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Why has the First World War cast such a long shadow over the history of satire in the British Isles, even eclipsing the legacy of World War Two?
‘Memories of the First World War are still endlessly pondered and transformed in the minds of those born long after it ended…Those guns may have fallen silent eighty years ago, but their echoes neither die or even fade away.’[footnoteRef:1] [1:  A. Motion, ‘Lest We Forget’, New Statesman, 18th September 1998, pg. 38 in Todman, Dan, The Great War: Myth and Memory (London: Hambledon and London, 2005), pg. xi.] 

Andrew Motion, Poet Laureate. 1998.
Since 1918, the shadow of the First World War has loomed over British history in a number of ways. The beginnings of the breakdown of the class divide, the advance in women’s suffrage, the scientific innovation, yet there is an oft overlooked element of the conflict’s effect on culture in Britain – political comedy, or satire. Yet satire itself needs a definition. One could look to Aristotle for one of the earliest commentaries: he describes comedy, and by extension satire, as ‘an imitation of characters of a lower type’, as opposed to the idea that tragedy depicts those with higher qualities.[footnoteRef:2] Alexander Pope’s 18th century work The Rape of the Lock aimed to illuminate inconsistencies and follies he saw in upper class society, and demonstrate their absurdity. And Ian Hislop, current editor of the satirical magazine Private Eye described satire as ‘a way of looking at the world’[footnoteRef:3] – that satire is in fact a state of mind, as opposed to a method or practise. These three comments all offer different perspectives on the topic, and so any definition must incorporate all three: as a subgenre of comedy, as a method for examining society, and as a vision for finding humour.  [2:  Aristotle, Poetics, trans. S.H. Butcher, The Internet Classics Archive [online]. Available http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/poetics.mb.txt [Accessed 12th December 2017].]  [3:  Sheffield Doc/Fest, Ian Hislop & Jolyon Rubinstein - Post-Truth & Satire: Sheffield Doc/Fest 2017 [online]. Available https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QX9p2XcWgKw [Accessed 14 December 2017].] 

The First World War had a decisive impact on satire, and how it changed in the 20th century was directly attributable to the four years of conflict Europe was subjected to. Except that satire had been present in society, particularly British, for centuries previously. Aristophanes used his plays to comment on the political situation, and Voltaire was forced into exile for the publishing of Candide. So any effect of the conflict on satire was more than merely extending its appeal, any more than the advent of the affordable printing press, the radio, and then television – and so to examine this effect this essay shall use the lens of civilian comedy, and military comedy, to enable a thorough analysis. These two lenses require different discussions; as the audience, purpose, and impact of the comedy will differ between the two.

Military satire is the comedy by and surrounding the military and, prior to the First World War, had not reached the mass market. Memoirs from warzones recounted events but rarely offered any humour – instead leaving any comedic observations to civilian publications. Those in the army were professional soldiers, and cared for well by improving public health and an agricultural boom,[footnoteRef:4] leaving little space for any criticism of the establishment – let alone jokes. However, with the First World War had come Kitchener’s volunteer army. Men from all walks of life enlisted in the military, leading to a blend of class and culture never before experienced in the British armed forces. One of these volunteers was Captain Fred Roberts. A former prospector in South Africa, in his time on the Western Front he became part of the enterprise best known for exemplifying military humour during the conflict: The Wipers Times. The Wipers Times published over twenty editions, containing a mixture of observational comedy, and witty cartoons, all aimed at entertaining the troops and lampooning popular figures. Yet this humorous overtone disguised many serious attacks on politicians, journalists, and generals. The parody of the noted writer Hilaire Belloc in his first appearance explains how of the twelve million fighting men of Germany, eight million ‘are killed or being killed’ and two and a half million are unfit to fight ‘owing to obesity’[footnoteRef:5] – and whilst this may just be a funny comment, it was also intended as a deeper commentary on the oblivious nature of the British press. Owing to the nature of warfare prior to 1914, never before had so many died in such a short space of time, and so the damage done to the British population drove this darker humour into the public eye. The 200 copies of each edition of The Wipers Times were even circulated at home.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Keegan, John, A History of Warfare, second edn (London: Pimlico, 2004), pg. 361.]  [5:  The Wipers Times, ed. Christopher Westhorp, Bloomsbury edition (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2015), pg. 18.]  [6:  Roberts, Fred, “Introduction” in The Wipers Times, ed. Herbert Jenkins (London: Herbert Jenkins Limited, 1918), pg. vi.] 

