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JAMES THOMSON
The Seasons (1726-1730)
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Thomson was a Scot whose father died performing an exorcism, which may (I don’t know) have put young James off the Calvinist church; in any case he came South and set up as a professional poet. He was good at it, not just the writing, but the making appropriate friends amongst the aristrocracy, and appropriate enemies amongst the other poets. His biggest hit was Winter (1726), expanded to a four-book poem called The Seasons; he also wrote the song Rule Brittania.
Thomson died youngish, at 47, after swimming in the Thames in August: the water was colder than it looked, and “he caught a disorder, which, with some careless exasperation, ended in a fever that put end to his life” (Johnson).
The theme of the seasons was popular in that age. Vivaldi’s Le quattro stagioni is exactly contemporaneous: you might like to listen to L’inverno (1725) as you read Thomson, whose poem, very loosely translated into German, was the basis for Hayden’s oratorio, Die Jahreszeiten (here is the section ‘Der Winter’ – but even if you understand German you’ll find few of Thomson’s words left).
lines 223-358 from ‘Winter’
The keener tempests come: and, fuming dun

From all the livid east or piercing north,

Thick clouds ascend, in whose capacious womb

A vapoury deluge lies, to snow congealed.

Heavy they roll their fleecy world along,

And the sky saddens with the gathered storm.

Through the hushed air the whitening shower descends,

At first thin-wavering; till at last the flakes

Fall broad and wide and fast, dimming the day

With a continual flow. The cherished fields

Put on their winter-robe of purest white.

‘Tis brightness all; save where the new snow melts

Along the mazy current. Low the woods

Bow their hoar head; and, ere the languid sun

Faint from the west emits his evening ray,
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Earth’s universal face, deep-hid and chill, 
Is one wild dazzling waste, that buries wide

The works of man. Drooping, the labourer-ox

Stands covered o’er with snow, and then demands

The fruit of all his toil. The fowls of heaven,

Tamed by the cruel season, crowd around

The winnowing store, and claim the little boon

Which Providence assigns them. One alone,

The redbreast, sacred to the household gods,

Wisely regardful of the embroiling sky,

In joyless fields and thorny thickets leaves

His shivering mates, and pays to trusted man

His annual visit. Half afraid, he first

Against the window beats; then brisk alights

On the warm hearth; then, hopping o’er the floor,

Eyes all the smiling family askance,

And pecks, and starts, and wonders where he is —

Till, more familiar grown, the table-crumbs

Attract his slender feet. The foodless wilds

Pour forth their brown inhabitants. The hare,

Though timorous of heart, and hard beset

By death in various forms, dark snares, and dogs,

And more unpitying men, the garden seeks,

Urged on by fearless want. The bleating kind

Eye the bleak heaven, and next the glistening earth,

With looks of dumb despair; then, sad-dispersed,

Dig for the withered herb through heaps of snow.

Now, shepherds, to your helpless charge be kind:

Baffle the raging year, and fill their pens

With food at will; lodge them below the storm,

And watch them strict: for, from the bellowing east,

In this dire season, oft the whirlwind’s wing

Sweeps up the burden of whole wintry plains

In one wide waft, and o’er the hapless flocks,

Hid in the hollow of two neighbouring hills,

The billowy tempest whelms; till, upward urged,

The valley to a shining mountain swells,

Tipt with a wreath high-curling in the sky.

As thus the snows arise, and, foul and fierce,

All Winter drives along the darkened air,

In his own loose-revolving fields the swain

Disastered stands; sees other hills ascend,

Of unknown joyless brow; and other scenes,

Of horrid prospect, shag the trackless plain; 
Nor finds the river nor the forest, hid

Beneath the formless wild; but wanders on

From hill to dale, still more and more astray –
Impatient flouncing through the drifted heaps,

Stung with the thoughts of home: the thoughts of home

Rush on his nerves and call their vigour forth

In many a vain attempt. How sinks his soul!

What black despair, what horror fills his heart,
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When, for the dusky spot which fancy feigned

His tufted cottage rising through the snow,

He meets the roughness of the middle waste,

Far from the track and blest abode of man;

While round him night resistless closes fast,

And every tempest, howling o’er his head,

Renders the savage wilderness more wild.

Then throng the busy shapes into his mind

Of covered pits, unfathomably deep,

A dire descent! beyond the power of frost;

Of faithless bogs; of precipices huge,

Smoothed up with snow; and (what is land unknown,

What water) of the still unfrozen spring,

In the loose marsh or solitary lake,

Where the fresh fountain from the bottom boils.

These check his fearful steps; and down he sinks

Beneath the shelter of the shapeless drift,

Thinking o’er all the bitterness of death,

Mixed with the tender anguish nature shoots

Through the wrung bosom of the dying man —

His wife, his children, and his friends unseen.

