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“Unobtrusively a new star rose over the literary horizon two hundred years ago. There
was no herald of its coming, and few to witness its birth. Soon, however, its gathering splendour
attracted everyone’s attention. By May, 1746, one or two people wanted to know “who and
where” was James Hervey, A.B., who a month or so previously had published a little book in
two parts, the gloomy title of the first part—Meditations among the Tombs—being offset by the
second, Reflections on a Flower-Garden. Strangely enough, the first part, one of the earliest
efforts in the eighteenth century school of graveyard literature, was to many more popular than
its companion. Lady Bradshaigh could write to Samuel Richardson, the novelist of
sentimentality, through whose press the seven hundred and fifty copies of Meditations had been
ushered into an unexpectant world:—

“Yesterday after going once to church, I made Hervey’s Meditations my
study. … I cannot but say, I accompanied him with much greater pleasure among
the Tombs, than in his Flower Garden, not however without some horror. I felt a
gloomy delight, and was greatly moved at some of his descriptions.”

Although Laurence Sterne was not to publish his Sentimental Journey for another twenty
years, and the word “sentimental” was only just making its debut in a very select circle, the cult
of delicate thrills and exquisite rapture was in the air, and Hervey managed to supply a mixture
of languid meditation and “gloomy delight,” spiced with natural descriptions, that satisfied a
growing taste. Very soon his book was the rage both among pious Christians who welcomed its
genuine piety and among worldlings who had no marked objection to religion, provided it was
elegantly garbed, and demanded no more than a second-hand emotion.

Both Hervey and his public chafed against the delay of the second edition, even though it
did give the author a chance of adding to the inevitable second volume, which was to contain
Contemplations on the Night and Contemplations on the Starry Heavens, a short Winter-Piece,
matching the appendix to the first volume—A Descant upon Creation. At length, in December,
1747, Hervey could confide in sustained metaphor to a friend:—

“The Contemplations you are pleased to inquire after are, after long
delays, or a very slow procedure of the press, launched into the world. What may
be their fate, I dare not conjecture. Whether, by the general disapprobation, they
may be unfortunately becalmed; or, by the severity of critics, may split on the
rocks of censure; or, foundering through their own unworthiness, may sink in
oblivion; or, blessed by a gracious providence, may gain the haven of public
acceptance, and import those most valuable commodities, pleasure, which
improves, and improvement, which delights.”

They certainly reached the desired haven in safety. And, to continue the metaphor, within the
next hundred years they were to be re-equipped for a hundred fresh voyages, reaching the shores
of all countries, and all classes, and being followed by scores of literary vessels modelled on
similar lines.

The first volume of Hervey’s Meditations and Contemplations had gathered up two of the
main traits in his character, his strain of morbidity, and his poet’s eye for natural beauty. The



second revealed another important characteristic, his love of science—or natural philosophy, as
it was then called. Methodism has always led the way in getting people to study and to think. In
young Hervey’s case, as a neglected Oxford undergraduate, taken under the wing of the
much-talked-of Fellow of Lincoln, John Wesley, it had expressed itself not only in a deep
religious experience, but in a keen pursuit of scientific knowledge. When he later settled down as
a country curate—keeping to the early-rising habits inculcated by Oxford Methodism—he
continued a diligent student of nature. The microscope was seldom off his table, and such
scientific apparatus as orrery, air-pump, globes and “telescopic tube” he regarded as
indispensable articles of study furniture. He was continually borrowing or buying books on
“natural philosophy,” and in time some of his own writings were to furnish John Wesley with
material for Methodism’s scientific text-book, the Survey of the Wisdom of God.

Astronomy in particular fascinated him, as can be seen both in Meditations and
Contemplations, and in its more restrained and more theological sequel, Theron and Aspasio. In
typically over-loaded speech Aspasio is moved by the sight of Theron’s telescope to muse:—

“If the microscope leads us downward, to the curious secrets of the
animalcule creation; the telescope bears us upward, to the grand peculiarities of
the starry regions. The eye, conducted by this wonderful guide, visits a variety of
majestic orbs, which would otherwise be lost in unmeasurable tracts of aether.
This, far more surprising than the discoveries of Columbus, has found out new
colonies of worlds, in every quarter of the nocturnal skies.

Then comes the inevitable moral: “As the telescope to the eye, so is revelation to the
understanding.”

Even tombs and flower-gardens cannot escape without some reference to the stars. In
Meditations among the Tombs Hervey enforces the shortness of human life in words which have
been used as a mildly-popular hymn:—

“Make the extended skies your tomb;
Let stars record your worth:

  Yet know, vain mortals, all must die,
As nature’s sickliest birth.”

