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     With the inclusion of Wheatley we can now see that women stood at the head of two crucial poetic traditions in America:  a woman (Bradstreet) was the first American poet to publish a volume, and a woman (Wheatley) likewise founded African American poetry in this country.  In addition to the remarks in the introduction to Wheatley in your anthology you might find the following information relevant to understanding her achievement and context.

    According to the entry on Wheatley by John C. Shields in American National Biography Online (a database available from the TCU library), she published her first poem at age 12 in a newspaper, the Newport Mercury; this was an elegy on two men who had barely escaped drowning off Cape Cod.  

     Her level of learning was equivalent to that of "a handful of male university graduates" then in this country (according to Kenny Williams, Dictionary of Literary Biography).  She was, moreover, familiar with the literary and political luminaries of her time.  She admired both Alexander Pope (and like him, and Montagu, favored heroic couplets in her work) and Milton; her devout Christianity especially inclined her toward Milton.  The Earl of Dartmouth is reported to have given her money which she spent entirely on volumes of poetry and literature during her trip to London.  She wrote her poem on George Washington before he was a revolutionary hero, and he replied in a 2 February 1776 letter that concluded:

"If you should ever come to Cambridge, or near headquarters, I shall be happy to see a person so favored by the Muses, and to whom Nature has been so liberal and beneficent in her dispensation."
     Her 1773 book of poems is also notable because it was part of a network of women who in part supported Wheatley (as Shields reports).  Susanna Wheatley is sometimes referred to as Wheatley’s “mistress”; in fact she was Phyllis Wheatley’s enslaver, who released the poet from enslavement only upon this enslaver’s death. Susanna and her daughter taught Phillis to read and encouraged her in writing poetry. More disinterestedly and generously, Selina Hastings, countess of Huntingdon in London, underwrote the publishing costs of Wheatley’s book (after male publishers in Boston had rejected the volume—for racist reasons, according to Shields).  George Whitefield, a Methodist minister who preached both in England and the American colonies, was the private chaplain to the countess.  In 1770 Wheatley wrote an elegy on Whitefield when he died while in the US, and this became popular and was reprinted in London as well as in America, ensuring that Wheatley then became known to Selina Hastings. 
    But Wheatley’s erudition and acquaintance with other distinguished writers and thinkers can never be detached from the fact that she was also enslaved at age 7.  Thus, Ben Franklin came to visit her in England in 1773; but she immediately left the country, and opportunities for interacting with intellectuals, on learning that Susanna Wheatley was ill; and she sailed home to attend on her.  Though she was free to visit acquaintances in Boston, she requested (from modesty? from a sage estimate of what her enslavers or hosts would tolerate?) a separate side table where she could dine alone in keeping with her status.  Even her poetry was derided and dismissed in 1782 by none other than Thomas Jefferson on racial grounds; you can read the details at http://boston1775.blogspot.com/2012/12/thomas-jefferson-reviews-phillis.html.


And she had a dismal end.  If she attained her freedom with her enslavers’ deaths, none of her former acquaintances interested in the formerly enslaved poet bothered to come to her aid after her marriage.  She was working as a scullery maid in a boarding house when she died alone and abandoned in a filthy room, her third child dying a few hours later.  Phyllis Wheatley was then 31 years old. 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

1.  We have indirectly discussed how women may appear to consent to social and literary conventions while also introducing unconventional ideas and roles.  To what degree is this true of Wheatley in "To the Right Honourable William, Earl of Dartmouth" and "On Being Brought from Africa to America"?   Which seems more evident, consent to dominant ideas or resistance to them?  

2.  Can you find words in “On Being Brought from Africa…” that both seem to accept a Eurocentric evaluation of Africa as “less than” America AND/OR that resist any suggestion of inferior value?

3.  How does Wheatley represent and respond to the idea/topic of Freedom in “To the Right Honourable William, Earl of Dartmouth”?
4.  Does Wheatley identify herself more as woman or as African American in the poems that we are reading?  How do you know, and why do you think she selects this emphasis?

5.  What relationship does she draw between her poetry and the painting of African American Scipio Moorhead in "To S. M., A Young African Painter, on Seeing His Works"?  What role does she assign to his, and her, art?  Moorhead, by the way, was himself a poet as well as artist.
6.  What does it mean for an enslaved person to write as a patriot in "To His Excellency, General Washington"?  As reader, what do you do with the knowledge that Washington himself was an enslaver?
7.  Heroic couplets (iambic pentameter rhymed pairs of lines) are noted for their equipoise, their balance, since they are symmetrical rhymed pairs.  Why might the form have appealed to Wheatley? Finch and Montagu, as well as Pope, wrote poetry in heroic couplets as well.  Is Wheatley simply following the dominant poetic fashion, striving to stay within conventional bounds; or could the form have had intrinsic appeal to her?
8.  Below is a poem addressed to a woman rather than a man on the occasion of Wheatley’s departure from America for England.  In addressing a woman, does Wheatley adopt a different tone, persona, or stance?  What are the implications of your answer?



A Farewel to A M E R I C A.     To Mrs. S. W. [Susanna Wheatley]
I.
    ADIEU, New-England's smiling meads,
        Adieu, the flow'ry plain:
    I leave thine op'ning charms, O spring,
        And tempt the roaring main.
II.
    In vain for me the flow'rets rise,
        And boast their gaudy pride,
    While here beneath the northern skies
        I mourn for health deny'd.
III.
    Celestial maid of rosy hue,
        O let me feel thy reign!
    I languish till thy face I view,
        Thy vanish'd joys regain.
IV.
    Susanna mourns, nor can I bear
        To see the crystal show'r,
    Or mark the tender falling tear
        At sad departure's hour;
V.
    Not unregarding can I see
        Her soul with grief opprest:
    But let no sighs, no groans for me,
        Steal from her pensive breast.
VI.
    In vain the feather'd warblers sing,
        In vain the garden blooms,
    And on the bosom of the spring
        Breathes out her sweet perfumes.
VII.
    While for Britannia's distant shore
        We sweep the liquid plain,
    And with astonish'd eyes explore
        The wide-extended main.
VIII.
    Lo! Health appears! celestial dame!
        Complacent and serene,
    With Hebe's mantle o'er her Frame,
        With soul-delighting mien.
IX.
    To mark the vale where London lies
        With misty vapours crown'd,
    Which cloud Aurora's thousand dyes,
        And veil her charms around.
X.
    Why, Phoebus, moves thy car so slow?
        So slow thy rising ray?
    Give us the famous town to view,
        Thou glorious king of day!
XI.
    For thee, Britannia, I resign
        New-England's smiling fields;
    To view again her charms divine,
        What joy the prospect yields!
XII.
    But thou! Temptation hence away,
        With all thy fatal train,
    Nor once seduce my soul away,
        By thine enchanting strain.
XIII.
    Thrice happy they, whose heav'nly shield
        Secures their souls from harms,
    And fell Temptation on the field
        Of all its pow'r disarms!
        Boston, May 7, 1773.
