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In 2014, Michael Gove asserted that the First World War has been “misrepresented” in popular culture. Do you agree or disagree with his assessment and why/why not? Refer to specific examples when answering.    

In 2014, Michael Gove made the claim that the First World War has been misrepresented in popular culture.[footnoteRef:1] This essay though finds this view both naïve and misguided for whilst this paper is sympathetic to Gove’s claim as it can be shown that certain examples do create representations of the conflict that are built on misconceptions and myth to insinuate however that all popular culture relating to the First World War somehow misrepresents the conflict seems illogical. Gove seems to have based this claim on only three examples including the television shows Blackadder and The Monocled Mutineer which also happen to be fictional accounts of the war that have been written for entertainment purposes and not for educational reasons.[footnoteRef:2] This means that Gove is correct in suggesting that these given examples may misrepresent the conflict since they are fictional representations however this seems not to be enough to justify his generalisation of popular culture as he seems to only have considered examples that support his argument, nor has he considered any examples that were contemporary to the First World War or produced by those who experienced or fought in the conflict. Due to the perceived lack of validity of Gove’s argument this essay shall endeavour to test Gove’s claim that popular culture somehow misrepresents the First World War. This investigation shall do this by examining multiple examples of popular culture depicting the First World War including the examples listed above, the book With the German Guns and the paintings and art of Paul and John Nash. This will be done to discover if popular culture does misrepresent the First World War or it is does not.   [1:  Tim Shipman, ‘Michael Gove blasts 'Blackadder myths' about the First World War spread by television sit-coms and left-wing academics’, Daily Mail, (2014), [Online]. Available: http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2532923/Michael-Gove-blasts-Blackadder-myths-First-World-War-spread-television-sit-coms-left-wing-academics.html   ]  [2:  Tim Shipman, ‘Michael Gove blasts 'Blackadder myths' about the First World War spread by television sit-coms and left-wing academics’  ] 


The fourth series of Blackadder, otherwise known as Blackadder Goes Forth, is a comedy from 1983 about the eponymously named Captain Blackadder, Lieutenant George, and Private Baldrick and their comedic adventures on the Western Front.[footnoteRef:3] This series is one element of popular culture which Gove claims to be misrepresenting the First World as it creates a ‘fictional prism’ which causes people to view the war in a negative light as it based upon misconceptions and myth.[footnoteRef:4] To a certain extent this view is correct since the series does perpetuate myth and misconceptions to create the desired comedic effect, two of which are that British generals were terrible commanders, and that the army was officered by elites who were both incapable and profoundly dense. The first can be found in the episode ‘Captain Cook’ in which General Melchett states that his next battleplan is to have his men climb out of his trenches and walk in a big long line whilst advancing on the German lines because this was the plan he has used the last seventeen times, so if he uses it again he would completely surprise the Germans as they would not expect it to be used an eighteenth time.[footnoteRef:5] The latter myth on the other hand can be found in both ‘Captain Cook’ and the episode named ‘Corporal Punishment.[footnoteRef:6] In the first episode Lieutenant George says that and his fellow boys did not care for their education insinuating that he is dense because he is poorly educated and that the others of his social standing are the same.[footnoteRef:7] Whilst in ‘Corporal Punishment’ he is shown as being incompetent since he is incapable of defending Blackadder at court martial which was a duty that every commissioned officer was expected to able to fulfil.[footnoteRef:8]  [3:  ‘Captain Cook’, from Blackadder Goes Forth, Episode 1, Series 4, BBC 1, (28th September 1989), 21:30-22:00. ]  [4:  Tim Shipman, ‘Michael Gove blasts 'Blackadder myths' about the First World War spread by television sit-coms and left-wing academics’   ]  [5:  ‘Captain Cook’, from Blackadder Goes Forth, Episode 1, Series 4, BBC 1, (28th September 1989), 21:30-22:00.   ]  [6:  ‘Captain Cook’, from Blackadder Goes Forth, Episode 1, Series 4, BBC 1, (28th September 1989), 21:30-22:00.; ‘Corporal Punishment’, from Blackadder Goes Forth, Episode 2, Series 4, BBC 1, (5th October 1989), 21:30-22:00.]  [7:  ‘Captain Cook’, from Blackadder Goes Forth, Episode 1, Series 4, BBC 1, (28th September 1989), 21:30-22:00.   ]  [8:  ‘Corporal Punishment’, from Blackadder Goes Forth, Episode 2, Series 4, BBC 1, (5th October 1989), 21:30-22:00.     ] 