In vain for him the officious wife prepares

The fire fair-blazing and the vestment warm;

In vain his little children, peeping out

Into the mingling storm, demand their sire

With tears of artless innocence. Alas!

Nor wife nor children more shall he behold,

Nor friends, nor sacred home. On every nerve

The deadly Winter seizes, shuts up sense,

And, o’er his inmost vitals creeping cold,

Lays him along the snows a stiffened corse,

Stretched out, and bleaching in the northern blast.

Ah! little think the gay licentious proud,

Whom pleasure, power, and affluence surround —

They, who their thoughtless hours in giddy mirth,

And wanton, often cruel, riot waste —

Ah! little think they, while they dance along,

How many feel, this very moment, death

And all the sad variety of pain;

How many sink in the devouring flood,

Or more devouring flame; how many bleed,

By shameful variance betwixt man and man;

How many pine in want, and dungeon-glooms,

Shut from the common air and common use

Of their own limbs; how many drink the cup

Of baleful grief, or eat the bitter bread

Of misery; sore pierced by wintry winds,

How many shrink into the sordid hut

Of cheerless poverty; how many shake

With all the fiercer tortures of the mind,

Unbounded passion, madness, guilt, remorse –
Whence, tumbled headlong from the height of life,

They furnish matter for the tragic muse;

Even in the vale, where wisdom loves to dwell,

With friendship, peace, and contemplation joined,

How many, racked with honest passions, droop

In deep retired distress; how many stand

Around the death-bed of their dearest friends,

And point the parting anguish! Thought fond man

Of these, and all the thousand nameless ills

That one incessant struggle render life,

One scene of toil, of suffering, and of fate,

Vice in his high career would stand appalled,
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And heedless rambling Impulse learn to think;

The conscious heart of Charity would warm,

And her wide wish Benevolence dilate;

The social tear would rise, the social sigh;

And, into clear perfection, gradual bliss,

Refining still, the social passions work.
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WILLIAM COWPER
The Task (1785)
Cowper was a nice fellow driven mad by Calvinist theology. He was the son of a clergyman, and grew up well-educated, charming and pious; but he couldn’t get it out of his head that God had predestined him to damnation. He was intermittently demented by this thought; hymn-writing made it worse; poetry sometimes kept him sane.

His masterpiece was The Task: A Poem, in Six Books, a long work in blank verse, which represented rather a revolution in eighteenth century English verse. It is remarkably free of artificial language, it is astonishingly relaxed in tone – Coleridge called it, admiringly, “divine chit-chat” – and it is not afraid to meander, as if it were really a conversation.

 It begins – 
I sing the Sofa. I, who lately sang

Truth, Hope, and Charity, and touch’d with awe

The solemn chords, and with a trembling hand,

Escap’d with pain from that advent’rous flight,

Now seek repose upon an humbler theme;

– but wanders off to talk about everything: the retired life and religious faith (pro), slavery, blood sports, fashionable frivolity, lukewarm clergy and French despotism (anti). A favourite theme is nature, especially nature in her gentle English mode.
The Task was extraordinarily popualr for a few generations: it was Jane Austen’s favourite, and Wordsworth’s and Coleridge’s.  

lines 268-332 from ‘The Winter Evening’ 
Just when our drawing-rooms begin to blaze
With lights, by clear reflection multiplied
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From many a mirror, in which he of Gath,

Goliath, might have seen his giant bulk  

Whole, without stooping, tow’ring crest and all,

My pleasures, too, begin. But me, perhaps,

The glowing hearth may satisfy awhile

With faint illumination, that uplifts

The shadow to the ceiling, there by fits

Dancing uncouthly to the quiv’ring flame. 
Not undelightful is an hour to me

So spent in parlour twilight: such a gloom

Suits well the thoughtful or unthinking mind,

The mind contemplative, with some new theme  

Pregnant, or indispos’d alike to all.

Laugh ye, who boast your more mercurial pow’rs,

That never felt a stupor, know no pause,

Nor need one; I am conscious, and confess,

Fearless, a soul that does not always think.

Me oft has fancy, ludicrous and wild,

Sooth’d with a waking dream of houses, tow’rs,

Trees, churches, and strange visages, express’d

In the red cinders, while with poring eye

I gaz’d, myself creating what I saw.  

Nor less amus’d, have I quiescent watch’d

The sooty films that play upon the bars,

Pendulous, and foreboding, in the view

Of superstition, prophesying still,

Though still deceiv’d, some stranger’s near approach.

‘Tis thus the understanding takes repose

In indolent vacuity of thought,

And sleeps and is refresh’d. Meanwhile the face

Conceals the mood lethargic with a mask

Of deep deliberation, as the man  

Were task’d to his full strength, absorb’d and lost.

