phillis wheatley poems on various subjects

phillis wheatley poems on various subjects mark a significant chapter in American literary
history, illustrating the profound intellect and creative spirit of the first published African American
female poet. Her poetry encompasses a diverse array of themes, reflecting her unique experiences
and the broader cultural, religious, and political contexts of the 18th century. Through her work,
Wheatley explored topics ranging from religion and morality to freedom and classical mythology,
often intertwining personal insight with societal critique. This article delves into the range and
depth of Phillis Wheatley's poetic subjects, highlighting the stylistic and thematic diversity that
characterizes her oeuvre. An examination of her poems reveals how they serve as important early
contributions to American literature and the African American literary tradition. The following
sections provide an overview of the prominent themes and subjects found in Phillis Wheatley’s
poetry, offering a comprehensive understanding of her creative legacy.

» Religious and Spiritual Themes in Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry
e Phillis Wheatley’s Poems on Freedom and Slavery

e Classical Influences and Mythological Subjects

e Phillis Wheatley’s Poems on Nature and Humanity

e Political and Historical Commentary in Wheatley’s Work

Religious and Spiritual Themes in Phillis Wheatley’s
Poetry

Religion and spirituality form a central pillar in the body of work composed by Phillis Wheatley.
Raised in a Puritan household after her arrival in America, Wheatley’s poetry frequently reflects
Christian beliefs and biblical narratives. Her poems often express gratitude, reverence, and moral
contemplation, which underline her spiritual devotion and the influence of Christianity on her
worldview.

Expressions of Faith and Divine Providence

Many of Wheatley’s poems celebrate divine providence and the grace of God. She often attributes
her survival and success to the benevolence of a higher power. These religious poems include
meditations on the soul, the afterlife, and the moral duties expected of believers, showcasing her
deep engagement with theological ideas and Puritan ethics.



Use of Biblical Imagery and Allusions

Phillis Wheatley’s poetry is rich with biblical references and imagery. She draws upon stories and
characters from both the Old and New Testaments to construct her verses, which serve as allegories
or moral lessons. This use of sacred texts not only reinforces her spiritual messages but also situates
her work within a larger religious literary tradition.

Phillis Wheatley’s Poems on Freedom and Slavery

A significant and compelling subject in Phillis Wheatley’s poetry is the theme of freedom, especially
in relation to her own experience as an enslaved African brought to America. Her reflections on
slavery, liberty, and human dignity resonate throughout her work and provide early literary insight
into the African American struggle for emancipation.

Personal Reflections on Enslavement

Wheatley’s poems occasionally reveal a nuanced perspective on her condition as a former slave,
blending personal reflection with broader social critique. While some poems express acceptance and
faith, others subtly critique the institution of slavery and advocate for liberty and justice.

Advocacy for Universal Liberty

In her poetry, Wheatley extends the theme of freedom beyond her individual circumstances to a
universal call for liberty and equality. She appeals to the principles of freedom and human rights,
aligning her work with the emerging abolitionist discourse of the 18th century and emphasizing the
moral contradictions inherent in slavery.

Classical Influences and Mythological Subjects

Phillis Wheatley’s education included the study of classical literature, which profoundly influenced
her poetic style and subject matter. Her poems often reference Greco-Roman mythology and
classical history, demonstrating her erudition and the intellectual aspirations of her work.

Incorporation of Mythological Figures

Wheatley frequently invokes figures such as Neptune, Aurora, and the Muses in her poetry. These
allusions serve to elevate her themes and align her work with the neoclassical literary tradition
popular during her time. Her use of mythological subjects also reflects a sophisticated engagement
with classical symbolism and artistic conventions.



Adaptation of Classical Forms and Styles

Her poetry utilizes formal structures common to classical poetry, including heroic couplets and
elegies. This stylistic choice underscores her mastery of poetic form and her desire to engage with
the literary elite, challenging contemporary prejudices about race and education through her
polished compositions.

Phillis Wheatley’s Poems on Nature and Humanity

Nature and the human condition are recurring motifs in Wheatley’s poetry, where she explores the
beauty of the natural world alongside reflections on human emotions and societal values. These
subjects reveal her contemplative approach and her ability to connect the personal with the
universal.

Celebration of Natural Beauty

Wheatley’s descriptive poems often celebrate the grandeur and tranquility of nature. She portrays
landscapes, seasons, and natural phenomena with vivid imagery, using them as metaphors for
spiritual and moral truths. This celebration of nature aligns with the broader Enlightenment
appreciation for the natural world.

Insights into Human Nature and Morality

Her poetry also delves into the complexities of human nature, including themes of virtue, vice, pride,
and humility. Through these explorations, Wheatley encourages self-reflection and ethical conduct,
emphasizing the importance of moral integrity and compassion in human interactions.

e Nature as a reflection of divine order
e Human emotions and social responsibilities

e Connection between the individual and the cosmos

Political and Historical Commentary in Wheatley’s
Work

Phillis Wheatley’s poetry engages with the political and historical events of her time, providing
commentary on issues such as the American Revolution, slavery, and freedom. Her writings capture
the spirit of a transformative era and reflect her awareness of the political landscape.



