THE COLLECTED WORKS OF PHILLIS WHEATLEY

THE COLLECTED WORKS OF PHILLIS WHEATLEY REPRESENT A GROUNDBREAKING CONTRIBUTION TO AMERICAN LITERATURE AND A
SIGNIFICANT CHAPTER IN THE HISTORY OF AFRICAN AMERICAN WRITING. BORN AROUND 1753 IN WEST AFRICA AND BROUGHT
TO AMERICA AS AN ENSLAVED CHILD, \WHEATLEY OVERCAME THE FORMIDABLE BARRIERS IMPOSED BY HER STATUS TO BECOME
THE FIRST PUBLISHED AFRICAN AMERICAN POET. HER WORKS NOT ONLY REFLECT HER PERSONAL EXPERIENCES BUT ALSO ADDRESS
BROADER THEMES OF LIBERTY, FAITH, AND THE HUMAN CONDITION. THIS ARTICLE DELVES INTO THE LIFE, LITERARY
CONTRIBUTIONS, AND ENDURING LEGACY OF PHILLIS \X/HEATLEY, OFFERING INSIGHTS INTO HER COLLECTED WORKS AND THEIR
IMPACT ON AMERICAN LITERATURE.

EARLY LIFE AND BACKGROUND

PHILLIS WHEATLEY WAS BORN IN WHAT IS NOW SENEGAL OR GAMBIA, AND AT THE AGE OF SEVEN, SHE WAS SOLD INTO
SLAVERY IN BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS. THE WHEATLEY FAMILY, WHO PURCHASED HER, RECOGNIZED HER INTELLIGENCE AND
POTENTIAL. THEY PROVIDED HER WITH AN EDUCATION, WHICH WAS HIGHLY UNUSUAL FOR ENSLAVED INDIVIDUALS AT THE TIME.

- EbuCATION:

- WHEATLEY LEARNED TO READ AND WRITE IN ENGLISH, AND SHE ALSO BECAME FAMILIAR WITH LATIN AND CLASSICAL
LITERATURE.

- SHE WAS HEAVILY INFLUENCED BY THE WORKS OF POETS SUCH AS ALEXANDER POPE AND JOHN MILTON.

HER EXPOSURE TO THE ENLIGHTENMENT IDEALS OF FREEDOM AND INDIVIDUALITY WOULD LATER SHAPE HER POETRY.

LiTeERARY CAREER

\W/HEATLEY'S LITERARY CAREER BEGAN IN EARNEST WHEN SHE STARTED WRITING POETRY IN HER TEENAGE YEARS. HER FIRST POEM
WAS PUBLISHED IN 1767, AND BY 1773, SHE HAD COMPLETED HER COLLECTION OF POEMS, WHICH WOULD LATER BE PUBLISHED
IN A BOOK TITLED “POEMS ON V ARIOUS SUBJECTS, RELIGIOUS AND MORAL.”

PUBLICATION oF “PoEMS oN V ARIOUS SuUBJeCTS”

IN 1773, WHEATLEY BECAME THE FIRST AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMAN TO PUBLISH A BOOK WHEN HER COLLECTION “POEMS ON
V ARIOUS SUBJECTS, RELIGIOUS AND MORAL” WAS PRINTED IN LONDON. THE BOOK WAS MET WITH BOTH ACCLAIM AND
SKEPTICISM, AS SOME QUESTIONED WHETHER AN ENSLAVED WOMAN COULD HAVE PENNED SUCH SOPHISTICATED POETRY.

- Key FEATURES oF THE COLLECTION:

- THEMES: THE POEMS OFTEN EXPLORE THEMES OF RELIGION, FREEDOM, AND THE PERSONAL STRUGGLES OF THE HUMAN SPIRIT.
- FORM AND STYLE: WHEATLEY’S POETRY ADHERES TO THE NEOCLASSICAL STYLE, EMPLOYING HEROIC COUPLETS AND
EMBRACING THE CONVENTIONS OF 18TH-CENTURY POETRY.

- DEDICATION: THE BOOK INCLUDES A DEDICATION TO GEORGE W/ ASHINGTON, WHOM \WHEATLEY ADMIRED AND WHO LATER
ACKNOWLEDGED HER TALENTS.

