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Abstract 
Published in 1773, Phillis Wheatley’s volume Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral was one of the first publications by an African American writer. Enslaved at the time of publication, Wheatley’s poems are often read for their potential subversiveness or their engagement with classical texts. In recent years, scholarly interest in her funeral elegies, addressed to bereaved individuals, has experienced a resurgence. In this paper, I read Wheatley’s epyllion “Niobe in Distress for Her Children Slain by Apollo, from a View of the Painting of Mr. Richard Wilson” alongside her elegy “A Funeral Poem on the Death of C. E. an Infant of Twelve Months.” Through close readings of these two poems within the context of Wheatley’s volume, I argue that taken together, they present a coherent instructional program for how to grieve. Niobe represents the emotional, intuitive griever. In the elegies, through engagement with stylistic elements of didactic poetry, the poet gives instructions for how to perform grief instrumentally. Wheatley offers a coherent program for mourning that advocates for an instrumental rather than intuitive approach to grief, an approach that allows an individual to move forward rather than share Niobe’s fate of petrification. 


Introduction 

	The eighteenth century poet Phillis Wheatley opens her first and only published volume Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral with the poem “To Maecenas.” Often read for her engagement with classicism, “To Maecenas” is one of the most overtly classical poems in the collection. Maecenas was famously the poet Vergil’s literary patron, his name becoming shorthand for poetic patronage[footnoteRef:1]. Wheatley explicitly aligns herself with Vergil throughout the poem with references to “Maro,” “Virgil,” and the “Mantuan sage” and engages intertextually with the Roman poet’s Georgics, addressed to Maecenas in its opening lines[footnoteRef:2]. As is common in ancient didactic poetry, the balance of power between poet and patron is inverted, with the poet becoming a teacher while their patron, who holds power over them in the real world, becomes a student. By aligning herself with Vergil, Wheatley participates in this dynamic, slipping into the role of instructor from her first line. What makes this inversion of power so compelling is Wheatley’s personal biography. Wheatley was enslaved as a young child in 1761 and suffered the horrors of the middle passage before being purchased by the Wheatley family in Boston, named Phillis after the slave ship that brought her from Africa[footnoteRef:3].  The poet’s initial allusion to the Maecenas-Vergil relationship allows Wheatley to perform this power inversion as a poetic device in a didactic mode, cloaking a subversive move in the stylistic norms of ancient poetry. Moving beyond “To Maecenas,” Wheatlety’s didacticism extends to her epyllion about Niobe and to her elegies.  [1:  Cf. Mart.8.55.5-6: sint Maecenates, non deerunt, Flacce, Marones/Vergiliumque tibi vel tua rura dabunt.]  [2:  Verg.Georg.1.2: vertere, Maecenas, ulmisque adiungere vites.]  [3:  Wheatley 2001: xiii. ] 

Wheatley’s potential subversiveness and the lessons she may have to teach in her volume have received great scholarly interest[footnoteRef:4]. In this paper I explore one of many potential lessons through close readings of the epyllion “Niobe in Distress for Her Children Slain by Apollo, from a View of the Painting of Mr. Richard Wilson” and Wheatley’s funeral elegies, in particular “A Funeral Poem on the Death of C. E. an Infant of Twelve Months.” While perhaps disconnected on the surface level, these two poems (along with the other elegies) both portray mourners struggling to cope with the death of a child or children. However, read through the didactic lens implied by “To Maecenas,” “Niobe in Distress” and the elegies serve different but related functions.  [4:  Some recent scholarship on Wheatley’s subversive practices include Bly 2018; Ford 2018; Rusert 2022; Spigner 2021.] 

