
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


A Brief Annotation of Thomas Gray’s ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’ and John Keat’s ‘Ode to a Nightingale’

M. Venkataraman

Year of Publication-2025

Copyright - M. Venkataraman

Published by:

M.Venkataraman,

G-10, Innovative Timberleaf,

Somasundarapalaya,

H.S.R. Layout, Sector II,

Bangalore-560102.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Preface

[image: ]




In this book, a brief annotation has been given on two of the famous poems of English literature. They are the "Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard" of Thomas Gray and the "Ode to a Nightingale" of John Keats. The themes of human mortality and the passage of time are central to both these poems.

An elegy is generally a reflective poem. It laments the loss of someone or something. It can serve as a tribute to the deceased, expressing grief, sorrow, and admiration. An ode, on the other hand, is a celebratory poem that praises people, events, or concepts. 

In the "Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard", the theme of mortality is poignantly depicted by Thomas Gray through the imagery of the graveyard and the lives of the ordinary villagers buried there. In the "Ode to a Nightingale" Keats explores mortality through the lens of beauty and art, using the nightingale as a symbol of transcendence.

In his poem, Gray contemplates on the inevitability of death. The melancholy tone of the poem serves to highlight the ephemeral nature of existence. While doing so, Gray emphasized the commonality of mortality of all human beings irrespective of one’s social status or wealth. Through the imagery of the graveyard and the lives of the "rude forefathers" buried there, he dwells upon the evils of the then society which looked down upon the poor and the downtrodden. The passage of time is portrayed by him through reflections on life’s fleeting moments and on human aspirations. Gray mourns not just the physical death of the poor villagers but also the unfulfilled potential of individuals who lived and died in obscurity. 

The poem of Keats begins with a sense of melancholy and the weight of human suffering. The poet expresses a longing for escape into the timeless song of the nightingale. He reflects on the joys of life but juxtaposes them with the inevitability of death and decay. He even wishes to die to escape the pain of existence and to experience the eternal bliss represented by the nightingale's song. The poet is torn between his desire to have a blissful state of life and the inevitability of human sufferings. Neither the wine nor the song of the nightingale seem to have given him solace though apparently they take him away to another world of intense happiness and joy. He reveals a tension between the longing for immortality and the acceptance of life’s fleeting nature. In the end, he returns to reality, realizing that the nightingale’s song, while beautiful, cannot shield him from the harsh truths of life and mortality.

It may be interesting to note that the theme of mortality which is generally found in religion is found in many places in English literature also. Mortality of the human beings and the immortality of the soul are generally depicted in religious literature. But English literature also contains many references to this theme.

English poetry explores the theme of mortality through diverse perspectives. They often reflect on the inevitability of death, the passage of time, and the human response to loss. Many poets like Emily Dickinson and Dylan Thomas have offered distinct approaches to this fundamental aspect of the human experience. Many poems acknowledge the transient nature of human existence, using imagery of nature's cycles like sunrise, sunset etc. to illustrate the passage of time and the inevitability of death. 

In his poem, "Ode: Intimations of Immortality," William Wordsworth, for example, touches upon the issue of mortality in a different perspective. He says that the human soul is everlasting. He believes that the soul actually comes from heaven, where it exists before people are born, and that it will one day return there. He finds a deep sense of comfort and inspiration in this idea that the soul is eternal, having always existed, and also immortal, going on after death.

Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting: 

The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star, 

Hath had elsewhere its setting, 

And cometh from afar: 

Not in entire forgetfulness, 

And not in utter nakedness, 

But trailing clouds of glory do we come 

From God, who is our home: 

Heaven lies about us in our infancy!

He says that “Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting”. He proposes the possibility that the human soul exists before birth, “elsewhere” and “cometh from afar” when we are born. He considers that “elsewhere” as a better place, something which is more glorious. When we come to earth to be born, we bring with us “trailing clouds of glory”. It is with this feeling that we are born.

The fact that our lives, like dreams, come and go have been used by Shakespeare also in Act IV Scene 1 of his play titled ‘The Tempest’.

A nobleman named Antonio overthrows his own brother, Prospero, from his position as Duke of Milan. Prospero has a daughter named Miranda. She gets married to Ferdinand. Prospero gives Ferdinand and Miranda’s union his blessing. Prospero tells Ferdinand that he must wait until the wedding-night to go to bed with Miranda. Ferdinand readily agrees. They then watch a form of lavish court entertainment, named the masque. This spectacle is performed by spirits which Prospero has conjured using his magic. The spirits embody many of the Roman deities like Ceres.

Once the masque is over, Prospero addresses his future son-in-law and says:

You do look, my son, in a moved sort,

As if you were dismay’d: be cheerful, sir.

Our revels now are ended. These our actors,

As I foretold you, were all spirits and

Are melted into air, into thin air:

And, like the baseless fabric of this vision,

The cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces,

The solemn temples, the great globe itself,

Ye all which it inherit, shall dissolve

And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,

Leave not a rack behind. We are such stuff

As dreams are made on, and our little life

Is rounded with a sleep. 

It means that human life, like a dream, is ephemeral and insubstantial. Shakespeare uses this line to express the idea that our existence lacks a permanent, solid foundation, and is therefore similar to the fleeting nature of dreams. 

In their poems which are dealt with in this book, both Gray and Keats address the themes of human mortality and the passage of time, although through different perspectives. Gray’s elegy focuses on the universal experience of death irrespective of one’s social status or wealth. Keats’ ode emphasizes the tension between the beauty of the immortal song of the bird and the inevitability of death. Together, these works evoke profound reflections on the human condition. They enable us to contemplate the impermanence of life and the enduring power of memory and beauty.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
|A Brief Annotation of Thomas
Gray's ‘Elegy Written in a
Country Churchyard’ and John
Keat's ‘Ode to a Nightingale’






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