MaAJor PoeMS IN THE COLLECTION

SOME OF THE STANDOUT POEMS IN WHEATLEY'S COLLECTED WORKS INCLUDE:

1. “ON BEING BROUGHT FROM AFRICA TO AMERICA”: THIS POEM REFLECTS ON HER JOURNEY TO AMERICA AND HER CONVERSION
To CHRISTIANITY, ACKNOWLEDGING BOTH THE PAIN OF HER ENSLAVEMENT AND THE SPIRITUAL SALVATION SHE FOUND.
2. "To His EXCELLENCY, GENERAL W ASHINGTON": A TRIBUTE TO GEORGE W ASHINGTON, THIS POEM EXPRESSES HER HOPES



FOR AMERICAN INDEPENDENCE AND FREEDOM.
3. "ANHYMN To THE MORNING”: IN THIS PIECE, WHEATLEY CELEBRATES THE BEAUTY OF NATURE AND THE DIVINE, SHOWCASING
HER DEEP RELIGIOUS FAITH.

CHALLENGES AND CONTROVERSIES

DESPITE HER SUCCESS, WHEATLEY FACED NUMEROUS CHALLENGES AS BOTH AN AFRICAN AMERICAN AND A WOMAN IN 18TH-
CENTURY AMERICA.

- SKEPTICISM OF HER AUTHORSHIP: MANY CONTEMPORARIES DOUBTED THAT A BLACK WOMAN COULD PRODUCE POETRY OF
SUCH QUALITY. TO PROVE HER AUTHORSHIP, SHE HAD TO GATHER TESTIMONIALS FROM PROMINENT INDIVIDUALS, INCLUDING
GEORGE W ASHINGTON AND OTHER LUMINARIES OF HER TIME.

- THE LiMITS OF FREEDOM: WHILE W/HEATLEY’S POETRY OFTEN CELEBRATED THE IDEALS OF FREEDOM AND LIBERTY, HER OWN LIFE
\WAS CONSTRAINED BY THE INSTITUTION OF SLAVERY. SHE REMAINED ENSLAVED UNTIL THE DEATH OF HER OWNER IN 1778.

LATER LIFE AND LEGACY

AFTER HER OWNER’S DEATH, W/HEATLEY WAS FREED BUT CONTINUED TO FACE HARDSHIPS. SHE STRUGGLED FINANCIALLY AND
FACED THE CHALLENGES OF BEING A FREE BLACK WOMAN IN A SOCIETY THAT STILL UPHELD RACIAL INEQUALITIES.

- PERSONAL STRUGGLES:

- WHEATLEY MARRIED JOHN PETERS, A FREE BLACK MAN, BUT THE COUPLE FACED FINANCIAL DIFFICULTIES, AND MANY OF THEIR
CHILDREN DIED IN INFANCY.

- SHE CONTINUED TO WRITE BUT WAS UNABLE TO SECURE A PUBLISHER FOR HER LATER WORKS.

IMPACT ON AMERICAN LITERATURE

PHILLIS WHEATLEY’S CONTRIBUTIONS TO AMERICAN LITERATURE ARE PROFOUND AND FAR-REACHING. SHE OPENED THE DOOR FOR
FUTURE GENERATIONS OF AFRICAN AMERICAN WRITERS AND POETS. HER WORKS CHALLENGED THE PREVAILING NOTIONS OF RACE
AND GENDER IN HER TIME, PROVING THAT TALENT AND INTELLECT ARE NOT CONFINED BY RACE OR SOCIAL STATUS.

- INFLUENCE ON FUTURE W/RITERS:

- WHEATLEY’S POETRY LAID THE GROUNDWORK FOR LATER AFRICAN AMERICAN POETS, INCLUDING PAUL L AURENCE DUNBAR
AND LANGSTON HUGHES.

- SHE IS OFTEN CITED AS AN EARLY VOICE IN THE STRUGGLE FOR CIVIL RIGHTS AND RACIAL EQUALITY.