And how relevant is this paper? It was one of many of these trench newspapers – all written by civilians pressed into uniform by circumstances out of their control, all frustrated with the senseless killing and pointless efforts to capture and recapture territory, but all aiming to keep their morale up. The Wipers Times was the most famous of these, and through its pages the legacy endures of the willing volunteers who discovered an army they felt was being let down by incompetence. One section details things the troops want to know: ‘whether a Camp Commandant we know can give us a return of the number of dogs in his district size, colour and pedigree’.[footnoteRef:7] The satire from the soldiers was juxtaposing their very serious problems and worries with the implicitly trivial matters most staff officers concerned themselves with. The shadow therefore cast by these works was the commencement of even the ordinary man’s criticism of his betters. Other books, newspapers, and pamphlets had been published for years before the First World War – but by philosophers, lawyers, and writers. After 1918, even the working class was willing to level the figurative cannon at those they deemed to be dangerous; and they became less afraid of the consequences of speaking out, because more were willing to speak out. In short, the trench newspapers created a legacy of opposition to censorship, and of using satirical writing as their vehicle. [7:  The Wipers Times, Westhorp, 147.] 


The more recent element of military themed satire deriving from the First World War is, of course, Blackadder. The television programme originally was designed as a situation comedy set in various time periods – from the late medieval up to the 20th century. However, upon reaching the fourth series the show began to take more of a satirical tone than previous series thanks, in part, to the choice of the trenches for the setting. In a 2008 documentary, Richard Curtis, one of the writers, commented that in researching the period ‘all the stuff we wanted to write about which was the clash of the classes and getting stuck in a small confined space…there was a lot of funny stuff’.[footnoteRef:8] What was therefore created is possibly one of the most popular examples of the shadow of the First World War. The setting allowed the writers to both continue their comedic intention of linking every period in history with common themes (money, ambition, class, and arrogance), and specifically target the War with criticisms. In this context, the satire was as much about humanity as it was the particular conflict – and was still being used to comment on what Roberts had been nearly a century earlier. Blackadder frequently makes light of the general staff’s distance from the reality of the war. Examples of this range from Captain’s Blackadder’s assertion that the general would be ‘about 35 miles behind’ the troops, to the following piece of dialogue: [8:  Blackadder: The Whole Rotten Saga, UKTV Gold, 9th October 2008, 2100-2300.] 

‘Melchett: Field Marshal Haig has formulated a brilliant new tactical plan to ensure final victory in the field.
Blackadder: Ah. Would this brilliant plan involve us climbing out of our trenches and walking very slowly towards the enemy?
Captain Darling: How could you possibly know that, Blackadder? It's classified information!
Blackadder: It's the same plan that we used last time and the seventeen times before that.’[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Blackadder Goes Forth: General Hospital, BBC One, 26th October 1989, 2130-2200; Blackadder Goes Forth: Captain Cook, BBC One, 28th September 1989, 2130-2200.] 


These lines, while intended as jokes, also act as criticisms of those in charge during the War – criticisms levelled by those at the time. Blackadder is therefore relevant in this discussion as not only a modern satire, but also as evidence of the conflict’s legacy. The trenches of Flanders were being used nearly a century later not only as a setting for a popular comedy, but as a vehicle for greater commentary on war efforts. As seen above, this commentary can describe how commanders avoid the dangers their troops face, or can be used to make more general comments on the class divide, and on the nature of futility. The essential legacy of the First World War is that any British audience could understand and empathise with the characters depicted – stuck in their situation, and faced with nothing but tragedy - but also engage with the satirical nature of the show. The nation shares these clear ideas surrounding the events;[footnoteRef:10] this makes it accessible to the general populace, but also accessible to satirists aiming to use the War as their vehicle. [10:  Todman, The Great War, xi.] 

