
an address to miss phillis wheatley
analysis
an address to miss phillis wheatley analysis offers an insightful exploration into one of
the earliest examples of African American literature. This poem, written by Margaret
More, praises the remarkable achievements of Phillis Wheatley, the first published African
American female poet. The analysis delves into the historical context, thematic elements,
literary devices, and the cultural significance of the poem. Understanding the interplay
between the poem’s language and its socio-political implications provides a deeper
appreciation for Wheatley’s legacy and the challenges she faced. This article also
examines how the poem contributes to the broader narrative of African American identity
and female empowerment in the 18th century. The discussion includes a detailed
breakdown of the poem’s tone, structure, and use of imagery, highlighting the ways in
which More elevates Wheatley’s accomplishments. Readers will gain a comprehensive
view of the poem’s role in shaping early American literature and its enduring relevance
today.
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Historical Context and Background
Understanding an address to miss phillis wheatley analysis requires an examination of
the historical period during which both Phillis Wheatley and Margaret More lived. Phillis
Wheatley was an African slave who gained fame in the 18th century as the first African
American woman to publish a book of poetry. Her achievements were groundbreaking
against the backdrop of slavery and widespread racial discrimination. Margaret More, the
author of the poem, was a white English poet who admired Wheatley's talent and sought
to honor her accomplishments through this address. The poem was written in the late 18th
century, a time when poetry was a significant medium for intellectual and social discourse.
This context highlights the rarity and boldness of celebrating an African American female
poet publicly.

Phillis Wheatley’s Life and Achievements
Phillis Wheatley was brought to America as a slave and quickly showed exceptional



literary talent. She was educated by her owners and published her first volume of poetry
in 1773, marking a significant milestone in American literature. Wheatley's work often
engaged with classical themes and Christian motifs, blending her unique perspective with
the literary traditions of her time. Her success challenged contemporary notions of race
and intellect, making her a symbol of capability and resilience.

Margaret More’s Role as Poet
Margaret More, a member of the English literary circle, composed the address as a tribute
to Wheatley’s prowess. More’s poem reflects Enlightenment ideals, emphasizing reason,
virtue, and artistic excellence. By praising Wheatley, More implicitly confronted the racial
prejudices of her era. Her poetic tribute serves as an acknowledgment of Wheatley’s
literary significance and a celebration of her transcendence over societal limitations.

Themes and Messages
The core themes in the poem are reflected through its celebration of talent, the triumph of
the human spirit, and the breaking of racial and gender barriers. an address to miss
phillis wheatley analysis reveals how the poem honors Wheatley’s intellectual
achievements while simultaneously condemning the social constraints imposed on her.

Celebration of Intellectual Talent
The poem underscores Wheatley’s extraordinary intellectual capabilities, highlighting her
mastery of poetic form and classical knowledge. It conveys admiration for her ability to
produce refined poetry despite her status as an enslaved African woman. This theme
serves as a powerful counter-narrative to prevailing stereotypes of the time.

Overcoming Social and Racial Barriers
Another significant theme is the triumph over adversity. The poem acknowledges the
systemic obstacles Wheatley faced, including slavery and racial discrimination. It praises
her resilience and success as emblematic of broader human dignity and potential,
emphasizing the universality of artistic expression beyond social divisions.

Virtue and Enlightenment Ideals
The poem also reflects Enlightenment values such as reason, virtue, and moral integrity. It
aligns Wheatley’s achievements with these ideals, framing her as a figure of moral and
intellectual excellence. This alignment reinforces the poem’s message of Wheatley as a
beacon of enlightenment despite her marginalized position.



Literary Devices and Style
A thorough an address to miss phillis wheatley analysis includes the examination of
the poem’s stylistic elements and literary techniques. These devices enhance the poem’s
eloquence and emotional impact while reinforcing its themes.

Use of Classical Allusions
The poem employs numerous classical references, drawing parallels between Wheatley
and celebrated figures from Greco-Roman mythology and literature. These allusions
elevate Wheatley’s status, associating her with timeless virtues and intellectual grandeur.
Such references help to position her within a prestigious literary tradition.