Besides the examples from the actual series there also seems to be a consensus amongst historians and cultural critics. Both the historian Professor Gary Sheffield in his article ‘The Great War was a Just War’ and Jeremy Paxman both take the view that Blackadder Goes Forth misrepresents the conflict.[footnoteRef:9] Sheffield’s article admittedly though does not deal with the series directly, but he does insinuate that the show is a misrepresentation since he suggests that the show depicts the war in a fashion that is not supported or proven by the historical record instead it relies on unsubstantiated myths.[footnoteRef:10] To an extent this is correct for the historical record does disprove some of the myths that are depicted in the series. For example, as mentioned before, the show suggests that the British Army Officer Corps was officered by men from the elite. Considering that Blackadder Goes Forth is set in 1917 this view is wrong, since this idea is very much based on assumption for by this stage in the war the Officer Corps was staffed by men from a diverse range of backgrounds.[footnoteRef:11] Because of the large number of casualties, the Army had resorted to recruiting new officers from ranks who were usually from diverse backgrounds.[footnoteRef:12] The Army recruited officers from men of the working and middle classes who graduated from Grammar Schools as opposed to Public Schools which was why at the start of the war the elite dominated the officer ranks since the lower classes were often excluded from these schools.[footnoteRef:13] The idea that the generals were incompetent is also a myth since most of the generals at the time had distinguished careers and had served in previous conflicts.[footnoteRef:14] As Sheffield rightly says the generals were not incompetent but unfamiliar with how to fight a technological advanced war which was unlike any other before it.[footnoteRef:15] [9:  Gary Sheffield, ‘The Great War was a Just War’, History Today, (2013), [Online]. Available: https://www.historytoday.com/gary-sheffield/great-war-was-just-war ; Hannah Furness, ‘Paxman: Teaching history through Blackadder is ‘stupid’’, The Telegraph, (2013) , [Online]. Available: https://www.telegraph.co.uk/history/10360069/Paxman-teaching-history-through-Blackadder-is-stupid.html ]  [10:  Gary Sheffield, ‘The Great War was a Just War’ ]  [11:  ‘Service records for the First World War’, The National Archives, [Online]. Available: http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pathways/firstworldwar/service_records/sr_officers.htm  ]  [12:  ‘Service records for the First Wold War.’ ]  [13:  ‘Service records for the First World War’; B. Farwell, For Queen and Country a Social History of the Victorian and Edwardian Army (London: Allen Lane 1981), PP. 139-144.    ]  [14:  Gary Sheffield, ‘The Great War was a Just War’]  [15:  Gary Sheffield, ‘The Great War was a Just War’ ] 



