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IV. DELIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

The available, extant poetry of Miss Wheatley has
been studied. Her works have been compared with those of
Alexander Pope, whom she imitated; with those of Mrs. Anne
Bradstreet, another woman poet of the Colonial period; and
with those of Urian Oaskes. The comments, favorable and
otherwise, of her contemporaries have been reviewed. An
attempt has been made to judge her poetry in the context

of the literary works of her day.
V. ASSUMPTIONS

The assumptions have been made that a study of this
kind will result in a greater appreciation of the contri-
bution of the Negro to American life and literature, and in
a better understanding of the life and works of Miss Wheat-
ley as seen in the context of the whole of Colonial liter-
ature.

We would not learn less of George Washington,
"First in war, first in peace,19 first in the hearts
of his countrymen,®” but we would learn something also
of the 3000 Negro soldiers of the American Revolution
who helped to make this "Father of our country"”
possible. We would not neglect to appreciate the
unuswal contribution of Thomas Jefferson to freedom
and democracy’ but we would invite attention also

191 ss Wheatley is given credit for originating the
phrase, “first in peace,” by at least three authors: James
Weldon Johnson, Charlotte Wright and Vernon Loggins.
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The imitation of English literature by Americans was
but a natural outgrowth of the colonization of the New
World. It is difficult to evaluate this transition from
English letters to American letters. The whole Colonial
Period is one of imitative writings. For example, as Louis
Untermeyer points out, Edward Taylor copied Richard Crashaw,
Henry Vaughn and George Herbert.3 America was still a part
of Europe and European civilization, and it "was a sign of
good taste to choose the best literature available on which
to model their own."u The way of Europe was the way of
America throughout the early period. The words of the
great English writers--for example, John Milton, Alexander
Pope, Joseph Addison and Richard Steele--all had their
echoes in the American press of the times.5

It has been suggested by numerous critics and 1lit-
erary scholars that Alexander Pope was the chief pattern
of inspiration for Phillis Wheatley's writings. It is of
interest to notice some similarities between the two poets.

Both of them were physically incapacitated in some way.

3Louis Untermeyer, An Anthology of the New England
Poets (New York: Random House, inc., 1948), p. 34.

Youis B. Wright, "The Study of the American Cul-
tural Heritage,” William and Mary Quarterly, Vol. I, No. 3,
Third Series, July, 1944, p. 201.

51bid.
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Miss Wheatley's faith was deep. She was the product
in this instance of several strong and related factors.
Among these the most notable are New England Americe, a
Puritan stronghold, and the Wheatley household, a devout
and pious home. It would have been most unusual, then, if
Miss Wheatley had been less concerned with religious faith.

Miss Wheatley was a child of her culture, the cul-
ture in which she was trained and educated. One cannot
identify her poetry as the work of a Negro except in the
instances of specific references to herself or to her race.
This quotation from "To His Honor the Lieutenant Governor
on the Death of His Lady" illustrates:

Nor canst thou, Oliver, assent refuse
To heav'nly tidings from the Afric Muse.23

She was so completely identified with her age and community
that her own people criticized her for this estrangement
from Negro culture. This same estrangement, however,

caused Richard Wright to comment about her poem, "On Imag-
ination,” in this menner: "Whatever its qualities as poetry,
the above poem records the feelings of a Negro reacting not

as a Negro, but as a human being."zu

23Light, op. cit., p. 98.

2hps chara Wright, introduction to Black Metropolls
(New York: St. Clair Drake and Horace R. Clayton, 19&55,
pP. XxxXii.






















60
under her name are below the dighity of criticism.”?l
Several persons have answered this charge of Jefferson's.
In his "Essay on the Variety of Complexion and Figure in
the Human Species,” Samuel Stanhope Smith states,

The poems of Phillis Wheatley, a poor African slave,
taught to read by the indulgent piety of her master
are spoken of with infinite contempt. But I will
demand of Mr. Jefferson, or any other man who is
acquainted with American planters, how many of those
masters could have written poems equal to those of
Phillis Wheatley?22

In commenting on the courteous treatment accorded

Miss Wheatley by George Washington and the less polite
comments of Thomas Jefferson, J. C. Furnas observes that
Jefferson was a man of much higher formal cultivation than
Washington but that neither of these gentlemen was a liter-
ary critic.23 Jefferson's remerk may be more sultably
representative of his attitude toward Negro intelligence
than his appraisal of the poet's ability. The only doubting
voice of criticism which has been heard among her contempo-
raries was that of Jefferson.

On the other hand, Benjamin Franklin, a former

slaveholder, had renounced slavery before the Revolution.

21Thomas Jefferson, Notes on Virginia, edited by
J. William Peden (Chapel Hill: Unlver31ty of North Carolina
Press, 1955), p. 140.