Support for the American Revolutionary Cause

Several of Wheatley’s poems express support for the American colonies’ fight for independence. She
praises revolutionary leaders and celebrates the ideals of liberty and justice, positioning herself as a
patriotic voice within the context of the struggle for American self-determination.

Cultural and Historical Reflections

Wheatley’s work also includes poems commemorating notable figures and events, blending historical
narrative with poetic homage. These compositions highlight her role as a chronicler of her era,
offering insights into the cultural and political dynamics shaping early America.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Phillis Wheatley and why is she significant in
American poetry?

Phillis Wheatley was the first African American woman to publish a book of poetry. Born in West
Africa and enslaved as a child, she gained fame for her eloquent poems that often addressed themes
of religion, freedom, and classical subjects, marking a significant contribution to early American
literature.

What are some common themes in Phillis Wheatley's poems?

Phillis Wheatley's poems commonly explore themes such as Christianity, freedom and slavery,
classical mythology, morality, and the struggle for African American identity and dignity.

How did Phillis Wheatley address the subject of slavery in her
poetry?

Wheatley addressed slavery with a nuanced approach, often highlighting the injustice and cruelty of
the institution while appealing to Christian compassion and universal human rights, thereby subtly
advocating for abolition and equality.

Can you give an example of a Phillis Wheatley poem that
discusses religion?

One example is her poem "On Being Brought from Africa to America," where she reflects on her
conversion to Christianity and the hope it gave her, while also critiquing racial prejudice through the
lens of faith.

Did Phillis Wheatley write poems about classical subjects or



mythology?

Yes, Phillis Wheatley often incorporated classical references and mythology into her poems,
showcasing her classical education and aligning her work with the neoclassical literary tradition
popular in the 18th century.

How did Phillis Wheatley’s poetry reflect the social and
political issues of her time?

Her poetry reflected social and political issues by subtly addressing slavery, advocating for liberty
and justice, and engaging with contemporary debates about race, religion, and human rights during
the American colonial period.

What impact did Phillis Wheatley’s poems have on later
African American literature?

Phillis Wheatley’s poems paved the way for future African American writers by demonstrating
intellectual and artistic excellence, challenging stereotypes, and inspiring subsequent generations to
explore themes of identity, freedom, and resilience through literature.

Additional Resources

1. Phillis Wheatley: Poet of the African American Spirit

This book explores the life and poetry of Phillis Wheatley, the first published African American
female poet. It delves into her poetic themes such as freedom, religion, and identity, providing
historical context for her work. Readers will gain insight into how Wheatley's poems challenged
societal norms and inspired future generations.

2. The Collected Poems of Phillis Wheatley: A Study in 18th Century African American Literature

A comprehensive anthology of Wheatley’s poems, this collection also includes critical essays
examining her influence on 18th-century literature. The book highlights various subjects she
addressed, including spirituality, classical mythology, and the struggle against slavery. It serves both
as a literary resource and a historical document.

3. Voices of Freedom: Phillis Wheatley and the Poetics of Liberation

Focusing on themes of freedom and emancipation, this book analyzes Wheatley’s poetry as a form of
resistance against slavery. It interprets her use of religious and classical imagery to subtly critique
oppression. The work also considers Wheatley’s legacy in the broader context of African American
literary history.

4. Phillis Wheatley’s Religious Poems: Faith and Identity

This volume concentrates on Wheatley’s religious poetry, exploring how her faith shaped her identity
and artistic expression. It discusses the interplay between Christianity and African heritage in her
work. Readers will discover how Wheatley’s spirituality offered her a voice in a restrictive society.

5. Nature and Enlightenment in Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry
Examining Wheatley’s reflections on nature and Enlightenment ideals, this book reveals her
engagement with contemporary philosophical thought. It highlights her poems that celebrate the



natural world and human reason, showcasing her intellectual depth. The analysis connects her work
to broader 18th-century literary movements.

6. Phillis Wheatley and the Art of Classical Allusion

This study investigates Wheatley’s use of classical references and mythology in her poetry. It
explains how she skillfully incorporated Greco-Roman themes to elevate her work and appeal to
educated audiences. The book also discusses the significance of classical learning in her life as an
enslaved poet.

7. Women Writers of the 18th Century: Phillis Wheatley’s Poetic Legacy

Placing Wheatley among her female contemporaries, this book explores the challenges and
achievements of women poets in the 18th century. It highlights Wheatley’s unique contributions as
an African American woman and how her poems addressed themes like gender, race, and social
justice. The volume celebrates her enduring influence on women’s literature.

8. Phillis Wheatley’s Poems on Slavery and Humanity

This book focuses on Wheatley’s poems that confront the realities of slavery and advocate for human
dignity. It offers close readings of her works that speak to the moral contradictions of her time.
Readers will appreciate the courage and nuance in Wheatley’s articulation of freedom and equality.

9. The Transatlantic Voice: Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry and the Global 18th Century

Exploring Wheatley’s place in the transatlantic literary world, this book examines how her poems
engage with themes of colonialism, identity, and cultural exchange. It situates her work within the
broader context of 18th-century global movements and intellectual currents. The study reveals
Wheatley as a pioneering figure in early global literature.
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