The next example of popular culture to be examined in the 1986 drama series The Monocled Mutineer.[footnoteRef:16] This series recounts the life of Percy Toplis who, as well as being a career conman, masqueraded as an officer when on leave whilst wearing a monocle.[footnoteRef:17] The reader at this point may assume that this idea of someone masquerading as an officer makes this series a misrepresentation of the war. In truth this happened, for there is evidence that Toplis did in fact do this including an authenticated incident where whilst masquerading as an officer he took and commanded a parade of a unit of volunteers from the Nottingham area from which he was from.[footnoteRef:18] This may suggest that The Monocled Mutineer is not a misrepresentation of the conflict since it is portraying events that happened.[footnoteRef:19] On the other hand, there are those historians and critics who believe that The Monocled Mutineer is a misrepresentation of the war as they claim that the portrayal of the 1917 Étaples Mutiny is incorrect and fictionalised as it portrays Toplis as being present at the mutiny in Étaples and as one of the leaders who led the mutiny.[footnoteRef:20] They take this view since they claim that this representation is not supported by the historical record and is largely built on misconceptions and unreliable sources.[footnoteRef:21] This paper though takes the view that The Monocled Mutineer does provide a very accurate representation of the war even though there are clearly parts of the series that could lead some to call it a misrepresentation of the conflict.  [16:  ‘The Making of a Hero’, from The Monocled Mutineer, Episode 1, Series 1, BBC1, (31st August 1986), 21:10-22:20.    ]  [17:  ‘The Making of a Hero’, from The Monocled Mutineer, Episode 1, Series 1, BBC1, (31st August 1986), 21:10-22:20. ]  [18: ; J. Fairley and W. Allison, The Monocled Mutineer (London: Souvenir Press, 2015), P. 126. Available at: https://www.amazon.co.uk/Monocled-Mutineer-secret-Etaples-Mutiny-ebook/dp/B00ZO3QEMQ/ref=tmm_kin_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=1521500743&sr=8-2 (Accessed: 19th March 2018)   ]  [19:  The Making of a Hero’, from The Monocled Mutineer, Episode 1, Series 1, BBC1, (31st August 1986), 21:10-22:20.  ]  [20:  Alan Sargeant, ‘The Enchanting Secret behind the Étaples Mutiny’, Academia.edu, (2018), [Online]. Available: http://www.academia.edu/35712026/The_Enchanting_Secret_Behind_the_Etaples_Mutiny ]  [21:  Alan Sargeant, ‘The Enchanting Secret behind the Étaples Mutiny’  ] 


This paper takes this view because even though the drama’s portrayal of Toplis’ role in the mutiny is possibly a complete work of fiction.[footnoteRef:22] The general portrayal of the events, causes, and repercussions of the Étaples Mutiny looks to be a very accurate representation of this little-known event from the First World War. This is primarily because the series is based on a book of the same name by John Fairley and William Allison, who explain what sources they used when researching the mutiny.[footnoteRef:23] During this research they interviewed veterans of the mutiny and examined their letters which substantiates many of events that are portrayed in The Monocled Mutineer.[footnoteRef:24] For example, in one scene from the second episode there is an incident were a soldier is talking to a woman and whilst he is doing so he is accidently shot by a military policeman, which in the series is seen as the main cause of the mutiny.[footnoteRef:25]  This corresponds exactly with the testimonies from the veterans and the account written by Brigadier Thomson who identified the soldier as the Scottish born Corporal Wood from the Gordon Highlanders’ 4th Battalion.[footnoteRef:26] Another event that is shown in the same episode is when the mutineers march on a bridge that has been reinforced by troops who did not take part in the uprising.[footnoteRef:27] The series’ version of events show that they are led by an officer called Davies who was commissioned from the ranks and that he allowed the mutineers across the bridge that was between the military camp where the mutiny began and Étaples.[footnoteRef:28] Like the previous example, this can substantiated because Davies himself gave Fairley and Allison this account of the mutiny.[footnoteRef:29] In response to these examples and others though some historians like Alan Sargeant claim that The Monocled Mutineer is still a misrepresentation of the war because of how the series portrays Percy Toplis as being part of the mutiny.[footnoteRef:30] Despite the large amount of evidence gathered by Fairly and Allison Sargeant argues in his paper The Enchanting Secret Behind the Étaples Mutiny that it is unlikely that Toplis took part in the mutiny or led it for his unit, which was the Royal Army Medical Corps, was on its way to India at the time.[footnoteRef:31] He also admits though that Toplis’ war record has not been released by the Ministry of Defence which means that it is impossible at this moment to prove if or if not he was at Étaples.[footnoteRef:32] This means that the Monocled Mutineer could be representing an accurate account of the Mutiny if this record upon release confirms that Toplis was at Étaples at the time of the mutiny as Fairley and Allison claim.    [22:  ‘When the Hurly-Burly’s Done’, from The Monocled Mutineer, Episode 3, Series 1, BBC1, (14th September 1986), 21:05-22:20.   ]  [23:  J. Fairley and W. Allison, The Monocled Mutineer, P. 115. ]  [24:  Ibid., P. 115.; ‘When the Hurly-Burly’s Done’, from The Monocled Mutineer, Episode 3, Series 1, BBC1, (14th September 1986), 21:05-22:20.       ]  [25:  ‘Before the Shambles’, from The Monocled Mutineer, Episode 2, Series 1, BBC1, (7th September 1986), 21:05-22:20.     ]  [26:  J. Fairley and W. Allison, The Monocled Mutineer, PP. 59-92.  ]  [27:  Ibid, P.1248.; ‘Before the Shambles’, from The Monocled Mutineer, Episode 2, Series 1, BBC1, (7th September 1986), 21:05-22:20]  [28:  ‘Before the Shambles’, from The Monocled Mutineer, Episode 2, Series 1, BBC1, (7th September 1986), 21:05-22:20]  [29:  J. Fairly and W. Allison, The Monocled Mutineer, P.1248. ]  [30:  Alan Sergeant. ‘The Enchanting Secret behind the Étaples Mutiny’  ]  [31:  Ibid., ]  [32:  Ibid., ] 


