


Who is Phillis Wheatley Peters?
Image Courtesy New York Public library

•Brilliant writer, first African 
American woman to become 
author of a book of poetry (or, for 
that matter, any book)

•Poems book published in 1773 
(when she was only 19 or 20 years 
old),with her work read during her 
lifetime across the transatlantic 
world



African Heritage
• Kidnapped (around 

the age of 7) from 
the West Coast of 
Africa 

• Survived the Middle 
Passage

• Arrived in Boston in 
1761



Who is Phillis Wheatley Peters?
Boston Connections

• Purchased by John Wheatley 
as a “gift” for his wife 
Susanna

• (Re)named “Phillis,” which 
was the name of the ship that 
brought her from Africa

• Taught reading and writing in 
the Wheatley home and 
quickly emerged as a talented 
poet writing for local 
audiences

One of 3 statues at Boston Women’s Memorial



Writing Ties to Boston
First publications took 
the form of 
pamphlets and 
“broadsides,” 
often presenting 
elegies in honor
of a distinguished 
person or a 
family friend’s relative 
who had died—
Including very young 
children 



Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral: 
Frontispiece portrait from a first edition of Phillis Wheatley’s Poems



Influential white male 
leaders of Boston 
(including John Hancock) 
wrote testimonials to 
affirm her authorship 
(due to the belief that no 
young Black girl could 
have written the poems.) 
But she still had to travel 
to London to get her 
book published, as no US 
printer would take on 
the project.



Publication sponsor: Countess of Huntington



Who is Phillis Wheatley Peters?
Social Connections, continued

• Had a large circle of friends, 
such as her regular 
correspondent (also a Black 
woman) Obour Tanner

• Set free in 1773 soon after 
arriving back in Boston

• Married John Peters, a free 
Black man, not long after 
deaths of Susanna (first) and 
then John Wheatley

• Continued to write after 
marriage





Who is Phillis Wheatley Peters?
Social Connections, continued

• Unable to secure adequate 
subscriptions for a second 
book of poetry

• Worked as a scrubwoman to 
help support her family

• Had three children, none 
surviving

• Died 1784 (age of 31)



Phillis Wheatley’s Many Legacies
• Became a recurring figure in anti-slavery 

publications in the early decades of the 
nineteenth century

• Celebrated in international publications 
such as this French democracy magazine’s 
imagined version of how she might have 
looked later in life

• Revered as a role model for Black women 
and girls, across succeeding decades, as 
seen in Black women’s clubs and schools 
named in her honor



Today: A major figure in presentations 
of Boston/US history



Today: Uplifting Stories Told about PWP
in an ever-growing array of children’s literature



Black women poets inspired by PWP
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