22gamuel Stanhope Smith, as quoted in Charlotte Ruth
Wright, op. cit., p. viii.

235. c. Furnas, Goodbye to Uncle Tom (London: Secker
and Warburg, 1956), pp. 306-307.
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Such an investigation is not likely to turn up any neg-
lected genius‘or work of major importance; however, it
will bring to light a good deal of writing of the second
order--that is, writings that are clearly valuable to the
tradition of American literature. Miss Wheatley's works
are representative of these writings of minor importance.

Miss Wheatley, consciously or unconsciously, chose
Alexander Pope and patterned the musical quality of her
poetry after his style. Her verse and writings are per-
haps of the second order, but they are clearly talented.
She represents one of the most baffling cases of imita-
tive precocity which is known.

Miss Wheatley made an unusual contribution to
American literature which has yet to be generally recog-
nized. To the people of her day she was a famous person.
She was able to interpret public events and to send messages
of hope to those in sorrow. She was an inspiration to her
contemporaries in an unusual way for one with her limita-
tions.

The life story of Phillis Wheatley is a most inter-
esting account of the efforts of one small child to rise
above the handicaps that had been placed upon her. That
her rise to fame was accomplished is a tribute to her own

precocity and determination as well as to the Wheatley




family who encouraged her, gave her enough freedom to
allow her to study and develop, and assisted in her
religious training. That they could not foresee the
final result of her lack of financial independence was
less a discredit to them than it was to the institution
of slavery.

The works of Miss Wheatley reveal a deep reli-
gious sensitivity. They reflect her Puritan conscience
and her emotional control. They anticipate a more glo-
rious life in heaven than one has here on earth and warn
the reader to beware of Satan and the power of sin. Her
poetry reflects her great thankfulness that she was
brought to America where she found her Savior.

In spite of the fact that she was a slave writing
in a slave-~holding community, she voiced several strong
protests against bondage and many fervent praises in
favor of liberty. She was so at one with the culture
in which she was reared that Washington was her leader,
the repeal of the Stamp Act was in her favor, and the
end of the Revolution brought forth her thankfulness and
praises.

When compared with several of the authors of the

Colonial Period, Miss Wheatley makes a good impression.

67
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Her poetry compares favorably with that of Mrs. Anne Brad-
street, a woman poet of the Colonial era. Miss Wheatley's
works are superior to those of another writer of the peri-
od, Urian Oakes, whose works may be included in anthol-
ogies because of his position as President of Harvard
College rather than because of his talents as a writer.

Miss Wheatley received favorable attention from a
nunber of her contemporaries. Several of these were
famous people who went out of the way to be gracious to
her. Thomas Jefferson seems to be the only public figure
who spoke disparagingly of her, as far as was recorded.
The fact that her poetry continued to be published for a
number of years after her death indicated a2 decidedly
good response from the people of her day.

Phillis Wheatley had been referred to as the
"dusky Sappho®” by several commentators.1 This was high
praise indeed. She proved conclusively to her day the
capacity of one Negro for the best and highest in liter-
ature and culture. "Suppose the personalities of many
Phillis Wheatleys of America had been allowed to develop.

« +» What a different literary utterance the American

charlotte Ruth Writht, op. cit., p. X3 Stanley J.
Kunitz and Howard Haycraft, American Authors, 1600-1900,
(New York: H. W. Wilson Co., 1938), p. 798.
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Negro might have given rise to. "2

A few short weeks before his assassination the late
President John F. Kennedy discussed poetry in the following
words:

When power leads men toward arrogance, poetry
reminds him of his limitations. When power nar-
rows the areas of men's concern, poetry reminds
him of the richness and diversity of his existence.
When power corrupts, poetry cleanses. . . « I look
forward to an America which will not be afraid of
grace and beauty. . .which will steadily enlarge
cultural opportunities for all of our citizens. . .
which commands respect not only for its strength
but for its civilization as well. And I look
forward to a world which will be safe not only
for democrac§ and diversity but also for personal
distinction.

Phillis Wheatley, in her own limited way, looked forward to

the same things.

?Richard Wright, White Man, Listen, p. 115.

3John Fitzgerald Kennedy as quoted in Life, LV,
(November 29, 1963), 4.
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of Alexander Pope is recognized as one of the character-
istics of her style. Selections of her writings have been
compared with those of two of her literary contemporaries:
Mrs. Anne Bradstreet and Urian Oakes. As an indication of
the esteem of her reading contemporaries, a review of the
editions of her works which have been republished was also
made.

The study has concluded that, although Miss Wheat-
ley's works are hot of major importance, she has a con-
tribution to make to the tradition of American literature.
While her writings have little emotional appeal to present-
day readers, the story of her life and the best of her
works are deserving of attention in the anthologies pur-

porting to summarize the American heritage.
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