
phillis wheatley poems analysis
phillis wheatley poems analysis offers valuable insights into the works of the first African
American woman to publish a book of poetry. Her poems reflect a unique blend of classical
influences and personal experience, marked by themes of religion, freedom, and identity. This
analysis explores the literary devices, historical context, and thematic elements that define
Wheatley’s poetry. By examining selected poems, readers gain a deeper understanding of her
contributions to early American literature and the complexities of her voice as an enslaved woman.
The following sections will cover Wheatley’s biography, major themes, poetic style, and detailed
study of key poems. This comprehensive review serves as an essential resource for students and
scholars interested in understanding the significance of her work through a critical lens.

Biography and Historical Context

Major Themes in Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry

Poetic Style and Literary Devices

Analysis of Selected Poems

Biography and Historical Context
Phillis Wheatley was born in West Africa around 1753 and brought to America as an enslaved child.
Purchased by the Wheatley family in Boston, she was educated in their household, a rare privilege
for an enslaved person of her time. Her education enabled her to read classical literature and the
Bible, which heavily influenced her poetic output. Wheatley published her first volume of poetry in
1773, becoming a pioneering figure not only as an African American poet but also as a woman in
colonial America. Understanding her biography and the historical context of slavery and colonialism
is essential to fully grasp the depth and significance of her poetry.

Early Life and Education
Phillis Wheatley’s early years were marked by her capture and transportation across the Atlantic.
Her education under the Wheatley family’s tutelage introduced her to Latin, Greek, and English
literature. This foundation shaped her poetic voice and enabled her to engage with themes of liberty
and morality from a learned perspective.

Impact of the Revolutionary Era
Wheatley’s poetry was written during the American Revolutionary War, a period that inspired much
of her work. She often intertwined her reflections on freedom with the political upheaval occurring
around her, commenting on liberty and justice within both American and African contexts.



Major Themes in Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry
Phillis Wheatley’s poems explore a variety of themes that reflect her unique experience and
intellectual background. These themes include religion, freedom, identity, and the human condition.
Her work often addresses the contradictions of being both enslaved and educated, as well as the
broader ideals of liberty and divine providence.

Religion and Spirituality
Christianity plays a central role in Wheatley’s poetry. She frequently invokes biblical imagery and
themes of salvation, divine justice, and morality. Her faith provides a framework for understanding
suffering and hope, which is evident in many of her poems.

Freedom and Slavery
The tension between enslavement and the desire for freedom is a recurring motif. Wheatley’s poems
subtly critique slavery while celebrating the broader ideals of liberty, often using classical
references to advocate for emancipation and equality.

Identity and Recognition
Wheatley’s poetry also grapples with issues of identity, both personal and racial. She asserts her
intellectual capabilities and challenges contemporary prejudices by demonstrating literary mastery
and moral insight.

Poetic Style and Literary Devices
Phillis Wheatley’s poetry is characterized by its adherence to neoclassical forms and conventions,
reflecting the influence of 18th-century European literature. She employs a variety of literary
devices that enhance the thematic complexity and emotional impact of her work.

Use of Classical Allusions
Wheatley frequently references classical mythology, history, and literature. These allusions serve to
elevate her subjects and align her own voice with the esteemed tradition of Western poetry.

Meter and Structure
Her poems often follow strict metrical patterns, including heroic couplets and iambic pentameter.
This formal structure demonstrates her technical skill and aligns her poetry with contemporary
poetic standards.



Imagery and Symbolism
Vivid imagery and symbolic language permeate Wheatley’s work, enriching her exploration of
abstract concepts such as freedom, divinity, and human dignity.

Examples of Literary Devices in Wheatley’s Poetry

Metaphor: Comparing liberty to light or divine grace

Personification: Giving abstract qualities like tyranny human traits

Alliteration: Repetition of consonant sounds to create rhythm

Irony: Highlighting contradictions between societal ideals and realities of slavery

Analysis of Selected Poems
Examining specific poems by Phillis Wheatley provides a deeper understanding of her thematic
concerns and artistic techniques. The following analyses focus on some of her most notable works.

"On Being Brought from Africa to America"
This poem reflects Wheatley’s complex relationship with her African heritage and Christian faith.
She acknowledges her enslavement but frames her journey as a providential path to salvation. The
poem also subtly critiques racial prejudice by reminding readers that “Negros, black as Cain, / May
be refined, and join the angelic train.”

"To His Excellency General Washington"
Written in honor of George Washington, this poem celebrates the ideals of liberty and leadership.
Wheatley uses classical imagery and heroic couplets to elevate Washington’s status, aligning the
American struggle for independence with noble and divine causes.

"On Imagination"
This piece explores the power of creativity and the human mind. Wheatley personifies imagination as
a source of inspiration and intellectual freedom, showcasing her own poetic vision and mastery of
metaphor.



"To the University of Cambridge, in New England"
Addressing the students of Harvard, Wheatley encourages the pursuit of knowledge and spiritual
enlightenment. The poem combines religious and classical motifs to underscore the value of
education and moral virtue.

