From "An Elegy Written
In A Country Churchyard"

Thomas Gray (1716-1771)

CHAPTER

=» About the Poet

Thomas Gray was born in London on 26th December, 1716. His
tather's name was Philip Gray. His mother was Dorothy Antrobus. He was
educated at Eton and at Peterhouse, Cambridge. He started writing poetry
around 1742. He composed some remarkable poems in his ecatly life. His
masterpiece work, 'An Elegy Written In A Country Churchyard’ was tinished
in 1750. In 1757, he was given the poet-laureateship which he did not accept.
He was appointed as professor of Modern History and languages at
Cambridge in 1768. He remained bachelor throughout his life and died in
1771. He was buried in the little churchyard of stoke pages in Bucks. His
other famous writings are 'Pindaric Odes’, 'The Progress of Poesy and The
Bard'. There is a melancholy note in his poems. We tind his clear impact on Shelley and Keats. In the
words of Johnson, "Gray was a romantic serpent grazing in classical grasses”. It is also said that he
was the most learned of English poets after Milton.

» About the Poem

The poet mourns over the simple graves of those millions who were unknown and unrecognised.
We should not mock at their life of humble birth, hard toil and homely joys. He commemorates their
memory. He concludes that in this world nothing is everlasting because wealth, exalted birth, power
and beauty, all lead to the one and the only one end—death. So it is useless to run after fame, money
and power. The poem discloses the universal truth that death levels all distinctions.

The curfew tolls the knell of parting day,

The lowing herd wind slowly o'er the lea,

The ploughman homeward plods his weary way,
And leaves the world to darkness and to me.

X X X X X X

(70)
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Beneath those rugged elms, that yew-tree's shade
Where heaves the turf in many a mouldering heap,
Each in his narrow cell for ever laid,
The rude forefathers of the hamlet sleep.
The breezy call of incense-breathing morn,
The swallow twittering from the straw-built shed,
The cock's shrill clarion, or the echoing horn,
No more shall rouse them from their lowly bed.
X X X X X X
Let not ambition mock their useful toil,
Their homely joys, and destiny obscure;
Nor grandeur hear with a disdainful smile,
The short and simple annals of the poor.
The boast of heraldry, the pomp of power,
And all that beauty, all that wealth e'er gave;
Awaits alike th' inevitable hour,
The paths of glory lead but to the grave
—Thomas Gray
» Appreciation of the Poem

The poem, 'An Elegy Written In A Country Churchyard' is composed by Thomas Gray, a
poet of the eighteenth century. It is an elegy. An elegy is a lyric poem of lament and mourning over
the death of some one dear to the poet. But here the poet does not mourn over some one dear to him
or any great man. He mourns the passing away of those millions who remain unknown and
unrecognised. On account of this, it abounds in sentiments which have a universal appeal. An appeal,
which finds an echo in every bosom, has made this poem one of the most famous elegies in English
Literature and has made the poet immortal.

The poem is written in iambic pentametre. It is classical in precision but romantic in spirit. Itis
also rich in the use of the figures of speech, specially that of personification.

‘|Glossary|'

curfew ringing of a bell at 8 p.m. as a signal for lights to be put out
and fires covered (here) it means an evening bell in the
church (I & T aTell TR 7 =0<))

tolls - cause to ring with slow (A= T § &)

knell :  sound of a bell, sign of the end or death (993t @, 3

1 gog i f2g)
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parting
herd

lea
ploughman

plods

beneath
rugged
elms

yew
heaves

turf
mouldering
fore-fathers
Hamlet
narrow cell
breezy
incense breathing
morn
swallow
twittering
straw built shed
shrill clarion
echoing
lowly bed
ambition
mock

toil

homely
obscure
grandeur
disdainful

annals

departing (TR BT gaT, 7= gIT gam)
group of cattle (T3 H FT)
grassland (ST9h 4fA)

farmer (feh&T)

continue walking slowly (3 = et Te) (FFHEE &
1)

under (=, BAT )

rough (9=])

a kind of forest tree (T Jh T STl o)

an evergreen tree (Tsh Ha&gR J87)

rises (31 88)

soil covered with roots of grass (519 F Sl F TRl g‘sr ‘Hﬁ[)
loose earth (Fd=1 4f#)

ancestors (&)

Name of a small village (T B Tfd 1 TH)

small grave (B qHIfYy A )

pleasant wind (H’rﬁ%‘lﬁ qad)

fresh and sweet (AT 3iiT Han)

morning (Y<7)

a kind of bird (T& Y&R @ fafgan)

chirping (8=

thatched house (% g faffa =)

loud shrill call made to rouse (cbolrvi’l AN G el hiAT)
resounding (Jfereat)

small graves (BT F4)

ardent desire, aspiration (here) ambitious people (1&Y)
laugh at (&4t 381

hard labour (F3T 9H)

domestic ()

unknown to fame (f&sar g3, TSI

greatness (here) grand and mighty persons (379, W)

full of hatred (UTUf)
brief life history (31ferg, sfaaw)
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boast
heraldry
pomp

inevitable

pride (9HTE)

noble birth (5% Fa # )

display (J&3T)

that which cannot be avoided (3T9ft8R)

@ Exercise

» Answer the following questions :

l.
2.

Write the central idea of the poem ‘From *“An Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard”.

Name the Figures of Speech used in the lines —

Let not Ambition mock their useful toil.

(i)
(i)

Nor grandeur hear with a disdaintul sm

ile.

» Explain the following lines with reference to the context :

1.

oW

Beneath those

Letnot oo,

The boast of

The curfew tolls