Civilian satire is similar to the military elements in that the targets of ridicule are those who benefit from the status quo – comedy inherently aims to antagonise the people who hold positions of power, and so those writing for the general public find themselves targeting these same people.[footnoteRef:11] However, the lack of a military hierarchy means that, to most writers, there are none truly “off-limits”. In fact, there is an active encouragement in political comedy to address problems specifically with those in power, not just to provide commentary on society. And so for any assessment of civilian satire, one must consider one of the most iconic magazines in Britain’s history: Punch. First published in 1841, the weekly journal is commonly accepted as the originator of the term ‘cartoon’ – the name given to the humorous drawings and caricatures used frequently to illustrate points in a more succinct manner than any piece of writing.[footnoteRef:12] The import of examining Punch for the legacy of the First World War lies in the cartoons published during the wars preceding 1914, and those published after. In 1855, during the conflict in the Crimean Peninsula, this cartoon was drawn by John Leech: [11:  Myrone, Martin, ‘What’s so Funny about British Art?’, pg. 8-10 in Rude Britannia: British Comic Art, eds. Tim Batchelor, et al. (London: Tate Publishing, 2010), pg. 9.]  [12:  "About Punch Magazine, Punch Cartoons, Cartoon History", Punch.co.uk [online]. Available https://www.punch.co.uk/about/index#HistoryOfTheCartoon [accessed 18 December 2017].] 

[image: ][footnoteRef:13] [13:  Punch Cartoon History Of Modern Britain: Victoria, 1841-1901, ed. Alan Coren (London: Punch, 1987), pg. 9.] 

















The depiction of two soldiers discussing their lack of supplies is a powerful one. This comment on the problems being faced by the soldiers could be taken as a criticism either of the politicians responsible for the war, or of the military leaders allowing their men to suffer. The latter may be more logical; however, the previous year another cartoon was drawn by John Tenniel depicting a soldier dreaming of home.[footnoteRef:14] Not so much a specific critique of specific politicians, but a lament for war as a pursuit. The 19th century cartoons follow much the same vein – expressing distaste at the situation, but rarely caricaturing powerful figures. Prior to the outbreak of the Great War, Punch regularly lampooned elitist principles in its cartoons on grammar and politics, but only eclipsed a circulation of over 100,000 in 1912.[footnoteRef:15] Despite its best efforts it retained a small readership, and a wealthy one at that, and so an element of respect was present for the upper classes who bought and read the magazine. Therefore, the cartoons published during this time are vastly different to those published after the First World War. As the war broke out, the editor Owen Seaman aimed to appeal to more of the working classes – to allow the public as a whole to understand and enjoy, and to write for more than “twenty readers”.[footnoteRef:16] Thus, as public opinion drifted from pro-war, towards a more negative outlook on the events, Punch began to take a tone a modern reader would understand; with shameless propaganda pieces and anti-war cartoons. In short, the war helped the magazine to begin to criticise its own government in a less subtle manner. The below left cartoon was published in 1917 by H.M. Bateman, entitled The Recruit Who Took To It Kindly – and when compared to the below right cartoon by Richard Burdett, from Private Eye, satirising Edward Heath’s dismissal of London greed, the similarities begin to become clear.  [14:  Ibid.]  [15:  Crystal, David, Making Sense: The Glamorous Story of English Grammar (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), pg. 99; “About Punch Magazine, Punch Cartoons, Cartoon History", Punch.co.uk [online]. Available https://www.punch.co.uk/about/index#HistoryOfTheCartoon [accessed 18 December 2017].]  [16:  Price, R.G.G., A History of Punch (London: Collins, 1957), pg. 182.] 

[image: ][footnoteRef:17] [17:  Bateman, H.M., "The Recruit Who Took To It Kindly", Punch, 152, 17th January 1917.] 

[image: ]						    [footnoteRef:18] [18:  Bills, Mark, The Art of Satire: London in Caricature (London: Philip Wilson Publishers, 2006), pg. 213-4.] 