It is also important to remember that popular culture also includes media outside of film and television. Some of the best-known examples of this are the paintings done by John and Paul Nash who garnered reputations for their depictions of the First World War.[footnoteRef:33] Their paintings include Over the Top by which portrays the 1st Artists Rifles ‘going over the top’, or in other words leaving their trenches to begin an attack, and the painting Stand To Before Dawn which depicts soldiers standing to in their trenches looking out towards No Man’s Land, presumably readying for some sort of action.[footnoteRef:34] Since both brothers served at the front it is likely that these paintings are very good representations, since they are based on their own feelings and experiences that they had during the war.[footnoteRef:35] They are also contemporary to the war since Over the Top was completed in December 1917 and Stand Too before Dawn in 1918.[footnoteRef:36] However, it is worth bearing in mind that these paintings may not give the viewer a completely authentic representation of the conflict. The reason for this is that the Nash brothers were official war artists, Paul from 1917 and John from 1918, which means their works would have been commissioned by the state as official artwork of the war.[footnoteRef:37] This means that some details will have been deliberately left out of the paintings to make them suitable for the public who would see them in Britain. For example, in Over the Top, his depiction of the troops advancing John Nash has included two dead bodies in the trench.[footnoteRef:38] This would be accurate as men will have died as they left the trench, but these bodies have no obvious injuries or blood on their uniforms or any part of the body whereas the signs of injury from a gunshot wound would be clearly visible with a large amount of blood coming from the body.[footnoteRef:39] Though to his credit the artist does include what looks like to be bodies being thrown up in the air by the impact of an artillery shell.[footnoteRef:40] [33:  Imperial War Museum, ‘The powerful Western Front paintings of the Nash Brothers’, Imperial War Museum, (2018), [Online]. Available: https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/the-powerful-western-front-paintings-of-the-nash-brothers ]  [34:  Imperial War Museum, ‘Over the Top’, Imperial War Museum, [Online]. Available: https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/20015; Imperial War Museum, ‘Stand Too Before Dawn’, Imperial War Museum, [Online]. Available: https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/20011   ]  [35:  Imperial War Museum, ‘The powerful Western Front paintings of the Nash Brothers’, Imperial War Museum, (2018), [Online]. Available: https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/the-powerful-western-front-paintings-of-the-nash-brothers   ]  [36:  Imperial War Museum, ‘The powerful Western Front paintings of the Nash Brothers’ ]  [37:  Ibid., ]  [38:  Imperial War Museum, ‘Over the Top’ ]  [39:  Ibid., ]  [40:  Ibid., ] 


Despite the obvious sanitations of the brothers’ artwork they do seem to accurately represent the First World War. For instance, Paul Nash produced The Menin Road which portrays the shattered landscape of the battlefield on the Western Front.[footnoteRef:41] As this is a common representation in the work of the brothers it is logical to conclude that this image of a landscape composed of churned up mud, barbed wire and shattered trees is an accurate portrayal as it is consistently featured in the brothers’ work.[footnoteRef:42] This landscape can also be seen in both photographs from the war and in films such as Battle of the Somme although it must be remembered that these examples will have been sanitised by the government so that certain aspects of the conflict could be hidden from or downplayed to the public.[footnoteRef:43] Even though this sanitisation is apparent, these examples of popular culture do show the same landscapes as the paintings, so they add validity to the Nash brothers’ representations of the conflict which would suggest there is a great deal of accuracy in them.[footnoteRef:44] It is logical therefore to assume that the Nash’s representations of the war are accurate since they appear to match other examples of popular culture that were contemporary to World War 1.  [41:  Imperial War Museum, ‘The Menin Road’, Imperial War Museum, [Online]. Available: https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/20087  ]  [42:  Imperial War Museum, ‘The powerful Western Front paintings of the Nash Brothers’ ]  [43:  Battle of the Somme, Dir Geoffrey H. Malins, (British Topical Committee for War Films, 1916), [On DVD] ]  [44:  Battle of the Somme, Dir Geoffrey H. Malins, (British Topical Committee for War Films, 1916), [On DVD] ] 




