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Study Material for M.A (semester-1) 

Elegy Written in a Country 

Churchyard  By Thomas Gray (1751) 

Can storied urn or animated bust 
   Back to its mansion call the fleeting breat
h? 
Can Honor’s voice provoke the silent dust, 
   Or Flattery sooth the dull cold ear of Deat
h? 
 
Perhaps in this neglected spot is laid              
       45 
   Some heart once pregnant with celestial fi
re; 
Hands, that the rod of empire might have s
wayed, 
   Or waked to ecstasy the living lyre. 
 
But Knowledge to their eyes her ample pag
e 
   Rich with the spoils of time did ne’er unrol
l;          50 



Chill Penury repressed their noble rage, 
   And froze the genial current of the soul. 
 
Full many a gem of purest ray serene, 
   The dark unfathomed caves of ocean bear
: 
Full many a flower is born to blush unseen,  
              55 
   And waste its sweetness on the desert air. 
 
Some village-
Hampden, that with dauntless breast 
   The little Tyrant of his fields withstood; 
Some mute inglorious Milton here may rest, 
   Some Cromwell guiltless of his country’s   
             60 
     blood. 

Meaning :- 

Lines 41-44 

The speaker observes that nothing can 
bring the dead back to life, and that all the 
advantages that the wealthy had in life are 
useless in the face of death. Neither 
elaborate funeral monuments nor 



impressive honors can restore life. Nor can 
flattery in some way be used to change the 
mind of death. Note here Gray’s use of 
personification in characterizing both 
“flattery” and “death”—as though death has 
a will or mind of its own. 

Lines 45-48 

The speaker then reconsiders the poor 
people buried in the churchyard. He 
wonders what great deeds they might have 
accomplished had they been given the 
opportunity: one of these poor farmers, the 
speaker reasons, might have been a great 
emperor; another might have “waked … the 
living lyre,” or been a great poet or 
musician. 

Lines 49-52 

The poor were never able to fulfill their 
political and artistic potential, however, 
because they were uneducated—they 
never received the “Knowledge” that would 
enable them to rule and to create. Instead, 
“Penury,” or poverty, “froze the genial 



current of their soul.” That is, poverty 
paralyzed their ability to draw upon their 
innermost passions—the very passions that 
could have inspired them to become great 
poets or politicians. 

Lines 53-56 

In a series of analogies, Gray observes that 
the talents of the poor are like a “gem” 
hidden in the ocean or a “flower” blooming 
in the desert. Just as an unseen flower in 
the desert is a “waste,” Gray suggests, the 
uneducated talents of the poor are also a 
“waste,” because they remain unused and 
undeveloped. 

Lines 57-60 

The speaker then compares these poor, 
uneducated people to three of the most 
famous and powerful people of the previous 
century: John Hampden, a parliamentary 
leader who defended the people against the 
abuses of Charles I; John Milton, the great 
poet who wrote Paradise Lost and who also 
opposed Charles I; and Oliver Cromwell, 



Lord Protector of England from 1653 to 
1658. The speaker suggests that buried in 
this churchyard might be someone who—
like Hampden, Milton, or Cromwell—had the 
innate ability to oppose tyranny, but never 
had the opportunity to exercise that ability. 
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