First Semester


Poetry (2)
Third Year
Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard
by Thomas Gray
· Last week we started talking about Thomas Gray and Romanticism. We said that Gray is a transitional poet because he has qualities from the Classical school and he prepared for the Romantic school. Today we will take his poem entitled "Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard" and we will see how it contains elements from both Classicism and Romanticism.


 
· "Elegy" is a long poem of 128 lines and 29 stanzas plus the epitaph.
· "The Epitaph" is what is written on a tomb. In Europe, they make an epitaph above the tomb and write on it the person's name and some people write a line or two. They make it out of stone or marble. What is written on this piece of marbel is called "epitaph". Some people write their own epitaph before they die and they tell people to put it on their tomb when they die. Other people have their relatives or friends write it for them. Here, we have an elegy, so it is about death and naturally there should be an epitaph. He is not talking about death in general. He is talking about the tombs of the dead people. It is very convenient to have an epitaph, and in the epitaph he sums up what he wants to say. Naturally if you write an epitaph for a person, you write what was the most characterstic of him/her or what you want people to remember of him/her. So, here we have the most important thing he wants to say about the dead people or the tombs of the dead.
· An elegy is usually written to lament the death of somebody. But here Gray is not lamentig the death of a particular person. He speaks about death in general, and death of the poor people. We get to know this form the title. It is "Elegy Written in a Coutry Churchyard", not any church yard; it is a COUNTRYSIDE churchyard. We can have big chruches with very luxurious tombs, but here it is a countryside churchyard where the poor peasants were buried.
· The poem is an elegy, so naturally we will have images of sorrow, loneliness, tombs, and all what is connected with death.

· He speaks about Christian rituals, so we are not very familiar with what he describes and how people are buried.
· What happens when a person dies in a village? They do not have newspaper. They ring a bell to announce somebody's death. Bells can be used for many purposes like marriage, funeral, etc. Here uses words like “knell” (قرع أجراس الجنازة); someone who works for the undertaker. The word “Knell” suits the occasion better than the word “ringing” because when you ring a bell, it might be a sign of happiness and joy. So, here "knell" is used instead of "ring". This shows that every word and image is carefully chosen by the poet.
The curfew tolls the knell of parting day
- “Parting day” shows that the poet is lamenting the death of “the day” – not the death of a human being. The poet is preparing us for the idea of death. 

The lowing herd winds slowly o'er the lea,
The ploughman homeward plods his weary way,
And leaves the world to darkness and to me.
- From the very beginning, it is clear that the image is taken from the nature as the poet is talking about the death of the day. So, from the very beginning we have the poet telling us that he is going to speak about nature.
· The lowing herd...in the countryside by the end of the day, people starts to collect their herds of sheeps, camels or any animals they have, and take them home. This is the picture the poet is describing. The day is dying and everything else is ending as the work of the farmers end.
· The ploughman....ploughing is a stage of farming. It is the very first stage of agriculture. It means preparing the land for planting by digging in the soil, so the fresh air can reach it and the remains of the previous planted crops would go out and dry. So, this is the plough. Every farmer has to plough his land twice or thrice a year. So, here the ploughman represents all the farmers because all the farmers have to plough their lands.
The ploughman homeward plods his weary way
- The way of the ploughman is weary because he is coming home after a long way of a very hard work. Farmers wake up at dawn and they stay all their day in the farm. So, they are so tired and exhausted by the end of the day. That is why the way of the plouman is weary.

· Why did the poet say “The ploughman" not the farmer? Because ploughing is more tiring than the usual work of a farmer. So, every word is an indication of something else. Here he chooses ploughing because it is the most tiring job in farming. So, the two words "The ploughman" and “weary" complete each other.
And leaves the world to darkness and to me.
- Here, the most striking word is "me" because Neo-classical writers do not speak about "me" they usually speak about universal ideas. Here he also speaks about a universal idea. In this situation, he is more Romantic. In the first stanza, he directly states that he is standing there and the ploughman passed him leaving the world to darkness. In the countryside there are no lights, cars and no roads. So, once night comes, compelete darkness is there.
· The poet uses the word “darkness” and not “night” because the first thing that come to mind when talking about darkness is death. In sleeping, you can put the light on and sleep, but in death, it is compelete darkness.

