
Poems by Phillis Wheatley 
 
 
On Being Brought from Africa to America 

	
'Twas	mercy	brought	me	from	my	Pagan	land,	
Taught	my	benighted	soul	to	understand	
That	there's	a	God,	that	there's	a	Saviour	too:	
Once	I	redemption	neither	sought	nor	knew.	
Some	view	our	sable	race	with	scornful	eye,	
"Their	colour	is	a	diabolic	die."	
Remember,	Christians,	Negros,	black	as	Cain,	
May	be	refin'd,	and	join	th'	angelic	train.	

 
 
On Virtue 

 
O	thou	bright	jewel	in	my	aim	I	strive	
To	comprehend	thee.	Thine	own	words	declare	
Wisdom	is	higher	than	a	fool	can	reach.	
I	cease	to	wonder,	and	no	more	attempt	
Thine	height	t’explore,	or	fathom	thy	profound.	
But,	O	my	soul,	sink	not	into	despair,	
Virtue	is	near	thee,	and	with	gentle	hand	
Would	now	embrace	thee,	hovers	o’er	thine	head.	
Fain	would	the	heaven-born	soul	with	her	converse,	
Then	seek,	then	court	her	for	her	promised	bliss.	
	
Auspicious	queen,	thine	heavenly	pinions	spread,	
And	lead	celestial	Chastity	along;	
Lo!	now	her	sacred	retinue	descends,	
Arrayed	in	glory	from	the	orbs	above.	
Attend	me,	Virtue,	thro’	my	youthful	years!	
O	leave	me	not	to	the	false	joys	of	time!	
But	guide	my	steps	to	endless	life	and	bliss.	
Greatness,	or	Goodness,	say	what	I	shall	call	thee,	
To	give	an	higher	appellation	still,	
Teach	me	a	better	strain,	a	nobler	lay,	
O	Thou,	enthroned	with	Cherubs	in	the	realms	of	day!	



 
On Imagination 

 
Thy	various	works,	imperial	queen,	we	see,	
	How	bright	their	forms!	how	deck'd	with	pomp	by	thee!	
Thy	wond'rous	acts	in	beauteous	order	stand,	
And	all	attest	how	potent	is	thine	hand.	
	
From	Helicon's	refulgent	heights	attend,	
Ye	sacred	choir,	and	my	attempts	befriend:	
To	tell	her	glories	with	a	faithful	tongue,	
Ye	blooming	graces,	triumph	in	my	song.	
	
Now	here,	now	there,	the	roving	Fancy	flies,	
Till	some	lov'd	object	strikes	her	wand'ring	eyes,	
Whose	silken	fetters	all	the	senses	bind,	
And	soft	captivity	involves	the	mind.	
	
Imagination!	who	can	sing	thy	force?	
Or	who	describe	the	swiftness	of	thy	course?	
Soaring	through	air	to	find	the	bright	abode,	
Th'	empyreal	palace	of	the	thund'ring	God,	
We	on	thy	pinions	can	surpass	the	wind,	
And	leave	the	rolling	universe	behind:	
From	star	to	star	the	mental	optics	rove,	
Measure	the	skies,	and	range	the	realms	above.	
There	in	one	view	we	grasp	the	mighty	whole,	
Or	with	new	worlds	amaze	th'	unbounded	soul.	
	
Though	Winter	frowns	to	Fancy's	raptur'd	eyes	
The	fields	may	flourish,	and	gay	scenes	arise;	
The	frozen	deeps	may	break	their	iron	bands,	
And	bid	their	waters	murmur	o'er	the	sands.	
Fair	Flora	may	resume	her	fragrant	reign,	
And	with	her	flow'ry	riches	deck	the	plain;	
Sylvanus	may	diffuse	his	honours	round,	
And	all	the	forest	may	with	leaves	be	crown'd:	
Show'rs	may	descend,	and	dews	their	gems	disclose,	
And	nectar	sparkle	on	the	blooming	rose.	



Such	is	thy	pow'r,	nor	are	thine	orders	vain,	
O	thou	the	leader	of	the	mental	train:	
In	full	perfection	all	thy	works	are	wrought,	
And	thine	the	sceptre	o'er	the	realms	of	thought.	
Before	thy	throne	the	subject-passions	bow,	
Of	subject-passions	sov'reign	ruler	thou;	
At	thy	command	joy	rushes	on	the	heart,	
And	through	the	glowing	veins	the	spirits	dart.	
	
