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Poems on Various Subjects by Phillis Wheatley

How to Use this Guide:

ABHM staff created this guide to assist in reading and discussion of Phillis Wheatley’s
Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral (1773). Please feel free to print a copy
and keep it with your book as you lend to friends and others who are interested. Do not
expect to get through all of the questions during the upcoming meeting nor in one
sitting. Perhaps consider them as conversation starters or an invitation to reflect more
deeply about your own or shared experiences.

Suggested Questions for Discussion:

1) How did the need for a trial (attested by John Hancock in the opening) to prove
Wheatley wrote her own poems highlight 18th-century attitudes toward slavery
and intelligence? Why do you think this book was published in London rather
than Boston?

2) Have you read any of these poems before, either in classrooms or on your own
accord? Why do you think Wheatley chose poetry as the medium through which
to express herself?

3) Phillis Wheatley was the first African American and one of the first women to
publish a book of poetry and was the first enslaved person to publish a book.
How does this connect to the power of literacy and the pursuit of reading and
writing by enslaved people at this time?

4) In honor of America 250, ABHM has selected books that unpack and complicate
the idea of the American Revolution. In what ways do poems like "To the Right
Honourable William, Earl of Dartmouth” suggest a parallel between the American



colonies' desire for freedom and the enslaved population's desire for liberation?
Where else do you see Wheatley reference the Revolution?

5) Relatedly, how does Wheatley “see” and write about America (and growing
American cities) in her poetry?

6) What audience do you think Wheatley was writing for and why? What do you
think the ultimate goal was with sharing her poems with this audience?

7) Wheatley often uses neoclassical style (revived the ideals of ancient Greek and
Roman art, architecture, and literature) to discuss personal faith. How does this
formal approach either empower her voice or limit it?

8) Why do you think she wrote and included so many eulogies in this publication?
9) In the poems Wheatley composed a variety of literary techniques. Were there
specific techniques that stood out to you? How do they add context to the kind of

education that she had access to?

10)"To S. M. A Young African Painter": How does this poem demonstrate an artistic
connection and shared humanity between two enslaved individuals?



