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LIFE
OF

THOMAS GRAY.

THOMAS GRAY was born in Cornhill, in the

-~ city of London, on the 26th of December, 1716.
Elis father, Philip Gray, wos a money-scrivener, Our
author received his classical edu cation at Eton school,
under Mr, Antrobus, his mother’s brother, who direct-
ed his nephew to those pursuits which laid the founda-
tion of his future literary fame.

He left Eton school in 1734, and went to Cam-
bridge, and entered & pensioaer at Peterhouse, at the
recommendation of his uncle Antrobus. It is said
that, from his effeminacy and fair complexion, he ac-
quired among his fellow students the appellation of
Miss Gray, to which the delicacy of his manners seem
not a little to have contributed. Mr. Walpole was at
that time a feliow.commoner of King’s College, in the
same University ; a fortunate circumstance, which af-
forded Gray frequent opportunities of intercourse with
his honourable friend. , “

Gray, having imbibed a taste for poetry, did not re.
lish those abstruse studies which generally occupy the
minds of students at college; and therefore, as he
found very little gratification from academical pur.
suits, he left Cambridge in 1738, and returned te Lon.
don, iatendiung to apply himself to .she study of the
law; but this intention was soon laid aside, upon an
invitation given him by Mr. Walpole, to accompany
him 1in his travels abroad,

They set out together for France, and visited most
of the places worthy of notice in that country: from
thence they proceeded to Ttaly, where an unfortunate
dispute taking place between them, a separation en-
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sued upon their arrival at Florence. Mr. Walpole,
afterwards, with great candour and liberality, took
upon himself the blame of the quarrel; we may be
indueed to couclude that Gray, from a conscious su-
periority of ability, might have claimed a deference
to his opinion and judgment, which his honourable
Friend was not at that time disposed to admit: the
- rupture, however, was very unpleasant to both par-
ties, -

Gray pursued his journey to Venice on a plan suit-
able to the circumseribed state of his finances; and
having continued there some weeks, returned to Eng=
kmd in September, 1741, He appears, from his letters
published by Mr. Mason, to have pald attention to
every object worthy of notice. His descriptions are
lively and picturesque, and bear particular marks of
his genius and disposition. We admire the sublimity
of his ideas when he ascends the stupendous heights
of the Alps, and are charmed with his display of na-
ture, decked in all the beauties of vegetation. In.
deed, abundant information, as well as entertainment,
may be derived from his letters.

In about two months after his arrival in England,
he lost his father, who, by an indiscreet profusion,
had so impaired his fortune, as not to admit of his
son’s prosecuting the study of the law with that de-
gree of respectability which the nature of the profes.
sion requires, without becoming burdensome to his
mother and aunt. To obviate, therefore, their impor-
tunities on the subject, he went to Cambridge, and
took his bachelor’s degree in civil law,

But the inconveniencies and distress attached to a
scanty fortune, were not the only ills our Poet had to
encounter at this time; he had not only lost the friend.
ship of Mr. Walpole abroad, but poor West, the partner
of his heart, fell a victim to complicated maladies,
brought on by family misfortunes.

The degree in which his mind was agitated for the
loss of his friend, will appear from the following beau-
tiful sonnet:
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* In vain to me the smiling mornings shine,

“ And redd’ning Pheebus lifts his golden fire:
 The birds in vain their am’rous descant join,

“ Or cheerful fields resume their green attire :

* These ears, alas! for other notes repine ;

“ A different object do these syes require;

“ My lonely anguish melts no heart but mine,

* Andin my breast th’ imperfect joys expire;

“ Yet morning smiles the busy race to cheer,

“ And new-born pleasure brings to happier men;
“ The fields to all their wonted tribute bear;

“ Tn warm their little loves the birds complain ¢
¢ T fruitless mourn to him that cannot hear :

“ And weep the more because I weep in vain.”

Mr. Gray now applied his mind very sedulously to
poetical composition: his Qde to Spring was written
early in June to his friend Mr. West, before he re.
ceived the melancholy news of his death: how our
Poet’s mind was affected by that melancholy incident,
is evidently demonstrated- by the lines quoted; the
impression, indeed, appears to have been too deep to
be soon effaced; and the tenor of the subjects which
called for the exertions of his poetical talents subse-
quent to the production of this Ode, corroborates that
observation; these were his Prospect of REton, and his
Ode to Adversity, 1t is also supposed, that he began
his Elegy in a Country Church-yard about the same
time. ¥le passed some weeks at Stoke, near Windsor,
where his mother and aunt resided, and in that pleas-
iug retirement finished several of his most celebrated
Poems.