Thus oft, reclin’d at ease, I lose an hour

At ev’ning, till at length the freezing blast,

That sweeps the bolted shutter, summons home

The recollected pow’rs; and, snapping short

The glassy threads, with which the fancy weaves

Her brittle toys, restores me to myself.

How calm is my recess; and how the frost,

Raging abroad, and the rough wind, endear

The silence and the warmth enjoy’d within!  

I saw the woods and fields, at close of day,

A variegated show; the meadows green,

Though faded; and the lands, where lately wav’d

The golden harvest, of a mellow brown,

Upturn’d so lately by the forceful share.

I saw far off the weedy fallows smile

With verdure not unprofitable, graz’d

By flocks, fast feeding, and selecting each

His fav’rite herb; while all the leafless groves,

That skirt th’ horizon, wore a sable hue,  
Scarce notic’d in the kindred dusk of eve.

To-morrow brings a change, a total change!

Which even now, though silently perform’d,

And slowly, and by most unfelt, the face

Of universal nature undergoes.

Fast falls a fleecy show’r: the downy flakes,

Descending, and with never-ceasing lapse,

Softly alighting upon all below,

Assimilate all objects. Earth receives

Gladly the thick’ning mantle; and the green  

And tender blade, that fear’d the chilling blast,

Escapes unhurt beneath so warm a veil.
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THOMAS GRAY
Ode on a Distant Prospect of Eton College (1742)
Gray lived serenely. He enjoyed Eton, tolerated Peterhouse in Cambridge, settled in Cambrdige as a don, died in old age, and was buried beside his mother.

 We have read his masterpiece, the Elegy, which made a fantastic impression at the time. During the global Seven Years’ War, General Wolfe recited it to his officer and declared: “Gentlemen, I would rather have written that poem than take Quebec tomorrow”. (He did take Quebec the next day, but was killed, which jsts goes to show.) 

Gray was only 24 when he wrote this piece of nostalgia: 
Ye distant spires, ye antique towers,

That crown the watery glade,

Where grateful Science still adores

Her Henry’s holy Shade;




  Henry VI (d. 1471), founder of Eton
And ye, that from the stately brow

Of Windsor’s heights the expanse below

Of grove, of lawn, of mead survey,

Whose turf, whose shade, whose flowers among

Wanders the hoary Thames along

His silver-winding way.

Ah happy hills, ah pleasing shade,

Ah fields beloved in vain,

Where once my careless childhood strayed,

A stranger yet to pain!

I feel the gales, that from ye blow,
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A momentary bliss bestow,

As waving fresh their gladsome wing,

My weary soul they seem to soothe,

And, redolent of joy and youth,

To breathe a second spring.

Say, Father Thames, for thou hast seen

Full many a sprightly race

Disporting on thy margent green

The paths of pleasure trace,

Who foremost now delight to cleave

With pliant arm thy glassy wave?

The captive linnet which enthrall?

What idle progeny succeed

To chase the rolling circle’s speed,

Or urge the flying ball?
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While some on earnest business bent

Their murmuring labours ply

‘Gainst graver hours, that bring constraint

To sweeten liberty:

Some bold adventurers disdain

The limits of their little reign,

And unknown regions dare descry:

Still as they run they look behind,

They hear a voice in every wind,

And snatch a fearful joy.

Gay hope is theirs by fancy fed,

Less pleasing when possessed;

The tear forgot as soon as shed,

The sunshine of the breast:

Theirs buxom health of rosy hue,

Wild wit, invention ever-new,

And lively cheer of vigour born;

The thoughtless day, the easy night,

The spirits pure, the slumbers light,

That fly the approach of morn.

Alas, regardless of their doom,

The little victims play!

No sense have they of ills to come,

Nor care beyond today:

Yet see how all around ‘em wait

The ministers of human fate,

And black Misfortune’s baleful train!

Ah, show them where in ambush stand

To seize their prey the murtherous band!

Ah, tell them, they are men!

These shall the fury Passions tear,

The vultures of the mind,

Disdainful Anger, pallid Fear,

And Shame that skulks behind;

Or pining Love shall waste their youth,

Or Jealousy with rankling tooth,

That inly gnaws the secret heart,

And Envy wan, and faded Care,

Grim-visaged comfortless Despair,

And Sorrow’s piercing dart.

Ambition this shall tempt to rise,

Then whirl the wretch from high,

To bitter Scorn a sacrifice,

And grinning Infamy.

The stings of Falsehood those shall try,

And hard Unkindness’ altered eye,

That mocks the tear it forced to flow;

And keen Remorse with blood defiled,

And moody Madness laughing wild

Amid severest woe.