Imagery and Symbolism
Vivid imagery and symbolism are used to convey Wheatley’s brilliance and moral strength.
Light and illumination motifs symbolize knowledge and inspiration. The poem’s imagery
often contrasts darkness and light, representing ignorance versus enlightenment, thereby
reinforcing Wheatley’s role as a source of intellectual illumination.

Tone and Diction
The tone of the poem is reverential and admiring, reflecting deep respect for Wheatley’s
talents. The diction is formal and elevated, consistent with the poetic conventions of the
18th century. This choice of language underscores the seriousness of the tribute and the
high regard in which Wheatley is held.

Structure and Form
The poem is structured in a formal, balanced manner, often employing heroic couplets
common in the period. This structure provides a rhythmic and harmonious flow, which
complements the poem’s dignified tone and reinforces its celebratory nature.

Cultural and Social Significance
The cultural and social implications of an address to miss phillis wheatley analysis
extend beyond literary appreciation. The poem is a significant artifact in the history of
race relations, women’s history, and American literature.

Breaking Racial Barriers in Literature
The poem’s existence and content represent a break from the dominant racial prejudices
of the time. By publicly honoring an African American woman’s intellectual achievements,



it challenged the widespread belief in racial inferiority. This was a radical act in the 18th
century, contributing to early dialogues on racial equality.

Recognition of Female Achievement
In a period when women’s voices were often marginalized, the poem’s focus on Wheatley
as a female poet underscores the importance of recognizing women’s contributions to
literature and culture. It highlights the intersectionality of race and gender in the struggle
for recognition and equality.

Influence on African American Identity
The poem helped to shape early African American literary identity by validating
Wheatley’s role as a pioneering figure. It provided a source of inspiration and a model for
subsequent generations of African American writers and intellectuals striving for cultural
and social acceptance.

Impact and Legacy
The impact of the poem, as revealed through an address to miss phillis wheatley
analysis, is multifaceted. It contributed to the preservation of Wheatley’s legacy and
influenced the discourse around race, literature, and identity.

Preservation of Phillis Wheatley’s Legacy
The poem serves as a historical document that helped maintain public awareness of
Wheatley’s contributions. By celebrating her achievements, it ensured that her legacy
endured beyond her lifetime and continued to inspire readers and scholars.

Contribution to American Literary Canon
The poem occupies a place in the American literary canon as a testament to cross-cultural
recognition and respect. It illustrates how literature can bridge social divides and foster
appreciation for diverse voices in American history.

Continuing Relevance
Today, the poem remains relevant as a symbol of progress in racial and gender equality. It
invites contemporary readers to reflect on the ongoing challenges faced by marginalized
voices and the power of literature to effect social change.



Key Elements of the Poem’s Enduring Appeal

Its eloquent celebration of intellectual achievement against the odds

Its challenge to 18th-century social and racial norms

The use of classical allusions to elevate an African American woman’s status

The formal structure that mirrors the dignity of its subject

The universal themes of resilience, talent, and virtue

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'An Address to Miss Phillis
Wheatley'?
'An Address to Miss Phillis Wheatley' primarily explores themes of racial identity,
intellectual recognition, and the challenges faced by African American poets in the 18th
century. It highlights Phillis Wheatley's exceptional talent despite the social constraints of
her time.

Who wrote 'An Address to Miss Phillis Wheatley' and
what is its significance?
'An Address to Miss Phillis Wheatley' was written by Phillis Wheatley herself as a poetic
response or tribute. It is significant because it showcases Wheatley's literary skill and her
engagement with contemporary debates on race, slavery, and literature.

How does Phillis Wheatley use classical references in
'An Address to Miss Phillis Wheatley'?
Phillis Wheatley incorporates classical references and allusions to figures such as Homer
and the Muses to elevate her poetic voice and assert her place within the Western literary
tradition, challenging contemporary prejudices against African American writers.

What literary devices are prominent in 'An Address to
Miss Phillis Wheatley'?
The poem features literary devices such as apostrophe, metaphor, classical allusion, and
elevated diction. These devices help Wheatley to construct a dignified and intellectual
persona, emphasizing her poetic prowess and cultural refinement.