Erom thence he returned to Cambridge, which from
this period was his chief residence during the remain-
der of his life,

In 1742, he was admitted to the degree of Bachelor
in the Civil Law, His attention to the classics did
10t wholly engross his time; for he found leisure to
advert to the ignorance and dulness with which he
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was surrounded, though situated in, the centre of
learning. There is only a fragmeunt remaining of
what he had written on this subject, from which it
may be inferred, that it was intended as an Hymn
to Ignorance; many of the lines are so peinted in
signification, and harmonious in versification, that
they will be admitted to display his poetical talents
with more brilliancy than appears in mauny of his lyric
productions,

Hail, horrors, hail! ye ever gloomy bowers,

Ye gothic fanes, and antiquated towers !

‘Where rushy Camus’ slowly-winding flood
Perpetual draws his humid train of mud ¢

Glad I revisit thy neglected reign:

©h, take me to thy peaceful shade again,

But chiefly thee, whose influence breath’d from higi:,
Augments the native darkness of the sky;

Ah, Ignorance! soft salutary pow’r!

Prostrate with filial reverence I adore.

Thrice hath Hyperion roil’d his annual race,
Since weeping I forsook thy fond embrace,

Oh, say, successful dost thou still oppose

Thy leaden agis 'gainst our ancient foes?

Still stretch, tenacious of thy right divine,

The massy sceptre o’er thy slumbering line?
And dews Lethean thro’ the land dispense,

To steep in slumbers each benighted sense?

If any spark of wit’s delusive ray

Break out, and flash a momentary day,

With damp cold touch forbid it t¢ aspire,

And huddle upin fogs the dangerous fire,

Oh, say,~She hears me not, but, careless grown,
Lethargic nods upon her ebon throne.

Goddess! awake, arise: alas! my fears!

Can powers immortal feel the force of years?
Not thus of old, with ensigns wide unfurl’d,
She rode trinmphant o’er the vanquish’d world:
Tierce nations own’d her unresisted might;
And all was iguorance, and all was night:
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Oh sacred age! Oh times for ever lost!
{The scheolman’s glory, and the churchman’s boast,)
- For ever gone—yet still to fancy new, .
+ Her rapid wings the transient scene pursue, }
And bring the buried ages back to view.
High on her car, behold the grandam ride,
Like old Sesostris with barbaric pride ;
¥*¥*¥ a team of harness’d monarchs bend.

REHEF

In 1744 he seems to have given up his attention:to
- the Muses.. Mr, Walpole, desirous of preserving what
he had already written, as well as perpetuating the
~merit of their deceased friend West, endeavoured to
- prevail with Gray, to whom he had previously become
reconciled, to publish his own Poems, together with
" those of West; but Gray declined it, conceiving their
productions united, would not suffice to fill even a
_smail volume, .

In 1747 Gray became acquainted with Mr. Mason,
then a scholar of St, John’s College, and afterwards
Fellow of Pembroke-Fall, Mr. Mason, who was a
man of great learning and ingenuity, had written the
year before, his « Monody on the death of Pope,” and
his “T1 Bellicoso,” and ¢ Il Pacefico;” and Gray re-
vised these pieces at the request of a friend. This
laid the foundation of a friendship that terminated bug
with life: and Mr. Mason, after the death of Gray,
testified his regard for him, by superintending the
publication of his works.

The same year he wrote a little Ode on the Death
of a favourite Cat of Mr. Walpole’s: the following year
he produced an effort of much more importance; the
Fragment of an Essay on the Alliance of Education
and Government,

In 1750 he put the finishing stroke to his Elegy
written in a Country Church-yard, which was com-
municated first to his friend Mr. Walpole, and by
him to many persons of rank and distinction.  This
beautiful production introduced the author to the

B2
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favour of Lady Cobham, and gave occasion to a sin.
gular composition, cailed, A Long Story: in which -
varicus effusions of wit and humour are very happily
interspersed. : , A

The Elegy having found its way into the “Magazine
of Magazines,” the author wrote to dr. Walpole, re-
questing he would put it in the hands of M. Dodsley,
and order him to print it immediately, in order to re-
scue it from the disgrace it might have incurred by its
appearance in a Magazine. The Elegy was the most
popular of all our author’s productions; it ran through
eleven editions, and was transiated into Latin by An-
stey and Roberts; and in the same year a version of
it was published by. Lloyd. | .