First, Wheatley’s Niobe, a sympathetic representation of the mythological queen, operates as a warning of the appeal and dangers of intuitive grief. Second, Wheatley’s didactically inflected elegies, read alongside Katharina Volk’s four genre markers of didactic poetry[footnoteRef:5], both engage with classical poetry and instruct Wheatley’s addressees and readers in a process of instrumental grief. Reading Wheatley’s “Niobe in Distress” and her elegies as didactic suggests that within her volume, Wheatley offers a coherent program for mourning that advocates for an instrumental rather than intuitive approach to grief, an approach that allows an individual to move forward rather than to become petrified.  [5:  As outlined in the introduction to Volk 2002. ] 


Niobe’s Intuitive, Immobilizing Grief


Phillis Wheatley’s poem “Niobe in Distress for Her Children Slain by Apollo, from a View of the Painting of Mr. Richard Wilson” is situated near the end of the collection and is one of her most explicitly classically inflected poems. For the most part, the poem is a line-by-line retelling of the Niobe episode in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, however a scattering of interpolations render Niobe a sympathetic, even subversive, figure[footnoteRef:6]. “Niobe in Distress” immediately follows a funeral elegy “To the Honourable T.H. Esq; On the Death of his Daughter,” drawing attention to the link between Niobe and the addressee of Wheatley’s elegies. Both have lost loved ones and experience profound grief. The potential connections between Wheatley’s elegies and “Niobe in Distress” remain underexplored[footnoteRef:7]. Niobe’s grief, however, goes against the system of mourning taught by Wheatley’s elegies, explored in section II. Jennifer Thorn states that Niobe’s “prolongation of grief and anger…is unique in Wheatley’s oeuvre and, indeed, rare in her moment” (Thorn 2008: 246). Niobe’s grief is unbounded, emotional, and in Anne Mellor’s terms, intuitive. According to Mellor, intuitive grievers want to “‘express their grief through emotional outbursts and weeping; they want to share their emotions with others” (Mellor 2010: 452) While Wheatley is sympathetic to Niobe, she still recognizes the dangers of intuitive grief. Niobe, after all, becomes literally petrified by her emotional response to her children’s deaths. In reading Niobe as an example that compliments the program of grief outlined in Wheatley’s elegies, both the appeal and the dangers of excessive grief become clear.  [6:  For a sympathetic Niobe, see Barnard 2017: 38; Shields 1980.]  [7:  Spigner 2021 makes this connection, not otherwise seen in existing readings of Wheatley’s Niobe. ] 

In an immediate departure from her Ovidian source, Wheatley opens “Niobe in Distress” with an invocation of the muse:
“APOLLO’s wrath to man the dreadful spring
Of ills innum’rous, tuneful goddess, sing!
  Thou who did’st first th’ ideal pencil give,
  And taught’st the painter in his works to live,
  Inspire with glowing energy of thought,
  What Wilson painted, and what Ovid wrote.
  Muse! lend thy aid, nor let me sue in vain,
  Tho’ last and meanest of the rhyming train!
  O guide my pen in lofty strains to show
  The Phrygian queen, all beautiful in woe.” 
(Wheatley 57)
In her invocation, the poet lists her dual sources of inspiration and previous chroniclers of the Niobe story, Richard Wilson, the painter referenced in the poem’s full title, and Ovid. This solidifies the poem’s status as a reception both of Ovid and of Wilson’s painting. In the context of the Metamorphoses, Niobe’s story directly follows and is thematically linked to Arachne, another woman who faced punishment for insulting the divine[footnoteRef:8]. Wheatley’s introduction decouples the two stories, setting up her version of the Niobe story as its own epilyon with its own poetic framework, subtly displacing from the outset the expectation that her poem is a faithful translation of the original. The poem’s introduction calls the queen “beautiful in woe.” This  description is an interpolation, an addition that shows both the poet’s sympathy and her aesthetic distance. Niobe’s woe does not detract from her beauty, but rather enhances it. Increasing Niobe’s aesthetic appeal both makes the character more sympathetic and demonstrates the allure of the kind of grief Niobe represents. By opening the poem with a beautiful, bereaved Niobe Wheatley presents the mythological queen as a sympathetic figure and lays the groundwork for her characterization as an intuitive mourner. [8:  Cf. Ov.Met.VI.146-156: Lydia tota fremit, Phrygiaeque per oppida facti….dicta foret Niobe, si non sibi visa fuisset.] 

