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Name: Class:

On Being Brought from Africa to America

By Phillis Wheatley
1768

Phillis Wheatley (c. 1753-1784) was the first published African-American woman
poet. After being transported from West Africa to America, she was sold into slavery.
Later purchased by the Wheatley family, she was taught to read and write, and
learned several languages. Wheatley's poems often explore her Christian values,
celebrate America, and comment on the current events of the time. As you read,
take notes on Wheatley's form, and consider how and why she emphasizes certain
words.

‘Twas mercy brought me from my
PO/gan1 land,

Taught my benighted2 soul to
understand

That there’s a God, that there's a
Saviour® too:

Once | redemption? neither sought nor
knew.

Some view our sable® race with scornful

“Their colour is a diabolic® die.” -
Remember, Christians, Negros, black as "Phillis Wheatley" by Darryl Kenyon is
Cain,’ licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

1. “Pagan”is a term used to describe religions other than Christianity, Judaism, or
Islam. Here, Wheatley uses the term to describe the home in Africa from which
she was brought.

2. “Benighted” is an archaic term meaning lacking intellect or morality, usually due
to an absence of opportunity.

3. Here, “Saviour” refers to Jesus Christ, the central figure in Christianity, whom
Christians believe is the redeemer of sin and saver of souls.

4. Redemption (noun)the action of saving or being saved from sin, error, or evil

5. “Sable” is another word for black.

Diabolic (adjective) devilish
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https://www.flickr.com/photos/dkenyon/7389328480/
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May be refin'd, and join th’ angelic train.

On Being Brought from Africa to America by Phillis Wheatley is in the public domain.

Unless otherwise noted, this content is licensed under the CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license

7. Cainis a prominent figure in Christianity, known for committing the first
murder, resulting in the Curse of Cain. Some interpret the Curse of Cain as being
associated with his black skin.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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Text-Dependent Questions

Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in
complete sentences.

1. PART A: Which TWO of the following best identify the themes of the text?

A.  Religion

B. Social pressure
C.  Prejudice

D.  Education

E. Slavery

F. Gender

2. PART B: Which lines from the text best support the answers to Part A?

A. Lines1-2
B. Line3
C. Line4
D. Lines5-8

3. Explain how Phillis Wheatley's rhyming and use of meter create emphasis
on certain words and, in turn, themes. Cite evidence from the text to
support your answer.
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4. PART A: As used in line 5, what does the word "scornful" suggest about
how Wheatley felt others regarded her race?

A. Distaste

B. Confidence
C.  Acceptance
D. Enwy

5.  PART B: Which phrase from the text best supports the answer to Part A?
A.  "Taught my benighted soul to understand" (Line 2)
B. "Once | redemption neither sought nor knew." (Line 4)
C.  "Their colour is a diabolic die." (Line 6)
D. "May be refin'd, and join th' angelic train." (Line 8)
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Discussion Questions

Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space
provided. Be prepared to share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1.

Phillis Wheatley wasn't exposed to Christianity until after she was brought
to America and sold into slavery. How do you feel about the way she was
educated on Christian values? Is it okay to impose your views on others?

Have you ever experienced or witnessed discrimination? What did you do?

This poem is written in heroic couplets - a neoclassical style of poetry - as
well as in iambic pentameter. In your opinion, why did Phillis Wheatley
choose to write in this form? What are the benefits and disadvantages of
it?

Wheatley was both a slave and a poet who often celebrated America in
her writing. Are these two identities compatible? How do you think
Wheatley was able to reconcile her slavery with her love for America?

In the context of this poem, what are the effects of prejudice and
discrimination? Cite evidence from this text, your own experience, and
other literature, art, or history in your answer.
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6. Inthe context of this poem, how has America changed over time? Cite
evidence from this text, your own experience, and other literature, art, or
history in your answer.
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