The final example of popular culture that will be considered by this essay is the book With the German Guns.[footnoteRef:45]  This book is a memoir of Herbert Sulzbach, who served in the First World War with the German Artillery from 1914 until the end of the war in 1918 with tours of duty on both the Eastern and Western Fronts.[footnoteRef:46] This piece of popular culture does not misrepresent the war because the diaries were written during the actual conflict and the details that they give fit in with both the historical record and the actual events of the conflict. For example, right from the start Sulzbach shows how the First World War went global from the start of 1914. He first mentions how Austria moved against Serbia and how the Russians then invaded Germany when they supported Austria in her plan to take over Serbia.[footnoteRef:47] He even goes as far to mention that Japan declared war on the Central Powers in 1914 after Germany refused to hand over her colonial concession in China.[footnoteRef:48] This piece also proves to be a good representation in that it details the German public’s perceptions of the war. He seems to suggest that there was a lot of patriotic support for the war for the Germans believed that they had been dragged into the war by Russia and that they were only defending themselves.[footnoteRef:49] The source also seems to be a good representation in that describes the effects of the armistice treaty including the surrender of the German Navy and military hardware which include Sulzbach’s battery’s own guns which again is in keeping with the historical record.[footnoteRef:50]  Whilst With the German Guns is an excellent representation of the war it does have its limits. Even though the book outlines the events of World War 1, it doesn’t usually go into great depths unless the author was present at said events. For example, when discussing the Battle of the Somme the author does not go into the details of the battle but records who fought there, the outcome of the battle, and his favourable opinion of the German soldiers who repelled the British.[footnoteRef:51] There again it is in credibly unlikely that a junior soldier would have more precise information, let alone the author, since he was one of many thousands that took part in the battle.  [45:  H. Sulzbach, With the German Guns, Translated by R. Thonger, (Barnsley: Pen and Sword Military, 2012), Available at: https://www.amazon.co.uk/German-Guns-years-western-front-ebook/dp/B00KC3LKWC/ref=sr_1_1?s=digital-text&ie=UTF8&qid=1521591736&sr=1-1&keywords=with+the+german+guns&dpID=51SkKAt2AnL&preST=_SY445_QL70_&dpSrc=srch (Accessed 21st March 2018) ]  [46:  Ibid., P. 72. ]  [47:  Ibid., P. 305. ]  [48:  Ibid., P. 292. ]  [49:  Ibid., P. 259.  ]  [50:  Ibid., P. 4180. ]  [51:  Ibid., P. 1275.    ] 


After considering the evidence this essay finds that whilst certain aspects of popular culture do misrepresent the First World War it is wrong to suggest that all popular culture misrepresents the conflict. The only example in this essay that perhaps completely misrepresents the war is Blackadder Goes Forth since most of the series is clearly a complete work of fiction. Whilst it is mostly a misrepresentation, it does however include elements which do not misrepresent the war which means the series cannot be a complete representation. The complete opposite can be seen in The Monocled Mutineer, the Nash Brothers’ paintings, and With the German Guns since the first appears to be based on the actual history and the latter examples were either contemporarily created during the war or by someone who took part in the conflict. These are clearly examples of popular culture that do not misrepresent the First World War although this cannot be categorically proven in the case of The Monocled Mutineer since much of historical evidence is yet to be proven correct. Despite this though this essay takes the view that whilst some elements of popular culture misrepresent the conflict it is wrong to say that all popular culture misrepresents the First World War.     
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