No longer would satirists seek to only provide superficial lampooning of popular figures; but instead, thanks to the development of television and then the internet, a wider audience could be reached. 
Spitting Image caricatured politicians and personalities from around the globe, during its run in the 1980s and 1990s. The television show used puppets to overexaggerate physical elements and to inspire ridicule of those lampooned: infamously Margaret Thatcher’s portrayal as a man included her using a urinal, and being addressed as sir by her ‘vegetable’ cabinet, whilst Ronald Reagan was depicted with two buttons by his bedside labelled ‘Nurse’ and ‘Nuke’.[footnoteRef:19] The often unflattering puppets frequently found themselves being used to make powerful attacks on personality and policies – and for this reason Spitting Image has gone down in satirical history. And why? One of the creators wrote that the confidence to write such abuse came from the Prime Minister’s ‘harsh and confrontational’ manner.[footnoteRef:20] This manner drove the writers to lambast their both the world’s, and their own government’s, personalities and policies weekly; far more than many would have dared before. Criticism of other governments had been made before - Punch spent much of the 1930s pointing out flaws in the League of Nations – but had been met with punishment and suppression. Voltaire’s Letters on the English made plain his disagreement with Catholicism, the French legal system, and the disregard in Paris for academia, and was not only publicly burnt, but led to his flight from the capital to rural Champagne.[footnoteRef:21] Not in such a widespread manner had such abuse been used to satirise political figures, but more specifically their own government, and had it been met with such applause. Spitting Image built on the legacy of the First World War by defiantly and openly mocking the figures it would have been unacceptable to attack before. And it received acclaim. [19:  Rowley, Tom, “I was Maggie Thatcher’s voice in Spitting Image – and my Tory gran hated it”, The Telegraph, 9th April 2013 [online]. Available http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/margaret-thatcher/9982150/I-was-Maggie-Thatchers-voice-in-Spitting-Image-and-my-Tory-gran-hated-it.html [Accessed 19th December 2017]; McEntee, John, “It’s been 30 years since Spitting Image burst onto television with biting satire that had (almost) everyone in stitches.”, The Mail Online, 28th February 2014 [online]. Available http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-2569276/Its-30-years-Spitting-Image-burst-television-biting-satire-stitches-John-McEntee-looks-mayhem.html [Accessed 19th December 2017].]  [20:  Jones, Sam, “Spitting Image creators remember Margaret Thatcher”, The Guardian, 12th April 2013 [online]. Available https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2013/apr/12/spitting-image-margaret-thatcher [Accessed 19th December 2017].]  [21:  Halsall, Paul, "Voltaire (1694-1778): Letters On The English Or Lettres Philosophiques, C. 1778", Internet History Sourcebooks, 1998 [online]. Available https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/1778voltaire-lettres.asp [accessed 19 December 2017]; Pearson, Roger, Voltaire Almighty: A Life in Pursuit of Freedom (London: Bloomsbury, 2005), pg. 118-21.] 

As did The Thick of It (TTOI). First broadcast in 2005, TTOI followed a minor government department through two Labour and then a Coalition government, from Tony Blair to David Cameron. The programme took a real-life tone, similar to Yes Minister, and for this reason is it a further demonstration of the First World War’s impact on satire. The show’s satire derives from its continued humorous observation that nobody in government is competent. Unlike American political television shows, many of the characters spend screen time frantically running around buildings trying to solve problems that arise through everyday government. And this style of satire could easily be construed as just comedy – were it not for the characters. In particular, the profanity laden Spin Doctor Malcolm Tucker, played by Peter Capaldi, was commonly thought to have been a specific representation of Alastair Campbell. Although Capaldi stated in a 2012 interview that Harvey Weinstein was his model for the character, it has also been confirmed that Campbell’s name was initially toyed with as the base for the foul-mouthed attack dog of the Prime Minister.[footnoteRef:22] Tucker, in response to an attack on the minister, has the following exchange. It is worth noting that this exchange is written as these characters are established to speak, and therefore is implied that this does happen in reality. [22:  Wardrop, Murray, “Peter Capaldi: “The Thick of It spin doctor Malcolm Tucker was not based on Alastair Campbell”, The Telegraph, 31st January 2012 [online]. Available http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/celebritynews/9049658/Peter-Capaldi-Thick-Of-It-spin-doctor-Malcolm-Tucker-was-not-based-on-Alastair-Campbell.html [Accessed 19th December 2017]; Dee, Johnny, “Peter Capaldi: Malcolm Tucker is Alastair Campbell. But Mandelson is in there, too.”, The Guardian, 17th October 2009 [online]. Available https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2009/oct/17/peter-capaldi-malcolm-tucker-tv [Accessed 19th December 2017].] 


