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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Author / Work: Alfred Lord Tennyson, ‘The Charge of the Light 

Brigade’ 

Theme: The Shape of War to Come 

Rationale 
In this activity, students will consider the context within which Alfred Lord Tennyson wrote 

‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’, first published in the Examiner in 1854, only weeks after the 

famous cavalry charge (25th October 1854) at Balaclava. Tennyson’s work reached the public 

quickly and was made popular by accompanying illustrations that were widely circulated.  

Although this episode in the Crimean War was only minor, and the number of casualties in 

reality quite small, the poem immediately captured the public imagination, where it has 

remained, testimony to heroic failure, self-sacrifice and duty in war. It also memorably 

foreshadows the blunders of World War One and the slaughter of millions of soldiers in the 

battlefields of Flanders. 

Content 
Literary and historical sources: 

 Proof of ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ (1854) 

 Report of 'The Cavalry Charge at Balaklava' from the Times, William Howard Russell 

(1854) 

 Times editorial piece on ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ (1854) 

 Edward Morin's illustration of the Charge of the Light Brigade (1854) 

Recommended reading (short articles): 

‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’: making poetry from war by Seamus Perry  

Tennyson’s Rise and Fall by Stephanie Forward  

Echoes of Empire by Tim Young  

Print Culture Matthew Taunton  

Key questions 

 How did the poem become so popular so quickly? 

 What elements of the poem make it both memorable and controversial? 

 What aspects of the poem foreshadow the conflict of the 20th century? 

Activities 
1) The Crimean War has been described as the first ‘media’ war in that there were reporters 

and photographers capturing events as they happened. In reality, this meant that the public 
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read about the key events of the Crimean War roughly three weeks after they occurred – a 

relatively short space of time in terms of reportage during the Victorian era. Tennyson’s son 

claimed that within minutes of reading the short account of the Charge by the journalist 

William Howard Russell (The Times on 14th November 1854), Tennyson set about writing his 

famous poem. Research other poems inspired by accounts of war rather than first-hand 

experience. What is the difference between the two? 

2) Investigate the rise of illustration and photography to accompany reportage. How did the 

public become familiar with visual scenes from the Charge? Do the images capture the horror 

of the event or glorify it? 

3) The poem was quickly printed into pamphlet form and distributed by Jane, Lady Franklin 

(1791 – 1875), even reaching the troops as the war progressed. Discuss what the reaction 

might have been by the men who read the poem.  

4) The poem’s insistent rhythm and memorable rhyme scheme are deployed to imitate the 

pounding horses’ hooves and the beat of battle drums; the repetition and rhetorical questions 

drive the poem forward just as ‘Into the valley of Death/Rode the six hundred’. Tennyson is 

said to have sung the words to himself before committing them to paper. The simple ballad 

form adds to the way in which the poem can be easily remembered. As a group activity, 

students can attempt to learn and recite the poem to prove how it lends itself to the memory. 

 5) The Charge was in fact a mistake made between three men in command: Lord Raglan, 

Commander of the British Forces in the Crimea; the Cavalry Commander, Lord Lucan; and the 

Officer Louis Edward Nolan who died at the scene. Tennyson’s line, ‘Someone had blundered’ 

foreshadows events of both the Boer Wars (1880 – 81 and 1899 – 1902) and World War One 

(1914 – 18). In the 20th century, military sacrifice acquired a very different character and 

proportion. In 1916, the Battle of the Somme witnessed 60,000 British casualties in a single 

day. Investigate the consequence of further military blunders during the course of the conflict.  

6) Who made the errors in World War One and how did this influence class struggle at the end 

of the war? By the outbreak of World War Two in 1939, had anything changed in terms of the 

class profile of those in command?  

7) Rudyard Kipling satirized Tennyson’s line, ‘Their’s not to reason why/Their’s but to do and 

die’ by writing, ‘If any ask us why we died/Tell them ‘Because our fathers lied’’. Kipling lost his 

own son at the Battle of Loos (1915) and his riposte reflects a bitter cynicism, in part, about 

how the war was being conducted by its generals. Kipling also referenced Tennyson’s poem 

again; ‘The Last of the Light Brigade’ (1890) describes veterans of the Charge who were 

destitute, in an effort to shame the British public into helping them. Debate the nature and risk 

of soldiering, both physical and mental. 

8) Tennyson’s poem has been both immortalised and vilified. Debate to what extent it is a 

tribute to the Light Brigade’s heroism and selflessness, or as its critics claim, a sentimental 

glorification of war and a jingoistic homage to British Imperialism. 
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Extension activities  

 Research heroic failures in war. 

 Is poetry more effective than prose in memorializing important events? If so, why? 

Discuss. 

 Investigate the publishing history of World War One poetry. Choose a number of 

poems by Siegfried Sassoon (1886 – 1967), Rupert Brooke (1887 – 1915) and Edward 

Thomas (1878 – 1917). Find out when the poems would have reached the public 

domain and how they were received.  

 Debate the importance of immediacy in reportage. Is old news no news? Reference 

Tennyson’s treatment of historic subjects. 

 Research war poetry. How do poets choose to comment on conflict and what aspects 

of war feature most prominently? How has the emphasis changed since the middle of 

the 19th century? 

 ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ can be described as a memorial to the men who died 

in the Charge. They are not remembered individually, but as a homogenous brigade of 

brave men, ‘the six hundred’ who obeyed orders without question. Discuss the different 

ways in which the ‘the fallen’ are remembered.  

 

 

 

 