The main action of the poem is the brutal deaths of Niobe’s fourteen children. As a bereaved mother, Niobe occupies a similar position to the addressees of Wheatley’s elegies. Niobe’s expressions of grief following her children’s death are emotionally charged and recall the responses of the addressees of Wheatley’s elegies. Following the murder of her sons, Niobe is described as: 
‘How strangely chang’d!—yet beautiful in woe,  
She weeps, nor weeps unpity’d by the foe. 
On each pale corse the wretched mother spread
  Lay overwhelm’d with grief, and kiss’d her dead’ 
(Wheatley 58) 
This passage has two interpolations, the first the repetition of Niobe as “beautiful in woe” and the second the description of Niobe as “overwhelm’d with grief.” Once again, Niobe’s aesthetic appeal is emphasized. Despite the fact that the queen is “strangely chang’d,”  she remains beautiful. The mode of grieving Niobe practices, one that involves weeping and being completely overtaken by grief, has its appeal. At the same time, Niobe fails to control her emotional grief response. Controlling grief is a major element of Wheatley’s didactic program, appearing as an explicit instruction in more than half of her elegies. Wheatley advises against weeping and tears, ordering her addressee in “To a Lady on the Death of her Husband” to “cease thy tears” (Wheatley 18). While appreciative of Niobe’s beauty and sympathetic to the queen, Wheatley still portrays her as a woman whose mode of grieving goes against Wheatley’s instructional program. 
The portion of “Niobe in Distress” composed by Wheatley concludes with the death of Niobe’s seventh daughter and fourteenth child. Rather than accept the will of the gods, Niobe begs that her remaining daughter be left alive. In a departure from her Ovidian source, Wheatley concludes her poem here. Spigner connects the “suspension” of the narrative here to Wheatley’s non-Ovidian source, the painting of Niobe by Wilson. In Spigner’s words, “Wheatley mirrors this suspended state of loss in her version of the Niobe myth – one that challenges Ovid’s retelling and also leaves her audience contemplating the cries of a mother who witnesses the destruction of her children” (Spigner 2021: 329). However, in the published version of the poem there is a final verse that is “the work of another hand[footnoteRef:9]” that describes Niobe’s petrification. Even without the addition of the final stanza, Wheatley’s typical reader would be able to make the connection between Wheatley’s Niobe and the story of Niobe turning to stone in classical literature. Niobe is a woman who succumbs to tears to the extent that she becomes inanimate, rendered completely nonfunctional by her grief. Read alongside her elegies and their instructional program, Niobe becomes a warning against succumbing to grief while still recognizing the draw of intuitive grief.  [9:  Wheatley 2001: 59. This note was included in the original publication of the poem with the “other hand” likely referring to a member of the Wheatley family.] 

