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Thoughts in Westminster Abbey ( excerpted )

Joseph Addison
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When I have a heary heart, I very often walk by myself in

Westminster Abbey; where the gloominess of the place, and the use to
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which it is applied, with the solemnity of the building, and the condition
of the people who lie in it, are apt to fill the mind with a kind of
melancholy, or rather thoughtfulness, that is not disagreeable. I yesterday
passed a whole afternoon in the churchyard, the cloisters, and the church,
amusing myself with the tombstones and inscriptions that I met with in
those several regions of the dead. Most of them recorded nothing else
of the buried person, but that he was born upon one day, and died upon
another: the whole history of his life being comprehended in those two
circum stances, that are common to all mankind. I could not but look
upon these registers of existence, whether of brass or marble, as a kind
of satire upon the departed persons; who had left no other memorial of
them, but that they were born and that they died. They put me in mind
of several persons mentioned in the battles of heroic poems, who have
sounding names given them, for no other reason but that they may be
killed, and are celebrated for nothing but being knocked on the head.
The life of these men is finely described in Bible by the path of an arrow,
which is immediately closed up and lost.

Upon my going into the church, I entertained myself with the
digging of a grave; and saw in every shovelful of it that was thrown up,
the fragment of a bone or skull intermixt with a kind of fresh mouldering
earth, that some time or other had a place in the composition of a human
body. Upon this I began to consider with myself what innumerable
multitudes of people lay confused together under the pavement of that
ancient cathedral; how men and women, friends and enemies, priests and
soldiers, monks and prebendaries, were crumbled amongst one another,
and blended together in the same common mass; how beauty, strength,
youth, with old age, weakness, and deformity, lay undistinguished in the
same promiscuous heap of matter.

After having thus surveyed this great magazine of mortality, as it



were, in the lump; I examined it more particularly by the accounts which
[ found on several of the monuments which are raised in every quarter
of that ancient fabric. Some of them were covered with such extravagant
epitaphs, that, if it were possible for the dead person to be acquainted
with them, he would blush at the praises which his friends have bestowed
upon him. There are others so excessively modest, that they deliver the
character of the person departed in Greek or Hebrew, and by that means
are not understood once in a twelvemonth. In the poetical quarter, I found
there were poets who had no monuments, and monuments which had no
poets. I observed, indeed, that the present war has filled the church with
many of these uninhabited monuments, which had been erected to the
memory of persons whose bodies were perhaps buried in the plains of
Blenheim, or in the bosom of the ocean.

I could not but be very much delighted with several modern epitaphs,
which are written with great elegance of expression and justness of
thought, and therefore do honour to the living as well as to the dead. As
a foreigner is very apt to conceive an idea of the ignorance of politeness
of a nation, from the turn of their public monuments and inscriptions,
they should be submitted to the perusal of men of learning and genius,
before they are put in execution. Sir Cloudesly Shovel > s monument has
very often given me great offence: instead of the brave rough English
Admiral, which was the distinguishing character of that plain gallant
man, he is represented on his tomb by the figure of a beau, dressed in a
long periwig, and reposing himself upon velvet cushions under a canopy
of state. The inscription is answerable to the monument; for instead of
celebrating the many remarkable actions he had performed in the service
of his country, it acquaints us only with the manner of his death, in which
it was impossible for him to reap any honour. The Dutch, whom we are

apt to despise for deficient of genius, show an infinitely greater taste
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of antiquity and politeness in their buildings and works of this nature,

than what we meet with in those of our own country. The monuments of
their admirals, which have been erected at the public expense, represent
them like themselves; and are adorned with rostral crowns and naval
ornaments, with beautiful festoons of seaweed, shells, and coral.

But to return to our subject. I have left the repository of our English
kings for the contemplation of another day; when I shall find my mind
disposed for so serious an amusement. I know that entertainments of this
nature are apt to raise dark and dismal thoughts in timorous minds and
gloomy imaginations; but for my own part, though I am always serious,
I do not know what it is to be melancholy; and can therefore take a view
of nature in her deep and solemn scenes, with the same pleasure as in
her most gay and delightful ones. By this means I can improve myself
with those objects which others consider with terror. When I look upon
the tombs of the great, every emotion of envy dies in me; when I read
the epitaphs of the beautiful, every inordinate desire goes out; when I
meet with the grief of parents upon a tombstone, my heart melts with
compassion; when I see the tomb of the parents themselves, I consider
the vanity of grieving for those whom we must quickly follow, when I
see kings lying by those who deposed them, when I consider rival wits
placed side by side, or the holy men that divided the world with their
contests and disputes, I reflect with sorrow and astonishment on the
little competitions, factions, and debates of mankind. When I read the
several dates of the tombs, of some that died yesterday, and some six
hundred years ago, I consider that great day when we shall all of us be

contemporaries, and make our appearance together.



gloominess n. BARKE; HLAD
thoughtfulness n. %E; KL, #Y); BUE
memorial n. &%, 5B

adj. £8289; 1C1ZBY
priest n. #f, (BB, 1
epitaph n. EEHR; #
periwig n.fRA
contemporary n. FFHLAIA
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No man is born wise or learned.
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meet with should tire my Imagination, and give me an inclination to a
repose more profound than I was at that time capable of. I beg people’ s
pardon for an odd humour I am guilty of, and was often that day, which
is saluting any person whom I like, whether I know him or not. This
is a particularity would be tolerated in me, if they considered that the
greatest pleasure I know I receive at my eyes, and that I am obliged to an
agreeable person for coming abroad into my view, as another is for a visit
of conversation at their own houses.