Gray finished his Ode on the Progress of Poetry
early in 1755. The Bard also was begun about the
same time; and the following beautiful Fragment on
the Pleasure arising from Vicissitude, the next year.
The merit of the two former pleces was not immes
diately perceived, nor generally acknowledged. Gar-
rick wrote a few lines in their praise. Lloyd and
Colman wrote, in concert, two Odes, to « Oblivion”
aud “ Obscurity,” in which they were ridiculed with
much ingenuity. ' '

“ Now the golden morn aloft

“ Waves her dew-bespangled wing,

“ With vermil cheek, and whisper soft,

“ She wooes the tardy spring ;

¢ Till April starts, and calls around

¢ The sleeping fragrance from the ground,
“ And lightly o’er the living scene

“ Scatters his freshest, tenderest green,

“ New.born flocks, in rustic dance,

“ Frisking ply their feeble feet;

““ Forgetful of their wiutry trance,

¢ The birds his presence greet:

‘¢ But chief the sky-lark warbles high
‘“ fis trembling, thrilling ecstasy;
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“ And, less’ning from the dazzled sight,
“ Melts into air and liguid light,

* Yesterday the sullen year

“ Saw the snowy whirlwind fly ;

“ Mute was the music of the air,

“ The herd stood drooping by :
“The raptures now that wildly flow,
“ No yesterday nor morrow know;
’Tis man alone that joy descries

“ With forward and reverted eyes,

 Smiles on past misfortune’s brow
“ Soft reflection’s hand can trace, N
“ And o’er the cheek of sorrow throw
“ A melancholy grace? -
“ While hope prolongs our happier hour
““Our deepest shades, that dimly lower,
‘“ And blacken round our weary way,

“ Giids with a gleam of distant day.

- “ Still where rosy pleasure feads,
“ Bee a kindred grief pursue,
 Behind the steps that misery treads
“ Approuching comfort view:
““The hues of bliss more brightly glow,
¢ Chastis’d by sabler tints of woe;
“ And blended form, with artful strife,
“ The strength and harmony of life.

“* See the wretch that long has tos¢

“ On the thorny bed of pain,

*“ At length repair his vigour lost,

¢ And breathe and walk again,

“ The meanest flow’ret of the vale,

““ The simplest note that swells the gale,
“ The common sun, the air, the skies,
“Fo him are opening Paradise.”

Our author’s reputation as a poet was go 1

*
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on the death of Colley Cibber, 1757, he had the honour
of refusing the office of Poet Laureat, to which Le was
Probably induced by the disgrace brought upen it
through the inability of some who had filled it.

In 1762, on the death of Mr, Turner, Professor of
Modern Languages and History, at Cambridge, he
Wwus, according to his own expression, ¢ cockered and
spirited up” to apply to Lord Bute for the succession.
His Lordship refused him with all the politeness of a
courtier, the office having been previously promised to
Mr. Brocket, the tutor of Sir James Lowther.

His health being on the decline, in 1765 he under-
took a journey to Scotland, conceiving he should de-
rive benefit from exercise and change of situation.
His account of that countr »-as far as it extends, is
curious and elegant; for as his mind was comprehen-
sive, it was employed in the contemplation of all the
works of art, all the appearances of nature, and all the
monuments of past events,

During his stay in Scotland, he contracted a friend-
ship with Dr, Beattie, in whom he found, as he him.
self expressesit, a poet, a philesopher, and a good man,
The Marischal College at Aberdeen offered him the
degree of Doctor of Laws, which he thought it decent
to decline, having omitted to take it at Cambridge.

In Decémber 1767, Dr. Beattie, still desirous that

his country should leave a memento of its regard to
the merit of our Poet, solicited his permission to print,
at the University of Glasgow, an elegant edition of his
works, but Gray could not comply with his friend’s
request,.as he had given his promise to Mr. Dodsley,
However, as a compiiment to them both, he presented
them with a copy, containing a few notes, and the imi-
tations of the old Norwegian poetry, intended to sup-
plant the Long Story, which was printed at first to
illustrate Mr. Bentley’s designs, :

In 1768 our Author obtained that office without
solicitation, for which he had before applied withe
out effect. The Professorship of Languages and
History again became vacant, and le reeceived sn ;
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offer of it from the Duke of Grafton, who had succeed-
ed Lord Bute in office. The place was valuable im
itself, the salary being 4001. a year; but it was render-
ed peculiarly acceptable to Mr. Gray, as he obtained
it witheut solicitation,

Soon after he succeeded to this office, the impaired
state of his health rendered another journey neces-
sary; and he visited, in 1769, the counties of Westmore-
land and Cumberland. His remarks on the wonderful
scenery which these northern regions display, he trans.
mitted in epistolary journals to his friend Dr. Whar-
ton, which abound, according to Mr. Mason’s elegant
diction, with all the wildness of Salvator, and the soft-
ness of Claude.

