
Poems On Various Subjects Religious And
Moral And Memoir Of Phillis Wheatley:
Exploring Themes of Identity, Spirituality, and
the Human Condition
Published in 1773, "Poems on Various Subjects Religious and Moral" is a
groundbreaking collection of poems written by Phillis Wheatley, an
enslaved African American woman. The poems explore themes of identity,
spirituality, and the human condition, reflecting Wheatley's complex
experiences and the multifaceted struggles of her time. This article delves
into the depths of Wheatley's poetry, examining its literary merits, historical
significance, and enduring impact on American literature.

Literary Analysis

Wheatley's poems demonstrate a mastery of poetic form and language.
She employs various poetic devices, including metaphors, similes, and
personification, to create vivid imagery and convey profound emotions. Her
use of iambic pentameter, a rhythmic pattern common in English poetry,
adds a sense of elegance and sophistication to her work.
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Moreover, Wheatley's diction is both eloquent and accessible, appealing to
readers of diverse backgrounds and levels of education. She skillfully
weaves together biblical allusions, classical references, and personal
experiences to create a rich tapestry of thematic exploration.

The poems in "Various Subjects" can be broadly categorized into two main
groups: religious and moral. In her religious poems, Wheatley explores
themes of faith, hope, and divine providence. Poems such as "On Being
Brought from Africa to America" and "To the Right Honorable William, Earl
of Dartmouth" reflect her belief in God's plan and her trust in divine
guidance.

On the other hand, Wheatley's moral poems grapple with universal human
experiences, such as the transience of life, the evils of slavery, and the
importance of virtue. She poignantly depicts the struggles of the enslaved,
exposing the injustices and cruelties of her time. Poems like "To S.M., a
Young African Painter, on Seeing His Works" and "Liberty and Peace"
showcase her unwavering commitment to freedom and equality.

Historical Significance

"Poems on Various Subjects Religious and Moral" holds immense historical
significance as the first published work by an African American woman in
the American colonies. Wheatley's literary achievements shattered
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prevailing stereotypes about the intellectual and creative capacities of
enslaved people. Her work challenged popular notions of black inferiority
and contributed to the growing abolitionist movement.

The publication of her poems also garnered Wheatley international
recognition and acclaim. She met with influential figures, including George
Washington and Benjamin Franklin, and was celebrated as a literary
prodigy. Wheatley's success as a published poet paved the way for other
African American writers and artists to emerge.

Enduring Impact

Wheatley's legacy continues to inspire and resonate with readers today.
Her poems offer a powerful lens through which to examine the complexities
of race, identity, and the search for freedom. Her work has been widely
studied and anthologized, and her influence can be seen in contemporary
African American literature and beyond.

Moreover, Wheatley's impact extends beyond the literary realm. Her poetry
has fueled scholarly research and public discourse on issues of slavery,
women's rights, and the African American experience. By giving voice to
the marginalized, Wheatley's work has contributed to a more inclusive and
equitable society.

Themes in the Poetry

Throughout her poems, Wheatley explores a range of interconnected
themes that resonate deeply with the human condition:

1. Identity: Wheatley's poems grapple with questions of identity, both
personal and collective. She explores her African heritage, her status



as an enslaved person, and her aspiration for freedom.

2. Spirituality: Faith is a central pillar in Wheatley's poetry. Her religious
poems express her belief in God, her trust in divine providence, and
her hope for redemption.

3. The Human Condition: Wheatley's poems delve into the universal
experiences of human life, including love, loss, joy, and suffering. She
explores the challenges and complexities of human nature, highlighting
both our strengths and our weaknesses.

4. Freedom and Equality: Wheatley's moral poems forcefully condemn
the evils of slavery and advocate for the inherent equality of all human
beings. She eloquently articulates the desire for freedom and the
injustices suffered by those denied it.

5. Education and Enlightenment: Wheatley's poetry underscores the
transformative power of education. She celebrates the pursuit of
knowledge and the enlightenment it can bring.

Critical Reception

Upon its publication, "Poems on Various Subjects Religious and Moral"
received mixed critical responses. Some critics praised Wheatley's talent
and poetic abilities, while others dismissed her work as derivative and
lacking originality. However, over time, Wheatley's poetry has garnered
widespread recognition for its literary merit and historical significance.
Modern critics have hailed her as an important voice in American literature,
whose work challenges dominant narratives and sheds light on the
complexities of the human experience.



"Poems on Various Subjects Religious and Moral" by Phillis Wheatley
stands as a groundbreaking work of American literature. Through her
masterful use of poetic form and evocative language, Wheatley explores
themes of identity, spirituality, and the human condition with profound
insight and emotional resonance. Her poetry transcends its time and
continues to inspire and challenge readers today, cementing her legacy as
a trailblazing literary figure and a symbol of resilience and hope.
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