CoNCLUSION

THE COLLECTED WORKS OF PHILLIS WHEATLEY STAND AS A REMARKABLE TESTAMENT TO THE RESILIENCE OF THE HUMAN SPIRIT
IN THE FACE OF ADVERSITY. THROUGH HER POETRY, W/HEATLEY NOT ONLY EXPRESSED HER PERSONAL STRUGGLES AND TRIUMPHS
BUT ALSO VOICED THE COLLECTIVE ASPIRATIONS OF HER PEOPLE FOR FREEDOM AND DIGNITY. AS THE FIRST PUBLISHED AFRICAN
AMERICAN POET, SHE CARVED A PATH FOR FUTURE GENERATIONS, ENSURING THAT THE VOICES OF BLACK WRITERS WOULD BE
HEARD IN THE TAPESTRY OF AMERICAN LITERATURE. HER LEGACY CONTINUES TO INSPIRE AND CHALLENGE READERS AND WRITERS
ALIKE, REMINDING US OF THE POWER OF WORDS TO TRANSCEND THE LIMITATIONS IMPOSED BY SOCIETY.

W/HEATLEY’S JOURNEY FROM SLAVERY TO LITERARY ACCLAIM EXEMPLIFIES THE POTENTIAL INHERENT IN ALL INDIVIDUALS,
REGARDLESS OF THEIR CIRCUMSTANCES, AND HER WORKS REMAIN A VITAL PART OF THE AMERICAN LITERARY CANON.



FREQUENTLY AskeD QUESTIONS

\W/HAT ARE THE MAIN THEMES EXPLORED IN THE COLLECTED WORKS OF PHILLIS
\XW/HEATLEY?

THE COLLECTED WORKS OF PHILLIS WHEATLEY PRIMARILY EXPLORE THEMES OF FAITH, FREEDOM, RACE, AND THE STRUGGLE FOR
IDENTITY. WHEATLEY OFTEN ADDRESSES THE COMPLEXITIES OF HER STATUS AS AN ENSLAVED AFRICAN WOMAN AND HIGHLIGHTS
THE IMPORTANCE OF EDUCATION AND VIRTUE.

How DID PHILLIS WHEATLEY'S WORK INFLUENCE AFRICAN AMERICAN LITERATURE?

PHILLIS WHEATLEY IS CONSIDERED A PIONEER OF AFRICAN AMERICAN LITERATURE. HER WORK PAVED THE WAY FOR FUTURE
GENERATIONS OF BLACK WRITERS BY DEMONSTRATING THAT AFRICAN AMERICANS COULD PRODUCE SOPHISTICATED POETRY. HER
SUCCESS CHALLENGED PREVAILING NOTIONS ABOUT RACE AND INTELLECTUAL CAPABILITY.

\W/HAT SIGNIFICANCE DOES THE POEM ‘ON BEING BROUGHT FROM AFRICA TO AMERICA’
HOLD IN WHEATLEY'S COLLECTION?

THE POEM 'ON BEING BROUGHT FROM AFRICA TO AMERICA’ IS SIGNIFICANT AS IT REFLECTS W/HEATLEY'S PERSONAL JOURNEY
AND OFFERS A NUANCED PERSPECTIVE ON SLAVERY. |T ADDRESSES THEMES OF CONVERSION AND REDEMPTION WHILE ALSO
CRITIQUING THE RACISM PREVALENT IN SOCIETY, MAKING IT A POWERFUL COMMENTARY ON HER EXPERIENCES.

IN WHAT WAYS DID PHILLIS WHEATLEY USE CLASSICAL REFERENCES IN HER POETRY?

PHILLIS WHEATLEY FREQUENTLY EMPLOYED CLASSICAL REFERENCES IN HER POETRY TO ENHANCE HER ARGUMENTS AND CONNECT
HER EXPERIENCES TO BROADER LITERARY TRADITIONS. BY INVOKING FIGURES FROM GREEK AND ROMAN MYTHOLOGY, SHE
ESTABLISHED HER INTELLECTUAL CREDIBILITY AND APPEALED TO HER PREDOMINANTLY WHITE AUDIENCE.

\WHAT IMPACT DID THE PUBLICATION OF \WHEATLEY'S COLLECTED WORKS HAVE ON
SOCIETAL VIEWS OF SLAVERY IN THE 18TH CENTURY?

THE PUBLICATION OF PHILLIS WHEATLEY'S COLLECTED WORKS CHALLENGED THE PREVAILING SOCIETAL VIEWS OF SLAVERY IN
THE 18TH CENTURY BY SHOWCASING THE LITERARY TALENT OF AN ENSLAVED WOMAN. HER SUCCESS AND ELOQUENCE
PROMPTED DISCUSSIONS ABOUT THE CAPABILITIES OF ENSLAVED INDIVIDUALS AND CONTRIBUTED TO THE EARLY ABOLITIONIST
MOVEMENT.
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