Towards the close of May 1771, he removed from
Cambridge to Londen, after having suffered violent
attacks of an hereditary gont, to which he had long
been subject; notwithstanding he had cbserved the
most rigid abstemiousness throughout the whole
course of his life. By the advice of his physicians,
he removed from London to Kensington; the air of
which place proved so salutary, that he was soon en-
abled to return to Cambridge, whence he designed
to make a visit to his friend Dr. Wharton, at Qld
Park, near Durham; indulging a fond hope that the -
excursion would tend to the reestablishment of his
health: but, alas! that hope proved delusive., On
the 24th of July he was seized, while at dinner in the
college-hall, with a sudden nausea, which obliged him
to retire to his chamber. The gout had fixed on his
stomach in such a degree, as to resist all the powers
of medicine. On the 20th he was attacked with a
strong convulsion, which returned with increased
violence the ensuing day; and on the evening of the
S1st of May, 1771, he departed this life, in the 55th
year of his age,

From the narrative of his friend, Mr. Mason, it ap-
pears that Gray was actuated by motives of self.im-
provement, and self-gratification, in his application to
the Muses, rather tham any view te pecuniary emolu.
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menl.  Iis pursuits were in general disinterested ;

and as he was free from avarice on the one hand, so
was he from extravagance on the other. Mr. Mason
adds, that he was induced to decline taking any ad.
vantage of his literary productions by a degree of
pride, which influenced him to disdain the idea of
peing thought an author by profession.

Gmy made considerable progress in the study of
&rcuuecture, particularly the Gothic. He endea-
voured to trace this branch of the science, from the
period of i%:s commencement, through its various
changes, till it arrived at its perfection in the time of
Henry VIII. He applied himself also to the study
of heraldry, of which he obtained a very wmpetem
knowledge,

But the favourite study of Gray for the last two
years of his life was natural history, which he rather
resumed than began, as he had acquired some know-
ledge of botany in early life, while he was under the
tuition of his uncle Antrobus. He wrote copious
marginal notes to the works of Linnaeus, and other
writers in the three kingdoms of nature: and Mr.
DMason observes, that, excepting pure mathematics,
and the studies denendent on that science, there was
hardly any part of human learning in which he had
not acquired a competent skill; in most of them a
consummate mastery. -

Dr. Maseon has declined drawing any formal cha-
racter of him; but has adopted one from a letter to
James Doswell, Esq. by the Rev. Mr. Temple, Rector
of St. Glauvias, in Cornwall, first printed anonymously
in the London Magazine,

¢ Perhaps he was the most learned man in Europe,
He was equally acquainted with the elegant and
profound parts of science, and not superficially, but’
thoroughly. He knew every branch of history, both
nataral and civil; had read all the original histotians’
of England, France, and Ttaly; and was a great an-
tiquarian. Criticism, metaphysics, morals, and poli-
tics, made a principal part of his study; voyages, and
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travels of all sorts, were his favourite amusements;
and he had a fine taste in painting, prints, architec-
ture, and gatrdening. With-such a fund of knowledge,
his conversation must have been equally instructing
and entertaining: but he was also a good man, a man
of virtue and humanity, There is no character with-
out some speck, some imperfection; and I think the
greatest defect in his was an affectation in delicacy,
“or rather effeminacy, and a visible fastidiousness, or
~contempt and disdain of his inferiors in science. He
also had, in some degree, that weakness which dis.
gusted Voltaire so much in Mr. Congreve: though
he seemed to value others chiefly according to the
progress they had made in knowledge, vet he could
not bear to be considered himself merely as g man of
letters; and though without birth, or fortane, or sta-
tion, his desire was to be looked upon as a private
independent gentleman, who read for his amuserment,
Ferhaps it may be said, What signifies so much knosw.
ledge, when it produced so little? Is it worth taking
S0 much paius to leave no memorial but a few
Poems? But let it be considered that Mr. Gray was,
to others, at least innocently employed; to himself,
certainly beneficially, His timne passed agreeably, he
was every day making some new acquisition in science;
his mind was enlarged, his heart softened, his virtue
strengthened ; the world and mankind were shewn to
him without a mask; and he was taught to consider
every thing as trifling, and unworthy of the attention
of a wise mamn, except the pursyit of knowledge and
practice of virtue, in that state srherein God hath
placed us.” '