I. Teaching Instrumental Grieving in Didactically Inflected Elegy

Turning to Wheatley’s elegies, I argue that read collectively, the poems present a coherent instructional program for how to grieve. The elegies themselves are inflected with elements of ancient didactic poetry. I utilize the the four characteristics of the genre didactic poetry in antiquity proposed by Volk: “explicit didactic intent,” “teacher-student constellation,” “poetic self-consciousness,” and “poetic simultaneity” (Volk 2002: 36-40) as a means for discussing these inflections. This approach is not without flaws. Volk herself writes on the dangers of categorizing ancient literature as “didactic” in genre and assigning characteristics accordingly when no real conception of genre existed at the time of composition (Volk 2002: 25-26). It is unlikely that Wheatley herself intentionally chose certain elements of didactic. However, the concept of genre and Volk’s four elements are useful tools for identifying and explaining the connections between Wheatley and ancient didactic to audiences who are familiar with one or the other, or neither. These genre markers are not intended to serve as an endpoint or to be totally comprehensive, but rather to add a new possibility to scholarly conversation on Wheatley’s elegies and the different ways she engages with classics in her poetry. The didactic nature of her elegies allows Wheatley to subvert existing power dynamics while detailing an ideal grief process. “Niobe in Distress” works alongside the elegies as an example of what can happen should Wheatley’s students disregard their teacher’s instructions. 
“A Funeral Poem on the Death of C. E. an Infant of Twelve Months" is one of Wheatley’s elegies, serving as an example of the didactic inflection present in all fourteen poems.  Addressed to bereaved parents, the addresses become Niobe’s parallels. In the following excerpt from the poem, all four of Volk’s criteria are present. Directly addressing the parents of the titular infant, the poet asks: 
“…Say, parents, why this unavailing moan?
Why heave your pensive bosoms with the groan?
To Charles, the happy subject of my song,
A brighter world, and nobler strains belong.
Say would you tear him from the realms above
By thoughtless wishes, and prepost’rous love?
Doth his felicity increase your pain?
  	Or could you welcome to this world again
  	The heir of bliss? with a superior air
  	Methinks he answers with a smile severe,
  	“Thrones and dominions cannot tempt me there.”
 	    But still you cry, “Can we the sigh forbear,
 	 “And still and still must we not pour the tear?
  “Our only hope, more dear than vital breath,
  	“Twelve moons revolv’d, becomes the prey of death;
  	“Delightful infant, nightly visions give
  	“Thee to our arms, and we with joy receive,
  	“We fain would clasp the Phantom to our breast,
  	“The Phantom flies, and leaves the soul unblest.”
     	To yon bright regions let your faith ascend,
 	 Prepare to join your dearest infant friend
 	 In pleasures without measure, without end.”
	(Wheatley  38-39) 

While “explicit” didactic intent is not present in this poem, I propose this poem alongside her other elegies demonstrate “implicit” didactic intent. Instead of stating their didactic intent directly, Wheatley’s poems are littered with imperatives that instruct the bereaved to behave in a more appropriate manner. The speaker of the poem above uses the gentler hortatory construction to instruct her addressees to “let your faith ascend,/prepare to join your dearest infant friend” (Wheatley 38). While a subtler form of didactic intent than what is typically present in ancient poetry, the instructional nature of the poem is clear. 
The next of Volk’s criteria is the student-teacher constellation. The speaker of “A Funeral Poem”' addresses the infant’s parents when she asks “say, parents, why this unavailing moan?” (Wheatley 38), positioning them as the recipients of the teaching being offered by the speaker and thus the students in the teacher-student constellation. This is strengthened by Wheatley’s initial positioning as an instructor in “To Maecenas.” The teacher-student constellation in Wheatley’s elegies is shaped in part by her religious context. Keith Byerman proposes that her “connections to Methodism encouraged her in a willingness to engage prominent people and even instruct them on religious matters” (Byerman 2019: 201). Britt Rusert addresses the poet’s “evangelical didatcicism” as part of a larger exploration of power reversal, pedagogy, and libidinal economy in Wheatley’s poetry (Rusert 2022: 718). Byerman and Rusert both present compelling arguments that demonstrate how Wheatley uses an instructional position in her poetry, granted to her by her religious context, to craft an underlying commentary on enslavement and the hypocrisies of a slave-owning society. Reading the teacher-student constellation as also inflected by ancient didactic poetry only strengthens existing interpretations of the inverted power dynamic in Wheatley’s elegies by working together with religion to create a poetic environment where an enslaved woman can act as the instructor of white enslavers. 
The remaining two elements of ancient didactic proposed by Volk, poetic self-consciousness and poetic simultaneity, are also present in “A Funeral Poem.” Poetic self-consciousness refers to a direct recognition of the compositional process and the speaker’s identity as a poet. This often occurs through an invocation of the muse, or in this poem, the speaker’s recognition that they are composing a song (Volk 2002: 38-39). The speaker of “A Funeral Poem” accomplishes this when she describes her infant subject as “the happy subject of my song.” The choice of words in this line reflect, for example, Ovid’s naming of the Ars Amatoria as a carmen. Poetic simultaneity is the sense that a poem is actively being composed ex tempore in conversation with the student (Volk 2002: 39-40). In “A Funeral Poem,” poetic simultaneity is conveyed through the speaker’s use of the adverb “still” in the line “but still you cry,” implying that her students are continuing their laments even after she has described their son’s elevated position in heaven after his death. While less fraught with deeper meaning than the other elements of didacticism she utilizes, Wheatley’s implementation of poetic self-consciousness and poetic simultaneity in her elegies demonstrates a sharp understanding of the poetic conventions available to her and lend her elegies a didactic inflection. 
 	Read as a collective, Wheatley’s elegies instruct her audience in what I call a tripartite system of grief: firstly, to stop excessive emotional grief responses, secondly, to imagine their deceased loved one(s) in heaven, and thirdly, to turn to their faith (also observed in Byerman 2019: 5) These three steps are present in “A Funeral Poem on the Death of C. E. an Infant of Twelve Months.” The poet opens by questioning the parents for their grief: “Say, parents, why this unavailing moan?/Why heave your pensive bosoms with the groan?” (Wheatley 38). These rhetorical questions suggest the poet’s disapproval of their prolonged grief, further underscored by the description of their child as happier in heaven than he would be on earth, a description that also fulfills the second step in her tripartite system. The ending exhortation of the poem, “Prepare to join your dearest infant friend/In pleasures without measure, without end,” instructs the child’s parents to shift their attention to their religious beliefs rather than remain mired in grief. This is the explicit lesson of Wheatley’s elegies. Instrumental grieving through religion is what allows the addresses of Wheatley’s to avoid Niobe’s fate, moving forward in life rather than petrifying. 
II. Intuitive versus Instrumental Grief 

