
 

London by William Blake 

 
Blake’s illustrated version of London in 
the Songs of Experience, 1794. 

Background and Context 

 William Blake lived 1757 – 1827. He was very 
unconventional and worked as an engraver and illustrator. 

 His work is from the early Romantic period. Common ideas 
of Romanticism include freedom, the importance of 
emotion over reason and the beauty of nature. 

 Blake had visions from an early age and talked to angels. 

 Blake was against organised religion and saw it as a form of 
social control  

 Blake believed in the abolition of the monarchy and he 
supported the French and American Revolutions (1789 and 
1776) 

 London was a city of great poverty at the time 

Synopsis of the poem 

 The speaker walks around the city of London and 
comments on the people and institutions he observes.   

Form and Structure 

 Dramatic monologue 

 Regular line length, stanzas and rhyme scheme. This 
matches the theme of control. 

 ABAB rhyme scheme could echo the steps of the narrator 
or perhaps the monotonous routine of life for most 
citizens. 

 Repetition is used – ‘mark’ and ‘in every’. The structure 
supports the rhetoric of the language. 

 Focus of the poem is mainly people in poverty – some 
criticism of institutions in stanza 3 

Vocabulary 

 Chartered – mapped. This could be literal but also suggests 
control. In Blake’s time, landowners could ‘charter’ streets 
and control who was, and was not, allowed in. 

 Woe – extreme sadness 

 Ban – a public announcement, often to forbid something 

 Manacles – handcuffs 

 Appalls – shocks, literally makes black 

 Hapless – unlucky 

 Harlot – prostitute 

 Blight – damages, spoils 
 Hearse – vehicle that transports a coffin 

Quotations 
‘mind forg’d manacles’: People are not free to think, their minds are restricted and confined (much like 
the streets and The Thames have been controlled by the Charter). The city and, in particular, the Church 
and the Palace are responsible for the way in which people have been robbed of their ability to think. 
‘charter’d’: Repeated adjective, shows streets, rivers and society are regulated and controlled. (Link 
with ‘manacles’) 
‘Blights with plagues the marriage hearse’: Links image of love with death and decay, pessimistic view 
of future. Image of disease (given by the ‘harlot’). Marriage is a church controlled form of love so is seen 
negatively by Blake. 
‘runs in blood down palace walls’: Hyperbole/metaphor shows Blake’s condemnation of monarchy. The 
hereditary nobility is responsible for the death and injury of soldiers who pay for their privileges with 
their lives. 

Poetic Techniques 
Oxymoron – apparent contradiction in ‘marriage hearse’.  
Repetition – used for emphasis (charter’d, mark(s), in every) and rhetoric 
Semantic field of unhappiness – woe, fear, cry, tear, hapless, plague, blight  
Rhetorical devices to persuade – emotive language (‘infant’s cry of fear’), repetition 
Sensory language (visual and auditory) makes you feel you are there, immerses you in the atmosphere of the city 
Four quatrains – regular rhyme scheme and rhythm  
Anaphora – repetition of ‘in every’ at the start of lines 5-7 

Links 
The Prelude 
The Emigree 
Storm on the Island 

Tone 
angry, pessimistic, dark, rebellious 
 



 


