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EDWARD THOMAS AND THOMAS GRAY

For a minute, I forgot the eggs by thinking of a poem I had begun to copy out and had laid away with the eggs.  It was the first poem I had ever read for my own pleasure several times, and I had begun to copy it in my best handwriting, the capitals in red ink.  I had got as far as ‘Some mute inglorious Milton here may …’ I tried to repeat the verses but could not, and so I returned to the eggs.

The young reader in ‘Aunt Ann’s Cottage’ rested, and returned to his eggs, at the word ‘rest’: ‘Some mute inglorious Milton here may rest’, Thomas Gray says in his ‘Elegy written in a Country Church-Yard’.
  But, later in this story from 1913, he ‘resolved to go on with my copying of Gray’s “Elegy” that very afternoon, also not to collect moths.’
  The story seems to have been based on Thomas’s own childhood because Thomas states that he liked Gray’s ‘Elegy’ in The Childhood of Edward Thomas, and, at some point before 1894, Thomas had copied out Gray’s ‘Elegy’ in his best handwriting in a notebook that is now in the Berg Collection of New York Public Library.
  It is also clear that, when, many years later, he wrote his poetry during the First World War, Edward Thomas was still thinking of Thomas Gray.


Thomas was particularly interested in the famous opening stanza of Gray’s ‘Elegy’:


The Curfew tolls the knell of parting day,



The lowing herd wind slowly o’er the lea,


The plowman homeward plods his weary way,



And leaves the world to darkness and to me.


(ll.1-4)

In The Childhood of Edward Thomas, Thomas says that, when he was about fifteen, he liked the ‘soft sadness’ of ‘The May Queen’ but also ‘the severer sadness’ of ‘The ploughman homeward plods his weary way / And leaves the world to darkness and to me’.
  These lines can be heard in ‘The Other’:


I tried the inns that evening


Of a long gabled high-street grey,


Of courts and outskirts, travelling


An eager but a weary way,


In vain.  He was not there.


(ll.21-5)

The ‘weary way’ is even rhymed with ‘grey’, which is a suggestion of the evening darkness described at the start of the ‘Elegy’ but also a pun on the poet’s name.  Further, as in Gray’s lines, ‘way’ is rhymed with ‘day’ (l.26).  

The echo in ‘The Other’ of lines from the ‘Elegy’ is sufficiently obvious to be treated as something Thomas expected his readers to pick up.  Gray’s ‘Elegy’ was much better known then than it is now: when he wrote ‘The Other’, Thomas was just about to start compiling This England: An Anthology, from which Gray’s ‘Elegy’ was omitted because, he implied, it was too familiar.  In fact, most poets of Thomas’s generation and of the First World War used Gray’s ‘Elegy’ at some time or other.  What is more interesting is Thomas’s use of the ‘Sonnet on the Death of Richard West’, a poem by Gray that has never been as familiar or as admired as the ‘Elegy’.  Thomas admired this sonnet though, for in Feminine Influence on the Poets he says that ‘Gray wrote hardly any love-poetry, and what he wrote is his worst, if we except his sonnet on the death of Richard West, and that, inspired by a man, is among his finest’.

In ‘The Other’, when Thomas alludes to the ‘Elegy’, the weary way is travelled ‘In vain’ (l.25), and Gray’s ‘Sonnet on the Death of Richard West’ begins with ‘In vain’ and ends ‘in vain’.  In Walter Pater: A Critical Study, Thomas provides the first two lines of the sonnet: ‘In vain to me the smiling mornings shine, / And reddening Phœbus lifts his golden fire’.
  The poem ends with ‘I fruitless mourn to him that cannot hear, / And weep the more because I weep in vain’.
  About three months later, Thomas wrote ‘Good-night’, where ‘Thrushes and blackbirds sing in the gardens of the town / In vain: the noise of man, beast, and machine prevails’ (ll.3-4).  The third line of Gray’s sonnet is ‘The Birds in vain their amorous Descant joyn’.


The words ‘their amorous Descant joyn’ mean ‘sing’: Thomas’s ‘Good-night’ is like speech or prose, but it is difficult to say the same of Gray’s.  In the 1800 Preface to Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth used Gray’s sonnet as an example when he argued that Gray ‘attempted to widen the space of separation betwixt Prose and Metrical composition, and was more than any other man curiously elaborate in the structure of his own poetic diction’.
  Thomas discusses Wordsworth’s argument in Walter Pater: A Critical Study, but criticises the start of Gray’s sonnet for ‘the remoteness of the words, not from speech, but from thought’.
  Yet, certainly, by using the ‘Sonnet on the Death of Richard West’ in ‘Good-night’, Thomas turns it into speech, into what Wordsworth calls ‘the very language of men’.
  Indeed, Thomas’s poetry was written with speech in mind, partly as a result of Robert Frost’s influence, although Thomas, as he told Frost in May 1914, had been thinking about ‘speech and literature’ since Walter Pater: A Critical Study.
  Possibly Thomas employed Gray’s sonnet because of its place in the discussion of ‘speech and literature’.


Thomas was apparently also drawn to Gray’s sonnet because it is an expression of grief – it possesses the ‘severer sadness’ that Thomas discovered in the ‘Elegy’ in his childhood.  Wordsworth could not accuse ‘The New House’ of being detached from the language of men, but the ‘Sonnet on the Death of Richard West’ is at home in ‘The New House’ because it suits the sadness of the subject.  Thomas says in his poem that sad days were foretold:


Sad days when the sun


Shone in vain: old griefs, and griefs


Not yet begun.


(ll.10-12)

In Gray’s words, ‘In vain to me the smiling mornings shine’.  The griefs are like those of Gray, who cannot be cheered up by the sun.  


The ‘Sonnet on the Death of Richard West’ expresses, however, love as well as sadness: it could, as Thomas suggests in Feminine Influence on the Poets, be considered a love-poem.  That combination of love and mourning explains its presence in ‘P. H. T.’, a poem in which Thomas reveals his feelings for his father, saying that ‘I may come near loving you / When you are dead’ (ll.1-2):


To repent that day will be 


Impossible


For you and vain for me


The truth to tell.


(ll.5-8)

The echo of ‘In vain to me the smiling mornings shine’ is powerful and poignant in the context of the poem.  Thomas’s poem is the opposite of Gray’s, but offers the possibility that Thomas will one day write about his father in the way that Gray wrote about Richard West – it would be a love-poem ‘inspired by a man’.
  In this poem, more than in ‘The Other’ or ‘The New House’ or ‘Good-night’, the poem echoed gives force to Thomas’s lines, and seems to be at their heart.  Indeed, Thomas would also have known that Gray did not get on with his father, Philip Gray, who died only seven months before Richard West, and that while the friend was mourned so memorably, no love-poetry was written about the dead father.  
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