Broadly summarized, Wheatley’s program of grieving in the elegies consists of three basic steps: firstly, to stop excessive emotional grief responses, secondly, to imagine their deceased loved one(s) in heaven, and thirdly, to accept and celebrate the will of God. Wheatley’s approach to grief is contingent upon moving past overwhelming sorrow. Unlike the British women poets discussed by Mellor, Wheatley is not “confront[ing] the loss of a dearly beloved family member or friend” (Mellor 2010: 443) Her own emotional response plays little to no part in most of her elegies[footnoteRef:10]. This shift makes her didacticism particularly striking. Mellor proposes reading female elegy along the continuum of “instrumental grieving” and “intuitive grieving.” Instrumental grievers focus on the “intellectual” experience of grief, while intuitive grievers instead want to “‘express their grief through emotional outbursts and weeping; they want to share their emotions with others.” Many of Wheatley’s contemporary female elegists fall closer to the side of intuitive grief (Mellor 2010: 452) Wheatley advocates in favor of grieving on the “instrumental” side of the continuum by exhorting her students to stop their intense emotional outbursts. However, her program of grieving is not devoid of emotional support. The “instrument” for processing grief she proposes is religion. The bereaved should focus on the current situation of the deceased in heaven, no longer subject to “streams of sorrow” (Wheatley 44), and on the fact that they will one day be reunited “on the heav’nly shore” (ibid.). Although the death that has occurred warrants memorialization and mourning, to remain in a state of grief that is primarily intuitive is counterproductive for the wellbeing of both the living and the dead.  [10:  With the exception of Wheatley’s elegies to public figures, “On the Death of the Rev. Dr. Sewell. 1768” (13) and “On the Death of Rev. Dr. Sewell. 1769” (15) in Complete Writings, which both contain the first-person plural “we” and therefore include the poet as a general addressee. ] 