- “The world to darkness”, here he speaks about the world of the dead poor people who are buried there. 
· From the first stanza, we have Gray presenting to us the setting, the atomsphere, the theme and also including himself, he tells us that he is also involved.

· The setting is the countryside, we have the farmers, ploughmen, are tired and exhausted, coming back form farms to home. These are the living; they left the world outside to the dead people. 

· The poet is involved... the world to darkness and to me...So, he is there also. This is a Romantic element. But when the Romantic writers involve themselves in the work, they make a relation between the external and internal nature. They see themselves in nature, or they see nature in themselves. There is a connection between man and nature. Gray is not a complete Romantic; but he has only some elements of Romanticism. That is why he does not involve his inner feelings and he only described the natural scene in front of him. We know that he is involved and standing there, but he does not take actions or talk about his inner feelings. So, one element can be both Classical and Romantic but we should say why it can be this and why it can be that.

- And leaves the world to darkness and to me...he is alone in standing with the dead. So, this is a situation of solitude. Solitude and loneliness are elements of Romanticism. So, the poet is standing there in the position of solitude without making use of this opportunity to tell us about his inner feelings. He only tells us his impression [the images come to his mind] about the situation but he does not tell us how he feels about it. He remains the dry observer that cataloging to us what he sees with out attempting to relate what he sees (external phenomenon) to his feelings (inner feelings). This means that he is not involved in the situation, so he is a passive observer.
Now fades the glimmering landscape on the sight,
And all the air a solemn stillness holds,
Save where the beetle wheels his droning flight,
And drowsy tinklings lull the distant folds:
- He is again a passive observer, only watching (non Romantic). He is there, but not involved. Although the image in front of him is very disturbing, he does not give us his own feeling about it. This is why he is a famous Classical writer. He is being very reasonable about the situation, which is a Classical characteristic.


· In this stanza, everything is becoming still. Stillness is a connotation of death, silence and darkness. So, death, darkness and stillness are connected.

- The word "still" is more effective than silent. Silent means do not speak only and you may be moving, but "still" means not to do anything at all. You cannot stand still for a long time, but if you're dead, then stillness is forever.

- Everything is “still” except for "the beetle" it is an insect usually found in farms.

- The beetle wheels his droning flight.....even the beetle is running away trying to go back home. The beetle itself is not a delightful insect to see. But this word can have another connotation. When the German inventors call their car “the beetle", or when the singers of the 60’s call themselves "the beetles" they mean the bright side of the connotations of "the beetle". But here of course the poet means the dark side (sad and disgusting).
· The poet first mentioned the ‘day’ and ‘nature’ then people (ploughman) then the ‘beetle’, and after he will mention birds "the owl", so all these are parts of the natural world of the countryside.

· Going to the countryside is Romantic idea because Romantic writers usually run away from the cities to nature in the countryside. So, here he is in the middle of nature. He cannot see human beings but only nature, the beetle, the owl...etc.


Save that from yonder ivy-mantled tower
The moping owl does to the moon complain
- Here we have "the owl", which is another element of nature. It is a bird that comes out at night. Before, he mentions the beetle which is black in color. The choice of the owl is significant because it comes out at night. It is also a bad omen. When people see an owl they're afraid, especially peasant. It means that bad things will happen. The worse that can happen to people is to die.