Reflections on a Flower Garden speaks similarly of short-lived human beauty:

“With streaming fire, an ev’ning star
Streaks the autumnal skies;

  It lights the blaze, then shoots away,
And in an instant dies.

  Such are the charms that flush the cheek,
And sparkle in the eye;

  So from the face divinely fair,
The transient graces fly.”

Hervey confessed to wasting some of his youthful hours in versifying amid feminine applause.
This he later discarded for the rapturous prose which sent a shiver of delight down polite and



pious spines—though it caused many critics to shudder. It is well exemplified in his Descant
upon Creation, where he apostrophises various powers in heaven and earth in a kind of elaborate
sermon with Psalm 148 as text, thus:—

“Ye stars, that beam with inextinguishable brilliancy, through the
midnight sky; oceans of flame and centres of worlds, though seemingly little
points of light!—He, who shone, with essential effulgence, innumerable ages
before your twinkling tapers were kindled, and will shine with everlasting majesty
and beauty, when your places in the firmament shall be known no more; he was
involved for many years in the deepest obscurity; lay concealed in the
contemptible city Nazareth; lay disguised under the mean habit of a carpenter’s
son:—that he might plant the heavens, as it were, with new constellations; and
array these clods of earth, these houses of clay, with a radiancy far far superior to
yours; a radiancy, which will adorn the very heaven of heavens, when you shall
vanish away like smoke; or expire as momentary sparks from the smitten steel.”

Contemplations on the Starry Heavens, of course, gathers together his scattered thoughts
on the universe. With the night-fragrance of bean-flowers in his nostrils, he climbs a hill on a
moonless night, and revels in the spangled beauty of the skies. He gives a lavish exposition of
the solar system, complete with the morals to be drawn therefrom, and begemmed with
quotations from Young’s Night Thoughts, Milton’s Paradise Lost, Thomson’s Seasons, and such
lesser lights as Moses Browne’s Universe.

Though rejoicing in the heavens as revealers of God’s wisdom, we are glad to find
Hervey rejecting the foolish hope of reading man’s destiny in the stars, speaking of astrologers
as “sons of delusion, and dealers in deceit”:—

“It is a question of indifference to me, whether the constellations shone
with smiles, or loured in frowns, on the hour of my nativity. … Never, never will
I search for any intimations of my fate, but often trace my Creator’s footsteps, in
yonder starry plains.”

This essay was submitted by Hervey for the approval of his friend Dr. Philip Doddridge,
who wrote to a friend:—

“I have just been writing to my good friend, Mr. Hervey, whose
manuscript on The Stars I have reviewed with pleasure. I hope it will [be] the
means of raising the hearts of many above the stars; and of fixing them on him,
who is, so much more than anything material. ‘The bright and morning Star.’”

This essay also it was which John Wesley was to quote at length in his Survey of the Wisdom of
God, and undoubtedly it fulfilled the hope which Doddridge expressed for it.

Many congratulatory verses greeted Hervey’s Meditations and Contemplations. One
writer addressed him thus:—

“Divine Instructor! lead thro’ midnight-glooms,
  To moralising stars and preaching tombs.”



Moses Browne, the minor poet who had written the epic poem on the Universe, quoted in
Contemplations on the Starry Heavens, joined the chorus of praise. (Hervey was later to
persuade him to enter Holy Orders, so that after being Hervey’s curate for a time he was
presented by Lord Dartmouth to the living of Olney, where his non-residence from 1763 brought
together his curate John Newton and William Cowper.) Browne, like Hervey, was a scientific
evangelical, and the poet of the universe thus hails its prose-poet:—

“As some new star attracts th’ admiring sight,
  His splendors pouring through the fields of light,
  …
  So thy fam’d volumes sweet surprise impart;
  Mark’d by all eyes, and felt in ev’ry heart.
  Nature, inform’d by thee, new paths has trod,
  And rises, here, a preacher for her God.”

A new star? Well, perhaps not. Perhaps Browne, like so many of his over-enthusiastic
contemporaries, was too hampered by the atmospheric conditions of the eighteenth century, and
was not able to see Hervey in true perspective. Rather was he a comet, dazzling with his
brilliance for a time, and trailing luxuriant splendour across the skies, but destined to disappear
at length over the horizon. Yet for all that, the metaphor is of the right type, for this “most
heavenly-minded creature,” as George Whitefield called him, is seen at his best when
contemplating the stars, his feet planted on earth, but with eyes and mind fixed on the heavenly
places.

By Rev. Frank Baker, B.A., B.D.
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