
Date :- 10/06/20 

Study Material for M.A ( Semester-1) 

Elegy Written in a Country 

Churchyard 

Poem Text ( up to 20 lines ) 

The Curfew tolls the knell of parting 

day, 

   The lowing herd wind slowly o’er th

e lea, 

The plowman homeward plods his we

ary way, 

   And leaves the world to darkness a

nd to me. 

 

Now fades the glimmering landscape 

on the sight,           5 

   And all the air a solemn stillness ho

lds, 

Save where the beetle wheels his dro

ning flight, 



   And drowsy tinklings lull the distan

t folds; 

 

Save that from yonder ivy-

mantled tower 

   The moping owl does to the moon c

omplain                10 

Of such, as wandering near her secret

 bower, 

   Molest her ancient solitary reign. 

 

Beneath those rugged elms, that yew

-tree’s shade, 

   Where heaves the turf in many a m

ouldering 

     heap, 

Each in his narrow cell for ever laid,   

                  15 

   The rude Forefathers of the hamlet 

sleep. 

 

The breezy call of incense-



breathing Morn, 

   The swallow twittering from the st

raw-built 

     shed, 

The cock’s shrill clarion, or the echoin

g horn, 

   No more shall rouse them from thei

r lowly bed.          20 

Summary 

Lines 1-4 

In the first stanza, the speaker observes 

the signs of a country day drawing to a 

close: a curfew bell ringing, a herd of cattle 

moving across the pasture, and a farm 

laborer returning home. The speaker is 

then left alone to contemplate the isolated 

rural scene. The first line of the poem sets 

a distinctly somber tone: the curfew bell 

does not simply ring; it “knells”—a term 

usually applied to bells rung at a death or 



funeral. From the start, then, Gray reminds 

us of human mortality. 

Lines 5-8 

The second stanza sustains the somber 

tone of the first: the speaker is not 

mournful, but pensive, as he describes the 

peaceful landscape that surrounds him. 

Even the air is characterized as having a 

“solemn stillness.” 

Lines 9-12 

The sound of an owl hooting intrudes upon 

the evening quiet. We are told that the owl 

“complains”; in this context, the word does 

not mean “to whine” or “grumble,” but “to 

express sorrow.” The owl’s call, then, is 

suggestive of grief. Note that at no point in 

these three opening stanzas does Gray 

directly refer to death or a funeral; rather, 



he indirectly creates a funereal atmosphere 

by describing just a few mournful sounds. 

Lines 13-16 

It is in the fourth stanza that the speaker 

directly draws our attention to the graves 

in the country churchyard. We are 

presented with two potentially conflicting 

images of death. Line 14 describes the 

heaps of earth surrounding the graves; in 

order to dig a grave, the earth must 

necessarily be disrupted. Note that the 

syntax of this line is slightly confusing. We 

would expect this sentence to read “Where 

the turf heaves”—not “where heaves the 

turf”: Gray has inverted the word order. 

Just as the earth has been disrupted, the 

syntax imitates the way in which the earth 

has been disrupted. But by the same token, 

the “rude Forefathers” buried beneath the 

earth seem entirely at peace: we are told 



that they are laid in “cells,” a term which 

reminds us of the quiet of a monastery, and 

that they “sleep.” 

Lines 17-20 

If the “Forefathers” are sleeping, however, 

the speaker reminds us that they will never 

again rise from their “beds” to hear the 

pleasurable sounds of country life that the 

living do. The term “lowly beds” describes 

not only the unpretentious graves in which 

the forefathers are buried, but the humble 

conditions that they endured when they 

were alive. 
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