Mr. Mason has remarked, that Gray’s effeminacy
was affected most before those whom he did not wish
toplease; and that he is unjustly charged with making
knowledge his sole reason of preference, as he paid his
esteem to none whom he did not likewize believe to be
good.

Dr. Johnson makes the following observations
* What has occurred to me, from the slight Inspec-
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tion of his letters, in which my undertaking has e
gaged me, is, that his mind had made a large grasp;
that his curiosity was unlimited, and his judgment
cultivated; that he was a man likely to love much
where he loved at all; but that he was fastidious and
hard to please. His contempt, however, is often ems-
ployed, where I hope it will be approved, upon scep-
ticism and infidelity. His short account of Shaftes.
bury 1 will insert, '

“You say you cannot conceive how Lord Shaftes-
bury came to be a philosopher in vogue; I will tell
you: first, he was a lord ; secondly, he was as vain
as any of his readers; thirdly, men are very prene to
believe what they do not understand; fourthly, they
will believe any thing at all, provided they are under
nc obligation to believe it; fifthly, they love to take
a new road, even when that road leads no where;
sixthly, he was reckoned a fine writer, and seems al-
ways to mean more than he said. Would you have
any more reasons? An interval of above forty years
has pretty well destroyed the charm. A dead lord
ranks with commoners: vanity is no longer interested
in the matter; for 2 new road is become an old
ene.” ‘

As a writer he had this peculiarity, that he did not
write his pieces first rudely, and then correct them,
‘but Iaboured every line as it arose in the train of
composition; and he had a neotion not very peculiar,
that he could not write but at certain times, or at
happy moments.

As a Poet, he stands high in the estimation of the
candid and judicious. Iis works are not numerous;
but they bear the marks of intense application and
careful revision. The Elegy in the Church-yard is
deemed his master.piece; the subject is interesting,
the sentiments simple and pathetic, and the versifica-
tion charmingly melodious. This beautiful Composi.
tion has been often selected by orators for the display
of their rhetorical talents. But as the most finished
productions of the human mind have not escaped
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cénsure, the works of our Author have undergone
iiliberal comments. His Elegy has been supposed de-
fective in want of plan. Dr. Knox, in his Essays, has
ohserved, ¢ that it is thought by some to be no more
than a confused heap of splendid ideas, thrown to-
gether without order and without proportion.,” Some
Passages have been censured by Kelly in the Babbler;
and imitations of different authors have been pointed
out by other critics, But these imitations cannot be
ascertained, as there are numberless instances of coin-
cidence of ideas; so that it is difficult to say, with
precision, what is or is not a designed or accidental
imitation.

Gray, in his Elegy in the Churcheyard, has great
merit in adverting to the most interesting passions of
the human mind; yet his genius is not marked alone
by the tender sensibility so conspicuous in that elegant
piece; but thereis a sublimity which gives it an equal
claim to universal admiration.

His Odes on the Progress of Poetry, and of the
Bard, according to Mr. DMason’s account, * breathe
the high spirit of lyric enthusiasm, The transitions
are sudden and impetuous; the language full of fire
and force; and the imagery carried, without impro-
priety, to the most daring height. They have been
accused of obscurity: but the one can be obscure to
hose only who have not read Pindar; and the other,
only to those who are unacquainted with the history of
their own nation.”

Of his other Iyric pieces, Mr., Wakefield, a learned
and ingenious commentator, observes, that, though
like all other human productions, they are not with-
out their defects, yet the spirit of puetry, and exqui-
site charms of the verse, are more than a compensa-
ton for those defects. The Ode on Eton Cellegs
sbounds with sentiments natural and consonant to
the feelings of humanity, exhibited with perspicuity
of method, and in elegant, intelligible, and expres-
sive language. The Sonnet on the Death of West,
2nd the Epitaph on Sir Willlam Williams, are as
















































































































































