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Romantic poetry

Using the     digital biographies resource, click on the picture of Percy 
Bysshe Shelley and read a little about his life and works.

England in 1819 is a sonnet. A sonnet is a 14 line poem frequently used by 
poets when writing about love.  This is not the case here but you might 
come to some interesting conclusions about Shelley’s attitude to his 
subject matter when you have read and understood the poem.

Before you read the poem, you might like to consider the following 
questions:

Percy Bysshe Shelley

By Richard Carlile (1790–1843) (Manchester Library Services) [Public domain], via Wikimedia Com-

http://resource.download.wjec.co.uk.s3.amazonaws.com/vtc/2014-15/wjec_08/biographies/index.html
http://resource.download.wjec.co.uk.s3.amazonaws.com/vtc/2014-15/wjec_08/biographies/index.html
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What do you understand by the following key words? :

1. political
2. oppression
3. military
4. corruption
5. liberty
6. society
7. revolution
8. religion
9. monarchy

What do these words have in common? You might need to look them up 
in a dictionary. You might also like to research what was happening in 
England in 1819. Use your school resource centre or the internet to find out 
about The Peterloo Massacre. 

What might you expect from a poem that considers these key ideas?

What mood do they evoke? How?

Think of other key words/ ideas which evoke the same feelings. 

Ideas in Context

Having read the biography of Shelley, how do you expect him to portray 
the ideas already discussed? 

Possible Prompts: 
Do you think the poem will be pro, or anti, institutionalised religion? 

Do you expect the poem to be positive or negative about the 
government? 

Do you expect the poem to have a happy and positive tone or an 
angry and negative tone? 

In pairs, discuss and compare your choices and why you have made 
these decisions. Do you agree? Discuss your findings with another pair.
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Read the poem

England in 1819
An old, mad, blind, despised, and dying King;
Princes, the dregs of their dull race, who flow
Through public scorn,- mud from a muddy spring;
Rulers who neither see nor feel nor know,
But leech like to their fainting country cling
Till they drop, blind in blood without a blow.
A people starved and stabbed in th’ untilled field;
An army, whom liberticide and pray
Makes as a two edged sword to all who wield;
Golden and sanguine laws which tempt and slay;
Religion Christless and Godless- a book sealed;
A senate Time’s worst statute, unrepealed-
Are graves from which a glorious Phantom may
Burst, to illumine our tempestuous day.

Look at the following words :

• ‘dying king’
• ‘public scorn’
• ‘Rulers who neither see, nor feel, nor know’
• ‘leech-like’
• ‘fainting country’
• ‘blind in blood’
• ‘starved’
• ‘stabbed’
• ‘liberticide’
• ‘sanguine laws’
• ‘Christless, Godless’

Dictionary work :
Look up the meaning of any of the above words that you don’t know 
the meaning of. Does understanding of these words contribute to your 
understanding of the poem and the message Shelley was trying to 
portray?
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Finish the sentence by choosing options offered for different ways of 
structuring an analytical sentence:

The poem creates a…mood. I know this because the use of the word’…’ 
suggests…
              the poet’s use of ‘…’ implies…
                         highlights…
                  reinforces...

What might you expect from a poem that considers these key ideas?

What mood do they evoke? How?

Think of other key words/ ideas which evoke the same feelings. 

Task:

Choose two or three words or phrases from the bank above and, using 
the framework suggested above, write what they suggest/ how they 
contribute to the mood or tone of the poem.

Having thought about the mood, tone and key words in the poem, now 
think about what the poem is about. What ideas and themes can you 
identify in the poem?
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Task

• What issues in society is the narrator of the poem trying to raise? How 
does he present these as problems?

Possible Prompts 

• What is the narrator’s attitude towards religion? 

• Choose a quotation to support your ideas.

• Does the narrator think highly of the rulers of the country?

• What words or phrases from the poem tell you this?

• What does the narrator think of the royalty of the country? Provide 
  examples from the text to support your ideas. 

Next closely focus on the imagery used.

Task

How does the writer portray his anger in the poem?

Possible Prompts 

Look at the alliteration used in the poem. Firstly, identify examples. 

• ‘dregs of their dull race’,

• ‘starved and stabbed’, ‘

• ‘country cling’

• ‘blind in blood’.

What is the effect of this emphasis?
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Task

Look at the alliteration used in the poem. Firstly, identify examples. 

• ‘dregs of their dull race’,

• ‘starved and stabbed’, ‘

•‘country cling’

• ‘blind in blood’.

What is the effect of this emphasis?

Possible Prompts 

Can you identify any positive words that suggest a sense of optimism or 
hope?

Extension Task

Write a paragraph describing how ‘England in 1819’ portrays power and 
class. Are these ideas typical or unusual for a Romantic poet?