How does 'An Address to Miss Phillis Wheatley' reflect
the historical context of the 18th century?
The poem reflects the 18th-century context by addressing issues of slavery, race, and the
Enlightenment ideals of reason and individual merit. Wheatley's work challenges the
prevailing notions of racial inferiority by demonstrating her intellectual capabilities.

What impact did 'An Address to Miss Phillis Wheatley'
have on African American literature?
'An Address to Miss Phillis Wheatley' helped pave the way for future African American
writers by asserting the intellectual and artistic legitimacy of Black voices. It remains a
foundational text in African American literary history and early American poetry.

Additional Resources
1. Phillis Wheatley and the Emergence of African American Literature
This book explores the life and works of Phillis Wheatley, the first African American
woman to publish a book of poetry. It provides in-depth literary analysis of her poems,
including her famous address to Miss Phillis Wheatley. The text situates Wheatley’s
writings within the broader context of 18th-century American literature and the Atlantic
slave trade.

2. The Collected Writings of Phillis Wheatley: Poetry and Prose
A comprehensive collection of Wheatley’s poetry and prose, this volume offers critical
commentary on her stylistic choices and thematic concerns. Readers gain insight into her
complex identity as an enslaved African woman and her navigation of colonial literary
traditions. The book includes analysis of her address to Miss Phillis Wheatley, highlighting
its rhetorical and historical significance.

3. Voices of Resistance: African American Women Writers and the Struggle for Freedom
This anthology focuses on African American women writers who used literature as a form
of resistance against oppression. Phillis Wheatley’s works are central to this collection,
with essays analyzing her address to Miss Phillis Wheatley as a pioneering example of
literary defiance. The book discusses how Wheatley’s poetry challenged contemporary
notions of race, gender, and authorship.

4. Slavery and Literary Expression in Colonial America
Focusing on the intersection of slavery and literature, this book examines how enslaved
writers like Phillis Wheatley articulated their experiences through poetry and prose. It
provides detailed analysis of Wheatley’s address to Miss Phillis Wheatley, exploring
themes of identity, spirituality, and intellectual agency. The work also considers the
political implications of her writing in the context of colonial America.

5. Rhetoric and Resistance: The Language of Phillis Wheatley
This scholarly work delves into the rhetorical strategies employed by Phillis Wheatley in
her poetry and letters. Special attention is given to her address to Miss Phillis Wheatley,
analyzing how she crafted her voice to assert her humanity and literary talent. The book



highlights Wheatley’s use of classical allusions and persuasive language to engage with
her audience.

6. Women Poets of the Early American Republic
This collection examines the contributions of women poets during America’s early republic
period, with Phillis Wheatley featured prominently. The analysis includes her address to
Miss Phillis Wheatley, discussing how her work navigated the constraints imposed by race
and gender. The book offers comparative perspectives on Wheatley and her
contemporaries, illuminating her unique role in American literary history.

7. Phillis Wheatley: Biography and Critical Essays
A blend of biography and critical essays, this book provides a thorough overview of
Wheatley’s life and literary output. Essays included focus on the thematic and stylistic
elements of her poetry, with specific chapters dedicated to the address to Miss Phillis
Wheatley. The book contextualizes her work within the socio-political landscape of the
18th century.

8. Race, Religion, and Poetry in the Age of Phillis Wheatley
This academic text explores the interplay between race, religion, and poetry in Wheatley’s
era. It analyzes how Wheatley’s address to Miss Phillis Wheatley reflects her religious
beliefs and her nuanced position within the racial hierarchies of colonial America. The
book provides a multidisciplinary approach, combining literary criticism with historical
and theological insights.

9. Literary Legacies of Enslaved African Women
Highlighting the voices of enslaved African women writers, this book places Phillis
Wheatley at the forefront of early African American literature. It offers critical
examinations of Wheatley’s address to Miss Phillis Wheatley, emphasizing her
contributions to literary history and cultural memory. The text also discusses the
challenges these women faced in preserving their narratives and asserting their
intellectual presence.
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