Lo, in the vale of years beneath

A grisly troop are seen,

The painful family of Death,

More hideous than their Queen:

This racks the joints, this fires the veins,

That every labouring sinew strains,

Those in the deeper vitals rage:

Lo, Poverty, to fill the band,

That numbs the soul with icy hand,

And slow-consuming Age.

To each his sufferings: all are men,

Condemned alike to groan;

The tender for another’s pain,

The unfeeling for his own.

Yet ah! why should they know their fate?

Since sorrow never comes too late,

And happiness too swiftly flies.

Thought would destroy their paradise.

No more; where ignorance is bliss,

‘Tis folly to be wise.
PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY
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To a Skylark (1820)
Shelley and his wife Mary (author of Frankenstein) were living in Tuscany, near Livorno, when in June 1820, she writes, “on a beautiful summer evening while wandering among the lanes whose myrtle hedges were the bowers of the fire-flies, that we heard the carolling of the skylark.” Shelley produced this MS at once.
The skylark (Alauda arvensis) is a small bird and dull to look at, but its song – falling invisibly out of the sky – is one of the glories of the summer countryside. 
You might like to listen to Ralph Vaughan William’s tone poem The Lark Ascending. This painting, The Lark, by Pal Szinyei-Merse, is in the National Gallery in Budapest.
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Hail to thee, blithe Spirit!

                Bird thou never wert,

         That from Heaven, or near it,

                Pourest thy full heart

In profuse strains of unpremeditated art.

         Higher still and higher

                From the earth thou springest

         Like a cloud of fire;

                The blue deep thou wingest,

And singing still dost soar, and soaring ever singest.

         In the golden lightning

                Of the sunken sun,

         O’er which clouds are bright’ning,

                Thou dost float and run;

Like an unbodied joy whose race is just begun.

         The pale purple even

                Melts around thy flight;

         Like a star of Heaven,

                In the broad day-light

Thou art unseen, but yet I hear thy shrill delight,

         Keen as are the arrows

                Of that silver sphere,

         Whose intense lamp narrows

                In the white dawn clear

Until we hardly see, we feel that it is there.

         All the earth and air

                With thy voice is loud,

         As, when night is bare,

                From one lonely cloud

The moon rains out her beams, and Heaven is overflow’d.

         What thou art we know not;

                What is most like thee?

         From rainbow clouds there flow not

                Drops so bright to see

As from thy presence showers a rain of melody.

         Like a Poet hidden

                In the light of thought,

         Singing hymns unbidden,

                Till the world is wrought

To sympathy with hopes and fears it heeded not:

         Like a high-born maiden

                In a palace-tower,

         Soothing her love-laden

                Soul in secret hour

With music sweet as love, which overflows her bower:

         Like a glow-worm golden

                In a dell of dew,

         Scattering unbeholden

                Its æreal hue

Among the flowers and grass, which screen it from the view:

         Like a rose embower’d

                In its own green leaves,

         By warm winds deflower’d,

                Till the scent it gives

Makes faint with too much sweet those heavy-winged thieves:

         Sound of vernal showers

                On the twinkling grass,

         Rain-awaken’d flowers,
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                All that ever was

Joyous, and clear, and fresh, thy music doth surpass.

         Teach us, Sprite or Bird,

                What sweet thoughts are thine:

         I have never heard

                Praise of love or wine

That panted forth a flood of rapture so divine.

         Chorus Hymeneal,

                Or triumphal chant,

         Match’d with thine would be all

                But an empty vaunt,

A thing wherein we feel there is some hidden want.

         What objects are the fountains

                Of thy happy strain?

         What fields, or waves, or mountains?

                What shapes of sky or plain?

What love of thine own kind? what ignorance of pain?

         With thy clear keen joyance

                Languor cannot be:

         Shadow of annoyance

                Never came near thee:

Thou lovest: but ne’er knew love’s sad satiety.

         Waking or asleep,

                Thou of death must deem

         Things more true and deep

                Than we mortals dream,

Or how could thy notes flow in such a crystal stream?

         We look before and after,

                And pine for what is not:

         Our sincerest laughter

                With some pain is fraught;

Our sweetest songs are those that tell of saddest thought.

         Yet if we could scorn

                Hate, and pride, and fear;

         If we were things born

                Not to shed a tear,

I know not how thy joy we ever should come near.

         Better than all measures

                Of delightful sound,

         Better than all treasures

                That in books are found,

Thy skill to poet were, thou scorner of the ground!

         Teach me half the gladness

                That thy brain must know,

         Such harmonious madness

                From my lips would flow

The world should listen then, as I am listening now.
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Shelley drowned (perhaps deliberately) a year after writing this, aged 29, and is commemorated in this lush memorial at Unviersity College, Oxford, from which he had been expelled for atheism.

