars. The collection offers diverse perspectives on her themes, style, and
historical significance. It is an invaluable resource for anyone seeking to study Wheatley’s
poetry in depth.
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