The hours of the day and night are taken up in the cities of London
and Westminster by people as different from each other as those who are
born in different centuries. Men of six—a—clock give way to those of nine,
they of nine to the generation of twelve, and they of twelve disappear,
and make room for the fashionable world, who have made two—a—clock
the noon of the day.

When we first put off from shoar, we soon fell in with a fleet of
vegetable growers bound for the several market—ports of London; and
it was the most pleasing scene imaginable to see the cheerfulness with
which those industrious people ply their way to a certain sale of their
goods. The banks on each side are as well peopled, and beautified with
as agreeable plantations, as any spot on the earth; but the Thames itself,
loaded with the product of each—shoar, added very much to the land skip.
It was very easy to observe by their sailing, and the countenances of the
ruddy virgins, who were super cargos, the parts of the Town to which
they were bound. There was an air in the purveyors for Covent—Garden,
who frequently converse with morning vagrants, very unlike the seemly
sobriety of those bound for stock—market.

Nothing remarkable happened in our voyage; but I landed with ten
sail of apricock boats at strand-bridge, after Ahaving put in at Nine—Elmes,
and taken in melons consigned by Mr. Cuffe of that place, to Sarah



Sewell Company, at their stall in Covent—Garden. We arrived at strand—
bridge at six o’ clock, and were unloading; when the hackney—coachmen
of the foregoing night took their leave of each other at the dark, to go to
Bed before the Day was too far spent. Chimney—Sweepers passed by us
as we made up to the market, and some raillery happened between one
of the fruit—wenches and those black men, about the Devil and Eve, with
allusion to their several professions. I could not believe any place more
entertaining than Covent—Garden; where I strolled from one fruit—shop
to another, with Crowds of agreeable young women around me, who
were purchasing fruit for their respective families. It was almost eight
o’ clock before I could leave that variety of objects. I took Coach and
followed a young lady, who tripped into another just before me, attended
by her maid. I saw immediately she was of the family of the vain. There
are a sett of these, who of all things affect the play of blind man’ s—
buff, and leading men into love for they know not whom, who are fled
they know not where. This sort of woman is usually a janty Slattern; she
hangs on her clothes, plays her head, varies her posture, and changes
place incessantly, and all with an appearance of striving at the same time
to hide herself, and yet give you to understand she is in humour to laugh
at you. You must have often seen the coachmen make signs with their
fingers as they drive by each other, to intimate how much they have got
that day. They can carry on that language to give intelligence where they
are driving. In an instant my coachman took the wink to pursue, and
the lady’ s driver gave the hint that he was going through Long—Acre
towards St. James’ s; while he whipped up James—Street, we drove for
King Street, to save the pass at St. Martin’ s—Lane. The coachmen took
care to meet, justle, and threaten each other for way, and be intangled at
the end of Newport—Street and Long—Acre. The fright, you must believe,
brought down the lady’ s coach door, and obliged her, with her mask
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off, to enquire into the bustle, when she sees the man she would avoid.
The tackle of the coach—window is so bad she cannot draw it up again,
and she drives on sometimes wholly discovered, and sometimes half—
escaped, according to the accident of carriages in her way. One of these
ladies keeps her seat in a hackney—coach as well as the best rider does on
a managed horse. The laced shoe on her left foot, with a careless gesture,
Just appearing on the opposite cushion, held her both firm, and in a proper
attitude to receive the next Jolt.

As she was an excellent coach—-woman, many were the glances at
each other which we had for an hour and half in all parts of the town
by the skill of our drivers; till at last my lady was conveniently lost
with notice from her coachman to ours to make off, and he should hear
where she went. This chase was now at an end, and the fellow who drove
her came to us, and discovered that he was ordered to come again in an
hour, for that she was a silk—worm. I was surprised with this phrase, but
found it was a cant among the hackney fraternity for their best customers,
women who ramble twice or thrice a week from shop to shop, to turn
over all the coods in town without buying anything. The silk—worms are,
it seems, indulged by the Tradesmen; for thought they never buy, they
are ever talking of new silks, laces and ribbands, and serve the owners
in getting them customers, as their common dinners do in making them
pay.

The day of People of fashion began now to break, and carts and
hacks were mingled with equipages of show and vanity; when I resolved
to walk it out of cheapness; but my unhappy curiosity is such, that I
find it always my interest to take coach, for some odd adventure among
beggars, ballad—singers, or the like, detains and throws me into expense.
It happened so immediately; for at the corner of Warwick—street, as I was
listening to a new ballad, a ragged rascal, a beggar who knew me, came