· Usually the owl is in solitude but here she is complaining to the moon because the dead people disturbing and invading her solitude. She used to reign the whole place as if she is a Queen, but now she has those dead people sharing her kingdom.
Beneath those rugged elms, that yew-tree's shade,
Where heaves the turf in many a mouldering heap,
- “Trees” are usually a pleasant connotation. It is a symbol of continuity, life, fruits, etc. But this is on the top of earth. While here, the poet is talking about what is underneath those trees which is the bodies of the buried people.
· Each in his narrow cell for ever laid,.. The buried people will be there forever. So, the tombs of dead bodies become a sort of a forever prison “cell” where they cannot escape. “Cell” is the iron bars prison. The idea of being imprisoned beneath the earth in darkness is so dreary and frightening.
· The rude Forefathers of the hamlet sleep.. “Forefathers” mean ancestors. Why the ancestors of the ploughmen are rude? Rude here does not mean impolite but it means uncivilized. So, these are the uncivilized ancestors of the ploughmen.
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.
- He brings here other images from life. The Breeze of wind, the beginning of the morning, the swallow, twittering and singing of the birds, and the birds building their straw nests, the cock ..etc. All these images are signs of life. But here the poet says that the dead people will not enjoy these things any more because nothing will make them wake up again from death “No more shall rouse”. 
- “lowly bed” means the beneath grave where the dead bodies are buried. 
For them no more the blazing hearth shall burn,
Or busy housewife ply her evening care:
No children run to lisp their sire's return,
Or climb his knees the envied kiss to share,
- Again, this is an image that reflects the idea that the dead cannot enjoy anything in life. The poet at the beginning brings pleasant images from the nature and states that the dead cannot enjoy this anymore. Then here he mentions pleasant images from home. When the ploughman goes home, his wife and children are happy. The wife prepares food. The children kiss their father and play with him. So, this is the cozy household life that the farmers enjoy. The farmer is working all the day and all his means of enjoyment and relaxatin are when he goes home. The poet is now giving us different means of enjoyment of the farmers. So, these images are suitable to the environment of farmers.
Oft did the harvest to their sickle yield,
- The poet here is explaining to us the enjoyment the dead are not going to have anymore.
- Before those peasant die, they used to use the sickle in harvest. “Sickle” is a round knife used by the farmer to cut the crops. So, the enjoyment of the farmers was to harvest the fruits they planted. Many cultures of the countryside celebrate the harvest because harvest is the utmost and the climax of their enjoyment of work.
Their furrow oft the stubborn glebe has broke;
- The furrow is another equipment used by the farmer and because such equipment is used many times, it has broke. So, the equipments of farming are used so many times untill they are broken.

How jocund did they drive their team afield!

- The word “team” here refers to a team of animals, as the plough is usually pulled by two animals [two horses or oxen]. Here he speaks about the team that those dead farmers used to use in ploughing the land when they were alive.
How bow'd the woods beneath their sturdy stroke!..
- When the farmers harvest their corps, they take the fruits out of tree. There are many stages to use the remains of a plant, but before, they have to leave it to dry in the sun. If you walk on a field after those remains get dry, you can hear the sound of cracking of those remains “their sturdy stroke”. This is a very minor detail although he is a poet not a framer but he has to get enough knowledge about what he says.
· The work of the farmers is so important because they plant the food we eat, but because they are poor, their tombs are poor like them while the rich's tombs are luxurious. Although in reality, there is no difference between the poor and the rich people after death. Only the living people who are making this social difference in the look of the tombs. This called social injustice. 
· Then he tells us about the different concepts that were prevalent at that time like ambition, grandeur, memory and honour. They are all given in capital letteres. This is personification of abstract ideas which is a characterstic of Neo-classical poetry.
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.
- “Annals” is a book where we write history. So, in the annal of those people no ambition is recordes.
The boast of heraldry, the pomp of power,
- Here he is speaking about the proud of the rich and how they are pompous of what they own.
- The poet started his poem talking about the poor people (peasants) but now he turned to talk about the rich.
And all that beauty, all that wealth e'er gave,
Awaits alike th' inevitable hour:-
The paths of glory lead but to the grave.

- The poet here says that the dead people whether rich or poor are waiting for the inevitable hour. Nobody can escapes death. All the people will die and be buried in graves even those who have glory, knowlege or wealth. There is no difference between poor and rich people after death.
· The tombs of the poor people are always forgotten while the tomb of the rich remembered and visited by living people. This discrimination between the rich and the poor is only made by the living. But after death, the poor and the rich are the same.
· The Epitaph..........at the end, Gray states that after death there is no differece between the poor and the rich except in having good friends. If you have good friends, you will be always remembered.
    End …

· You have seven stanzas analysed, you are supposed to read the rest and apply what you studied on them.

· أي ورق لمادة الشعر سواء الدكتوره نجلا أو الدكتوره حصه فهو للجميع.
· الطالب مطالب بكل الملازم اللي بتنزل لأي مادة.
· الدرجات في الامتحان بتختلف بين الطالب اللي جاوب كلام موجود في المحاضره بس ، واللي أضاف من الملازم عن اللي أضاف من النت.
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معاصر لمرحلة انتقالية 
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