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Percy Bysshe Shelley : Ozymandias

And 
Thomas Gray: Elegy Written In A Country Chruchyard

Thomas Gray’s “Elegy Written In A Country Churchyard” and Percy Bysshe Shelley’s “Ozymandias” are both about death as being an equalizer of men. Reading “Ozymandias” first, we encounter a poet attempting to tackle the theme of time the destroyer, and this is similar to Thomas Gray’s Elegy where the poet attempts to show the futility of trying to strive against this inevitable force. Ozymandias’s great works disappear, and Thomas’ “paths of glory lead but to the grave”(1.36). If we look at “Ozymandias” as being about the great civilization of Egypt and how this has passed into oblivion, in contrast we can also look at Thomas Gray’s Elegy as being about the Christian approach to death and eternity. Both of these poems attempt to address the theme of the works of man being ultimately transitory.
“Ozymandias” references the gods of ancient Egypt and how they held that Pharaoh in godlike reverence. “Elegy Written In a Country Churchyard” shows by contrast the humble Christian farmers who are content to be totally anonymous and Gray laments their obscure fate. None of the Christian farmers in the country Churchyard could ever be godlike pharaohs. Ozymandias’s epitaph is the exact opposite of that written for the humble parishioner, but both men are equal in the eyes of death. Ozymandias’s great works are as dust, as are the forgotten toilings of the farmer.
Ozymandias is the lens text in this case. It comments on the inevitability of death, oblivion, and ultimately being totally forgotten by successive generations. It is a short but very effective poem, explaining Ozymandias’s boastful personality and then showing the hollow nature of his assertions in concluding with the simple absence of his works. In just 14 lines, Shelley is able to evoke the ravages of time and make an ironic statement that the works of the “King of Kings” have not survived. 
This lets us see Thomas Gray’s elegy in a new light, revealing that the humble country farmer on whose tombstone Gray comments was content with his obscure fate and never “the boast of heraldry, the pomp of power, And all that beauty, all that wealth e’er gave,/” as all of this “Awaits alike the inevitable hour. The paths of glory lead but to the grave” (l.36). Ozymandias definitely walked a “path of glory” and now rests forgotten in his grave, equal in Gray’s sight to the farmer. Even though he could have had a great destiny such as Ozymandias’s, his hands “Hands that the rod of empire might have swayed,”(Gray l.55) he did not become a king:
The applause of listening senates to command,

The threats of pain and ruin to despise,

To scatter plenty o’er a smiling land,

And read [his] history in a nation’s eyes, 

[his] lot forbade: nor circumscribed alone

[his] growing virtues, but [his] crimes confined;

Forbade to wade through slaughter to a throne,

And shut the gates of mercy on mankind, (Gray l.68)

Probably Ozymandias did in fact wade through slaughter to a throne, and is portrayed by Shelley as merciless, but Gray’s Elegy points out the futility of these “Works” directly and in a disarming, thoughtful way by praising the “short and simple annals of the poor” (l.32). The man whose epitaph Gray read “gained from Heaven (‘twas all he wished) a friend”(l.55) in dying as a Christian subject instead of an Egyptian “god”. Thomas Gray continues in this train of thought, philosophizing about the universe in general, commenting that 
Full many a gem of purest ray serene,

The dark unfathomed caves of ocean bear:

Full many a flower is born to blush unseen,

And waste its sweetness on the desert air (l.56)

elegantly stating his idea about destiny. Some things are simply wasted, living and dying without ultimate purpose. The universe is to Gray a random place, devoid of intelligent design and this is perhaps a more mature apprehension of reality than the primitive Egyptian pantheon that Ozymandias worshipped. Shelley could be said to be mocking Ozymandias for his overconfident pride, as is Gray attempting to make a sweeping statement that the “Works” of ALL Kings are unimportant in the grand scheme of things.
“Let not ambition mock their useful toil”(l.55), implores Gray, as Ozymandias’ ambition would surely do, but even this great Pharaoh meets the same fate of oblivion, he “with a sneer of cold command”(Shelley l.55) and clear irreverence for the eternal salvation in Heaven that the Christians in the Churchyard are certain of attaining. This effectively contrasts the Christian with the pagan or pantheistic. The Egyptian cosmology is primitive and absolutist, with a Pharaoh such as the “king of kings” Ozymandias a living god, ruler over Egypt and nature itself, said to control the ebb and flow of the Nile and the harvest on its fertile banks. Egypt is said to be the cradle of civilization, emerging from the ‘fertile crescent’ around this river. The subjects of this Egyptian monarch had a much simpler view of the universe, and believed that the Pharaoh lived on after death, and mummified the bodies of these kings, housing them to rule in the great Pyramids from beyond the grave. The Egyptians believed that these Kings would rule forever, and would even come back from the dead eventually and that their bodies had to be preserved for this distant event. Shelley would have us believe that this was all in vain, the “lone and level sands”(l.14) being all that remains of this primitive culture’s cosmic arrogance.

By contrast, Gray seeks to immortalize the humility exhibited by the Christian farmer. Gray’s poem commemorates the unsung nature of the farmer’s life, asking

Can storied urn or animated bust

Back to its mansion call the fleeting breath?

Can Honor’s voice provoke the silent dust,

Or Flattery soothe the dull cold ear of Death? (Gray l.44)
Gray proposes that even a great monument such as the statue of Ozymandias cannot bring him back to life, cannot flatter the “ear of Death”. The peasants and Ozymandias are both dead, gone and forgotten. In Gray’s eyes they are equal. Shelley shares the same idea in contrasting the boasts of Ozymandias with the lone and level sands that are his sole legacy. These authors address the same theme of posterity and eternity, Shelley evoking a vanished civilization with a chilling glimpse of their primitive beliefs, and Gray celebrating the Christian peasants and their faith in god, with both authors reminding us of the inexorable process of ageing, death and eventually passing from memory.
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