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"General George Washington at Trenton"
by John Trumbull is in the public domain. 

To His Excellency, General Washington 
By Phillis Wheatley 

1775 

Phillis Wheatley (c. 1753-1784) was the first published African-American poet in U.S. 
history. Born in West Africa, she was sold into slavery as a young girl to the Wheatley 
family, who taught her to read and write. Her poems brought her international 
fame. The American Revolutionary War officially began in April 1775, and Wheatley 
wrote this poem some months later commending the achievements of General 
George Washington (who would not become the first president until 1789).  As you 
read, take notes on Wheatley’s portrayal of Washington, and how it relates to the 
legacy he has left on United States history. 

Celestial choir, enthron’d in realms of 
light, 

Columbia’s1 scenes of glorious toils2 I 
write. 

While freedom’s cause her anxious 
breast alarms, 

She flashes dreadful in refulgent3 arms. 
See mother earth her offspring’s fate 

bemoan, 
And nations gaze at scenes before 

unknown; 
See the bright beams of heaven’s 

revolving light 
Involved in sorrows and the veil of night! 

The Goddess comes, she moves divinely fair, 
Olive and laurel4 binds Her golden hair: 

[1] 

[5] 

[10] 

1.  “Columbia” was a historical and poetic name used for America, as well as the 
female personification of America (i.e. Lady of Liberty). 

2.  Here, Wheatley is referring to the conflict between Great Britain and its thirteen 
American colonies. 

3.  Refulgent (adjective) shining brightly 
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Wherever shines this native of the skies, 
Unnumber’d charms and recent graces rise. 

Muse! Bow propitious5 while my pen relates 
How pour Her armies through a thousand gates, 
As when Eolus6 heaven’s fair face deforms, 
Enwrapp’d in tempest7 and a night of storms; 
Astonish’d ocean feels the wild uproar, 
The refluent8 surges beat the sounding shore; 
Or think as leaves in Autumn’s golden reign, 
Such, and so many, moves the warrior’s train. 
In bright array they seek the work of war, 
Where high unfurl’d the ensign9 waves in air. 
Shall I to Washington their praise recite? 
Enough thou know’st them in the fields of fright. 
Thee, first in peace and honors—we demand 
The grace and glory of thy martial band. 
Fam’d for thy valour, for thy virtues more, 
Hear every tongue thy guardian aid implore! 

One century scarce perform’d its destined round, 
When Gallic10 powers Columbia’s fury found; 
And so may you, whoever dares disgrace 
The land of freedom’s heaven-defended race! 
Fix’d are the eyes of nations on the scales, 
For in their hopes Columbia’s arm prevails. 
Anon Britannia11 droops the pensive head, 
While round increase the rising hills of dead. 

[15] 

[20] 

[25] 

[30] 

[35] 

4.  Laurel is a type of aromatic evergreen plant. 
5.  Propitious (adverb) giving or indicating good chance of favor 
6.  In Greek mythology, Aeolus was the ruler of the winds. 
7.  Tempest (noun) a storm 
8.  Refluent (adjective) flowing back; ebbing 
9.  Ensign (noun) a flag flown as a symbol of nationality 

10.  Gallic (adjective) of or relating to Gaul/France; Here, Wheatley is likely referring 
to the French and Indian War 

11.  Great Britain 
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Ah! Cruel blindness to Columbia’s state! 
Lament thy thirst of boundless power too late. 

Proceed, great chief, with virtue on thy side, 
Thy ev’ry action let the Goddess guide. 
A crown, a mansion, and a throne that shine, 
With gold unfading, Washington! Be thine. 

[40] 
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Text-Dependent Questions 

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

1. Which of the following best describes a central idea of the text? 

A. American patriotism and independence was guided by the 
powers of God. 

B. Washington was a righteous man. 
C. Washington's fight for freedom made him seem god-like. 
D. The Revolutionary War has been enshrined and glorified in the 

collective American memory. 

2. What is the function of stanza 4 in the structure and message in the 
poem? 

A. It proclaims that the British will lament their greed and decision 
to fight the American colonies, positioning the poem as almost 
prophetic. 

B. It emphasizes the message of American resilience, having once 
fought the French. 

C. It recalls French defeat to warn others that America will always 
triumph, adding to the message of assured American victory. 

D. It recalls colonial America's defeat of French-occupied territories, 
implying that American forces will win again against the British. 
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3. How does Wheatley's use of imagery contribute to her purpose in the 
poem? 

A. The imagery used suggests god-like intervention, which is 
reminiscent of the divine right of kings, thus painting Washington 
as a potential new leader or monarch. 

B. Wheatley employs powerful imagery, one that relies on light and 
chaos, throughout the piece, building the drama of the scene and 
glorifying the Revolution. 

C. Wheatley's use of light and dark, as well as heavenly or divine 
imagery, contribute to her purpose of glorifying both the 
Revolution and Washington, thus furthering the legitimacy of the 
American cause. 

D. The imagery used celebrates the beauty of the American country, 
thus glorifying it as a nation blessed by God. 

4. How does the author's inclusion of the "Goddess" contribute to the theme 
of the poem? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Reread the last stanza. What is Wheatley most likely suggesting in this 
stanza, regarding Washington? 
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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. In the context of this poem, how has America changed over time? Do we 
still praise political figures with similar imagery or techniques that 
Wheatley used? Cite evidence from this text, your own experience, and 
other literature, art, or history in your answer. 

2. In the context of this poem, what makes America unique? How does the 
way in which Americans depict and remember the American Revolution 
and figures such as George Washington influence American culture, 
history, values, etc.? Cite evidence from this text, your own experience, 
and other literature, art, or history in your answer. 
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