Fancy	might	now	her	silken	pinions	try	
To	rise	from	earth,	and	sweep	th'	expanse	on	high:	
From	Tithon's	bed	now	might	Aurora	rise,	
Her	cheeks	all	glowing	with	celestial	dies,	
While	a	pure	stream	of	light	o'erflows	the	skies.	
The	monarch	of	the	day	I	might	behold,	
And	all	the	mountains	tipt	with	radiant	gold,	
But	I	reluctant	leave	the	pleasing	views,	
Which	Fancy	dresses	to	delight	the	Muse;	
Winter	austere	forbids	me	to	aspire,	
And	northern	tempests	damp	the	rising	fire;	
They	chill	the	tides	of	Fancy's	flowing	sea,	
Cease	then,	my	song,	cease	the	unequal	lay.	

 
  



A Hymn to the Evening 
 
Soon	as	the	sun	forsook	the	eastern	main	
The	pealing	thunder	shook	the	heav'nly	plain;	
Majestic	grandeur!	From	the	zephyr's	wing,	
Exhales	the	incense	of	the	blooming	spring.	
Soft	purl	the	streams,	the	birds	renew	their	notes,	
And	through	the	air	their	mingled	music	floats.	
Through	all	the	heav'ns	what	beauteous	dies	are	spread!	
But	the	west	glories	in	the	deepest	red:	
So	may	our	breasts	with	ev'ry	virtue	glow,	
The	living	temples	of	our	God	below!	
Fill'd	with	the	praise	of	him	who	gives	the	light,	
And	draws	the	sable	curtains	of	the	night,	
Let	placid	slumbers	sooth	each	weary	mind,	
At	morn	to	wake	more	heav'nly,	more	refin'd;	
So	shall	the	labours	of	the	day	begin	
More	pure,	more	guarded	from	the	snares	of	sin.	
Night's	leaden	sceptre	seals	my	drowsy	eyes,	
Then	cease,	my	song,	till	fair	Aurora	rise.	
	
	 	



To the Right Honorable William, Earl of Dartmouth 
 
Hail,	happy	day,	when,	smiling	like	the	morn,	
Fair	Freedom	rose	New-England	to	adorn:	
The	northern	clime	beneath	her	genial	ray,	
Dartmouth,	congratulates	thy	blissful	sway:	
Elate	with	hope	her	race	no	longer	mourns,	
Each	soul	expands,	each	grateful	bosom	burns,	
While	in	thine	hand	with	pleasure	we	behold	
The	silken	reins,	and	Freedom's	charms	unfold.	
Long	lost	to	realms	beneath	the	northern	skies	
	
She	shines	supreme,	while	hated	faction	dies:	
Soon	as	appear'd	the	Goddess	long	desir'd,	
Sick	at	the	view,	she	languish'd	and	expir'd;	
Thus	from	the	splendors	of	the	morning	light	
The	owl	in	sadness	seeks	the	caves	of	night.	
No	more,	America,	in	mournful	strain	
Of	wrongs,	and	grievance	unredress'd	complain,	
No	longer	shalt	thou	dread	the	iron	chain,	
Which	wanton	Tyranny	with	lawless	hand	
Had	made,	and	with	it	meant	t'	enslave	the	land.	
	
Should	you,	my	lord,	while	you	peruse	my	song,	
Wonder	from	whence	my	love	of	Freedom	sprung,	
Whence	flow	these	wishes	for	the	common	good,	
By	feeling	hearts	alone	best	understood,	
I,	young	in	life,	by	seeming	cruel	fate	
Was	snatch'd	from	Afric's	fancy'd	happy	seat:	
What	pangs	excruciating	must	molest,	
What	sorrows	labour	in	my	parent's	breast?	
Steel'd	was	that	soul	and	by	no	misery	mov'd	
That	from	a	father	seiz'd	his	babe	belov'd:	
Such,	such	my	case.	And	can	I	then	but	pray	
Others	may	never	feel	tyrannic	sway?	
	
For	favours	past,	great	Sir,	our	thanks	are	due,	
And	thee	we	ask	thy	favours	to	renew,	
Since	in	thy	pow'r,	as	in	thy	will	before,	



To	sooth	the	griefs,	which	thou	did'st	once	deplore.	
May	heav'nly	grace	the	sacred	sanction	give	
To	all	thy	works,	and	thou	for	ever	live	
Not	only	on	the	wings	of	fleeting	Fame,	
Though	praise	immortal	crowns	the	patriot's	name,	
But	to	conduct	to	heav'ns	refulgent	fane,	
May	fiery	coursers	sweep	th'	ethereal	plain,	
And	bear	thee	upwards	to	that	blest	abode,	
Where,	like	the	prophet,	thou	shalt	find	thy	God.	

 
	
 


