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Review of a short film ‘The Oak and Laurel.’

On 17 December 2025, the Western Front Association (WFA) published an article on its website regarding what was referred to as a short film called ‘The Oak and Laurel’(WFA, 2025). The article included a link to the Association’s YouTube channel where the film was being streamed. The link is attached here https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ey902QmbaI .
The article stated that the film was produced by a historian Mark Connelly and filmmaker Ross Barnwell. Mark Connelly was an Emeritus Professor of Modern British History at the University of Kent between 2008 and 2024 where he specialised in the 19th Century and the First World War (Connelly Contours, 2026). Ross Barnwell is a film producer who is experienced in making historical documentaries and drama productions (Gateways Partnerships, 2022).
The film presents an audiovisual appreciation of the Thiepval Memorial to the Missing on the Somme. The memorial was designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens and commemorates 73,000 soldiers from Britain and the Commonwealth who were killed during the Somme offensive and have no known grave. It uses the voices of two actors Lucinda Turner and Oliver Towse to provide quotations from poetry and verse. 
The film begins with a few short title slides using plain white text on a black background with the sound of an eerie wind blowing, and with occasional birdsong and distant shellfire. The first three slides provide a brief description of the memorial and lead to the title slide which slowly fades in the title ‘The Oak and Laurel.’ The audio has now changed to a deep foreboding music which builds to a trumpeted fanfare announcing the beginning of its theme of remembrance. The visual switches to a distant image of the planet Earth from space, and pans into a close up of the surface of the earth. Imagery perhaps depicting the vastness of time and space and of the divine creation of humankind.
A soft male voice declares “We planned the great Empire together, you and I, bound only by the sea.” This is a line taken from the poem Lamplight by British poet May Wedderburn Cannan, who served as a nurse in World War One and whose poem captured the general disillusionment of young people whose hopes were thwarted by a war (AllPoetry.com, n.d. -a; PoemHunter.com, 2003). There follows a mix of verses from various poems followed by a choral piece of music, giving the film a feeling of adoration.
A female voice then states “this is the way the world ends…” a line taken from T.S. Elliot’s poem the Hollow Men (AllPoetry.com, n.d.-b).
The theme of the film continues in this vein of juxtaposing modern and historic visuals with music, and poetry narrated by a Turner and Towse. Their voices are calm, soft and provide a reverend sentiment throughout the film.
At 2.32 minutes the visuals switch to a swirling river within a modern landscape, some strips of barbed wire stretch across the river. An image possibly alluding to the wire used during the war and given a connection by the use of the sound of distant shellfire. The music of Ralph Vaughan Willliams’s Pastoral symphony is used to provide a short sense of peace and harmony.
At 3.21 minutes we are given the first sight of the Thiepval memorial, a distant shot as it towers in a demanding stance over the landscape. Demanding remembrance. The interchange of male and female voices gives short meaningful quotations, “the dead, the ensembled rules of  death, and then you, the more than dead, the greater than dead” a reference to the missing being more than dead, their memory is given life through the memorial.
The film now concentrates on the memorial, highlighting its huge pyramidal construction by using close up photography and aerial fly overs. The music becomes more triumphant.
The film scans across one name among the many, Lieutenant George Butterworth, we are told a composer of worth, “shot through the head,” hastily buried, but never recovered for formal reburial, his grave lost during later bombardment. The use of historical photographs of dead soldiers, and of burial parties in a worn, torn and desolate landscape hints at his demise. The background audio of distant shelling reinforces the mood.
Extracts from T.S Elliot’s poem are repeated, “This is the way the world ends.”…. “Not with a bang but a whimper.”
At 9.14 minutes the music stops and views of the memorial are shown with only the sound of birdsong. The title of the film is introduced by the male voice, “Take they replied, the Oak and Laurel. Take our fortune of tears and live like a spendthrift lover. All we ask is the one gift you cannot give.” These lines are from a poem by Charles Causley who wrote them upon seeing the mass of graves at the British War Cemetery, Bayeux (DM du Jour, 2020). The Oak a symbol of strength (Heart of England Forest, 2020), and the Laurel symbolising victory (Tofillo.com, 2023), the one gift that cannot be given, the return of the dead. 
The film ends with the solemn Second movement ‘Moderato’ of Ralph Vaughan Williams’ Symphony no. 3, a trumpet fittingly highlighting the memorial and its meaning. The voice of Lucinda Turner asks “and have we done with war at last” from Robert Graves’ poem Two Fusiliers (AllPoetry.com, n.d.-c).
The music and poetry used in the film are from individuals who served during the First World War and saw at first hand the death and destruction of that conflict. They could therefore relate their music and poetry to condemning the wastefulness and suffering but also to remember those friends lost. It is a film created for all generations but will probably be of greatest significance for an older generation, perhaps those who can remember. There are a few comments from viewers of the YouTube stream, who found the film very moving.
Though short at ten minutes and two minutes of credits, the film provides an emotive and powerful narrative to the consequences of war by using a kaleidoscope of imagery intertwined with music and poetry. Words of meaning and memory, highlighting the destruction and pointless loss of life through war, whilst at the same time celebrating the construction and visual significance of the Thiepval Memorial in remembering the missing on the Somme. Giving those lost souls a place in the landscape and a place in memory.
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