
 

The Charge of the Light Brigade by Alfred Lord Tennyson 

 
Light cavalry were armed with sabres 
and lances. 

Background and Context 

 Alfred Lord Tennyson lived from 1809 – 1892. 

 Most popular poet of the Victorian era and worked as the 
poet laureate for much of Victoria’s reign. 

 The Battle of Balaclava (part of the Crimean War) took 
place on 25th October 1854.  

 The Charge of the Light Brigade was a disastrous attack 
during the Battle of Balaclava. Miscommunication between 
military leaders led to lightly armed soldiers on 
unarmoured horses riding into a valley of well-armed 
Russians, who then surrounded them on 3 sides. This 
resulted in very heavy casualties with only a third of the 
British soldiers escaping with their lives. 

 The poem was published 6 weeks after the battle 

Synopsis of the poem 

 The poem tells of a disastrous charge during the Battle of 
Balaclava and honours the men who took part in it. 

Form and Structure 

 Ballad form  

 The metre of the poem (dactylic dimeter) mimics the 
sound of galloping horses 

 First stanza is more tightly controlled, reflecting the tight 
formation of the cavalry as they went into the valley. The 
last stanza is shorter reflecting the brigade. 

 Repetition (epizeuxis - half a league; anaphora – cannon, 
theirs, flash’d) used to highlight how relentless the attack 
was and immerse the reader in that experience 

 Epistrophe – use of six hundred at the end of every stanza, 
shows that Tennyson wants focus to be on the men 

Vocabulary 

 Half a league – distance rode by the cavalry (around 3 km) 

 Cavalry – soldiers on horseback 

 Blunder’d – made a mistake, messed up 

 Sabres – long, curved swords 

 Cossack –  people from southern Russia and Ukraine. 
Known for their skill with swords 

 Battery – group of cannons 

 Reel’d – staggered, lurched, lost balance 

 Brigade – group of soldiers in the army 

 Light – lightly armed 

 Sunder’d – pulled apart 

Quotations 
 

‘valley of Death’: Biblical reference to Psalm 23 in which God protects from fear. Suggests the 
fearlessness of the soldiers in light of the inevitable danger of death in the attack. 
‘flash’d as they turn’d in the air’: describes the soldiers fighting. Flash’d suggests speed and could be 
the light reflecting off their sabres. Suggests the brevity and brilliance of their lives. ‘turn’d in the air’ 
connotes the skill of the soldiers as they appear to be flying. 
‘honour the charge they made’: imperative commands the reader to remember the 600. This is 
supported by the authority of his position as poet laureate.   
‘some one had blunder’d’: admits that the charge was a mistake. Although Tennyson is glorifying the 
blind obedience of the soldiers, there is some criticism of the commanders who were responsible for the 
error 

Poetic Techniques 
Personification – ‘jaws of Death’, ‘mouth of Hell’ presents the valley as an animal or beast waiting to eat the soldiers 
Rhetorical devices - rhetorical questions, exhortations, anaphora emphasise the way the poem is used as propaganda  
Energetic verbs used throughout – rode, storm’d, thunder’d, flash’d, volley’d, shatter’d, sunder’d 
Use of weather as verbs – storm’d, flash’d, thunder’d recreates the atmosphere that the soldiers would have experienced, 
use of pathetic fallacy 
Sibilance – ‘shot and shell’ reminiscent of the sounds made by artillery 

Links 
Exposure 
Bayonet Charge 
Remains 
Poppies 

Tone 
Commanding, energetic, glorifying, tragic 



 