Key Elements Highlighted in These Poems

Integration of personal experience with universal themes

Use of Christian doctrine alongside classical references

Advocacy for intellectual and spiritual freedom despite societal constraints

Formal poetic structure reinforcing the seriousness of her message

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes in Phillis Wheatley's poems?
Phillis Wheatley's poems often explore themes such as religion, freedom, race, and the human spirit.
Her works reflect her Christian faith, the struggle for liberty, and the complex identity of being an
African enslaved woman in colonial America.

How does Phillis Wheatley use religious imagery in her
poetry?
Wheatley frequently employs Christian imagery and biblical references to convey hope, redemption,
and moral lessons. Her use of religious symbolism serves to assert the intellectual and spiritual
equality of African Americans in a predominantly Christian society.

What is significant about Phillis Wheatley's style and poetic
form?
Wheatley’s poetry is characterized by classical influences, including the use of heroic couplets and
neoclassical diction. Her adherence to traditional poetic forms helped her gain acceptance in literary
circles and demonstrated her scholarly abilities despite her background.

How does Phillis Wheatley's poem 'On Being Brought from
Africa to America' address race and identity?
In this poem, Wheatley reflects on her journey from Africa to America and the transformative impact
of Christianity on her life. She subtly challenges racial prejudices by emphasizing the shared



humanity and potential for salvation of African people, countering contemporary racist attitudes.

What role does freedom play in Phillis Wheatley's poetry?
Freedom is a recurring motif in Wheatley’s work, symbolizing both physical emancipation from
slavery and spiritual liberation through faith. Her poems often advocate for justice and equality,
inspiring readers to consider the moral implications of slavery.

How did Phillis Wheatley’s background influence her poetry?
As an enslaved African brought to America, Wheatley’s unique perspective informed her poetry. Her
experiences of displacement, education under her owners, and the tensions of her social status
deeply influenced her themes of identity, religion, and freedom.

In what ways does Phillis Wheatley challenge stereotypes
about African Americans in her poetry?
Wheatley challenges stereotypes by demonstrating intellectual prowess, moral depth, and artistic
talent. Through her polished verse and learned references, she contests the prevailing notion of
African Americans as inferior or uncultured.

How can modern readers interpret Phillis Wheatley’s poetry in
the context of social justice?
Modern readers can view Wheatley’s poetry as an early voice advocating for equality and human
dignity. Her work provides historical insight into the complexities of race, identity, and resistance,
inspiring contemporary discussions on social justice and the legacy of slavery.

Additional Resources
1. Phillis Wheatley: Biography and Poetic Analysis
This book offers an in-depth look at the life of Phillis Wheatley, the first published African American
female poet. It explores her historical context and provides detailed analyses of her most influential
poems. Readers gain insight into how Wheatley’s work challenged the social norms of her time.

2. Echoes of Freedom: The Poetry of Phillis Wheatley
Focusing on themes of liberty and identity, this collection examines Wheatley’s poems through the
lens of resistance and empowerment. The author discusses how her poetry reflects the complexities
of being an enslaved African woman in colonial America. Critical essays highlight her stylistic
contributions to early American literature.

3. Phillis Wheatley’s Poetic Voice: An African American Literary Pioneer
This volume delves into Wheatley’s unique poetic voice and her influence on African American
literature. It provides close readings of her major works, emphasizing her use of classical forms and
Christian imagery. The book also contextualizes her poetry within the broader Atlantic world of the
18th century.

4. Analyzing Phillis Wheatley: Themes and Techniques in Her Poetry



A comprehensive guide to the major themes and poetic techniques found in Wheatley’s oeuvre. The
book covers topics such as religion, freedom, and identity, while also exploring her use of metaphor,
rhyme, and meter. It is an essential resource for students and scholars interested in early African
American poetry.

5. Phillis Wheatley: A Critical Anthology
This anthology compiles critical essays and analyses from various scholars, presenting multiple
perspectives on Wheatley’s poetry. It includes historical background, literary criticism, and
discussions on her legacy. The diverse viewpoints provide a well-rounded understanding of her
contributions to literature.

6. The Genius of Phillis Wheatley: Poetry and Power
Examining Wheatley’s intellectual and artistic achievements, this book highlights how she navigated
the constraints of slavery through her poetry. It investigates her strategic use of language and
classical references to assert her humanity and intellect. The analysis underscores her role as a
trailblazer in American poetry.

7. Phillis Wheatley and the Poetics of Freedom
This book explores the concept of freedom as central to Wheatley’s poetry, analyzing how she
articulates both personal and collective liberation. It situates her work within the broader
abolitionist movement and the struggle for African American rights. Readers will find rich
discussions on imagery, symbolism, and rhetorical strategies.

8. Interpreting Phillis Wheatley: Race, Religion, and Rhetoric
Focusing on the intersections of race and religion, this study examines how Wheatley’s poetry
reflects her complex identity as an enslaved Christian poet. The author provides detailed rhetorical
analyses that reveal her subtle critiques of slavery and race relations. This book is valuable for those
interested in cultural and religious studies.

9. Phillis Wheatley’s Legacy: Poetry, History, and Identity
This work traces the historical impact and lasting legacy of Wheatley’s poetry in American literature
and culture. It discusses how her life and work have been reinterpreted over time, influencing
generations of writers and activists. The book combines literary analysis with cultural history to
highlight her enduring significance.
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