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Title: ""“Suspend the Sigh, dear Sir, and check the Groan”: gender-subversive voice and
address in Phillis Wheatley Peters’ elegies"".

Abstract: This paper illuminates the politics of voice in Boston poet Phillis Wheatley’s neoclassical
elegies in Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral (1773) and from among her uncollected
works.

As the first African-born woman to publish a poetry collection in English, Wheatley’s ocuvre has long
been of interest to scholars of Early American and eighteenth-century British literary history, and her
fiercely eloquent yet politic protests against the injustices of chattel slavery are key texts in the African-
American canon. Although the rhetoric and politics of Wheatley’s elegies have been compellingly
analysed by scholars including Gregory Righby, Isani Mukhtar Ali and, more recently, Andrea Haslanger
and Antonio T. Bly, scholarship on Wheatley has yet to connect these insights into Wheatley’s “sass” (Bly,
2018) to the gender-ambiguous rhetoric of lament that allowed eighteenth-century English-speaking
Protestant women to use neoclassical elegy as a vehicle for political debate in the public sphere.

Adopting a gender-ambiguous elegiac voice derived from classical and neoclassical sources, Wheatley
both ventriloquizes and re-codes a set of “antique” metrical patterns, rhetorical figures and religio-literary
allusions. In this strategy of “subversive affirmation,” the authority long sought by eighteenth-century
female elegists is ironized by being voiced by a woman who, as chattelized, is doubly disenfranchised.
This results not only in an ironic Du Boisian “double” voice, as critics have long argued, but — taking
voice here to mean “the interplay of rhetoric and tropes” (Reed, 2017) — produces a critical deconstruction
of eighteenth-century feminine lyric voice as paradoxically disenfranchised yet authoritative and, thus,
complicit. Christian death, as occasion, provides the context and alibi for this subversion.
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Lost Letters? Phillis Wheatley Peters and the Verse Epistle

This presentation considers Wheatley’s poems in relation to the literary genre of the verse epistle,
asking why, despite her frequent use of figures of address, she did not seem to position herself
more explicitly as an inheritor of the Horatian epistolary tradition, a tradition channeled in the
eighteenth century by Alexander Pope and other British poets we know Wheatley to have read. |
read “To the Right Honourable William, Earl of Dartmouth” as a verse epistle in fact if not in
name, and | adduce some criteria for that categorization, making reference along the way to
other, comparable poems as well as to her prose correspondence.

Understanding the verse epistle in an expanded literary-historical context is, I argue, essential for
understanding Wheatley Peters’s oeuvre and ambitions (her second book, never published, was,
after all, to have been “a Volume of Poems And Letters”). I consider the permeable boundary
between public and private correspondence to be even more salient than the distinction between
verse and prose. Finally, I suggest that reading some of Wheatley’s works as Horatian epistles
might give rise to a surprising genre attribution for contemporary epistolary poetry in the vein of
Honorée Fanonne Jeffers’s “Lost Letters”: these poems, which speculate on the unexpressed
feelings of Wheatley Peters and the historical actors surrounding her, bear comparison with
Ovid’s proto-novelistic Heroides.
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When Phillis Wheatley Peters alludes to classical texts, she often also references the way in
which her contemporaries have cited these works, in a kind of palimpsest of allusion. Paying
attention to the specificity of these allusions often reveals further depths to the biting irony her
texts are known to display.

In her well-known poem “On Imagination,” for instance, Wheatley Peters overlays references to
Homer and Virgil with a reference to Alexander Pope’s translation of Homer, in order to further
ironize the stance of what it means to participate in the tradition of praising the poetic freedom

that the imagination allows.

Pope first translator to make Aurora blush with sexual excitement as she leaves her shared bed
with Tithon and rises into the sky at dawn. In turn, Wheatley Peters draws attention to the way
Aurora has been coded as white, and is therefore allowed to soar in the sky with rosy cheeks,
while the speaker of the poem is forced back down to earth. The personified figure of “Winter,”
who drags her down, is both a classical trope and another trope associated with whiteness.

In a slow and careful consideration of Wheatley Peters’ various references to Aurora, |
complicate the stakes of her allusive method, arguing that her unusually complex approach to
allusion is yet one more aspect of the way in which she works within the constraints forced on
her, in order to critique a system of bondage (both poetic and otherwise) she finds herself trapped
within.
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