The realities of Wheatley’s personal biography influence the spaces her elegies and Niobe occupy on the continuum of instrumental and intuitive grief. Wheatley’s position as a teacher in her elegies also puts her at an emotional distance from her subjects. This emotional distance is palpable in the neutral and strongly didactic tone of the elegies. Katherine Bassard proposes that this distance in the elegies is due to Wheatley’s position as an other in her own community, an enslaved woman living among white colonists, and also to her separation from her natal family (Bassard 1999: 64). The ruptures in Wheatley’s life could not be healed with elegy, even as she attempted to heal others with her poems. Wheatley had plenty of reason to succumb to excessive grief, but instead proposes a method of grieving to help the bereaved live a full and productive life. Although the type of mourning outlined in her elegies is what must be done to overcome grief, Wheatley’s deepest sympathies lie elsewhere in her volume. 
Read alongside her more impersonal elegies, the sympathy the poet shows to Niobe through her interpolations stands in stark contrast. Wheatley’s sympathy can be read as having a personal dimension. Spigner suggests that “Wheatley held a foreign subject position in the United States not unlike Niobe in ancient Thebes” (Spigner 2021: 335). Niobe is from Lydia in modern-day Turkey, living in central Greece during the action of the poem. Building on Spigner’s idea, the involuntary movement of women across oceans is present both in the Niobe story and in Wheatley’s own life. The mechanism of Niobe’s movement across the sea was marriage rather than enslavement. While ancient marriage is incommensurable with the experience of slavery, the parallels of women moved across oceans without their consent is striking. In the face of terrible loss in a foreign land, Niobe succumbs to intuitive grief. Wheatley’s sympathy indicates that she recognizes the draw of intuitive grief while her elegies instruct in an alternative that allows for survival. 
A major difference between Niobe and Phillis Wheatley is their religious context. Niobe is a pagan queen, interacting directly with fickle gods. Wheatley was a Christian, whose religious identity is often read as secondary to her neo-classical engagement (Byerman 2019: 1). In my reading of Wheatley’s elegies and her rendition of Niobe, her religious identity and engagement with classics are deeply intertwined. In Wheatley’s elegies, she outlines a process of instrumental grieving where Christianity provides the necessary tools. The second and third steps of Wheatley’s three part system of grief are to imagine deceased loved one(s) in heaven and to accept and celebrate the will of God. Niobe’s paganism means she does not have access to the materials that might have allowed her to move beyond her vast emotions and continue living under impossible circumstances rather than become immobilized.

Conclusion 

	Despite a recent surge of interest in Wheatley’s elegies, there remains much work to be done on these poems. Based on my close readings, Wheatley’s elegies and her epyllion “Niobe in Distress” present a coherent program of grieving for Wheatley and her audience. Wheatley’s Niobe is a sympathetic character, a departure from the poet’s ancient source. Her weeping and heightened emotionality represent the experience of intuitive grief, one that is more in touch with emotions than logic. In Wheatley’s elegies, including the example “A Funeral Poem on the Death of C. E. an Infant of Twelve Months,” the poet engages with stylistic elements of ancient didactic in instructing her addresses in how to grief instrumentally. Instrumental grief is not emotive, instead using a tool, in this case religion, to process the death of a loved one. Although Wheatley sympathizes with Niobe and recognizes the appeal of intuitive grief, ultimately the way to persevere is through an instrumental mode of grieving made possible by Christianity. This approach allows individuals to live on rather than petrify. Despite her positionality as an enslaved woman, Wheatley was able to act as an instructor through the medium of didactically inflected poetry. While Wheatley’s audience largely consisted of white Brits and American colonists, many of whom were enslavers, this lesson is especially poignant in Wheatley’s own life. After being abducted and enslaved, the temptation to succumb to what Eric Hairston terms “immobilizing grief” was not a luxury available to Wheatley (Hairston 2011: 86). She had to live on, and in doing so produced one of the earliest published volumes in the African American literary tradition. 
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