‘Malcolm: Ok, this is what we're doing. I'm putting it about through a number of cronies that Hewitt's piece was a packet of bollocks; he did it as a favour to Cliff… Hugh's predecessor. He and Hewitt are as tight as arse cheeks.
Hugh: Are they now?
Malcolm: Fuck knows, but that's what we're saying, okay?’[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Armstrong, Jesse, et al., The Thick of It: The Scripts (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2007), pg., 46-7.] 


However, this parallel to the real world also stretches to events: Armando Iannucci wrote that his idea for a minister to walk from his office to Parliament, but have a car follow with his despatch boxes, went beyond parody when David Cameron cycled to Parliament with a car following with his clothes.[footnoteRef:24] And frequently many of the British government are presented as being this clueless – and so the constant attacks on the writer’s own country’s power centre continue. Iannucci has now travelled to America to write a similar programme, but this year also wrote The Death of Stalin. This film, it could be argued, is the one of the best examples of post-war satire. Set shortly before, and after, Stalin’s death in 1953, it follows the competing members of the Council of Ministers in the power vacuum following their leader’s death. The film particularly presents the events through a comedic, and often absurd, lens – the decision to betray and execute Lavrentiy Beria is made as three men are squashed into a two-person back seat of a car. However, the key element of this film is best expressed by Jason Isaacs, who played Georgy Zhukov: [24:  Iannucci, Armando, “Introduction”, pg. viii in Armstrong, et al., The Thick of It: The Scripts, 2007.] 

‘I was talking to David Cameron and when I told him what I was doing, he could barely contain his surprise and horror and joy at how the film’s story paralleled exactly what was going on in Downing Street. There’s no message to the film, but you get from it that politicians seeking power should almost by definition be precluded from obtaining power. They’re all so venal and self-serving and immature and ruthless.’[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Jones, Ellen E., “Cameron told me it was exactly like what was going on in Downing Street”, The Guardian, 20th October 2017 [online]. Available https://www.theguardian.com/film/2017/oct/20/jason-isaacs-on-the-death-of-stalin-cameron-told-me-it-was-exactly-like-what-was-going-on-in-downing-street [Accessed 19th December 2017].] 

Satire in the 21st century has reached a point where criticism of one’s own government is not only received well, but publicly praised and acclaimed. The shadow of the First World War affects satire such that any comedic writer may offer opinions on flaws or mistakes made by those in power, those who benefit from the status quo, and not face social or legal retribution – but instead be lauded for it. And The Death of Stalin is an exemplar of the progress made since 1914.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The importance of satire in society is undisputed. Whether its purpose is to merely provide humour at the expense of political figures, or as a more serious vehicle to ‘dress down the mighty’,[footnoteRef:26] the act of using witticisms and cartoonish expression to criticise has been entrenched in European, and especially British, society for generations. The question of legacy, however, is a more troublesome beast. This question asks for consideration to be given to the Second World War – and why the Great War’s legacy eclipses it. For an answer, one must turn to the causes of both wars. The first was the result of two mighty and powerful alliances, drawn into the quagmire of conflict by a complex series of political events. The war is therefore hard to understand to many, leading to the common misconception that the scale of carnage leaves any comprehension of the causes meaningless.[footnoteRef:27] The Second World War, however, is far simpler. The grotesque figure of the “evil” Adolf Hitler leaves many to envisage the outbreak of hostilities in 1939 as Britain doing its duty to protect and defend Europe from a horrendous regime. The war was between ideologies, not countries – the enemy was Fascism, just as it became Communism, then Terrorism. For this reason, any criticism of the government during the war was unpatriotic; for why would any satirist dare to expose any flaws in the British establishment, when failure would lead to the nation’s conquest by the Nazis? In Fougasse’s The Changing Face of Britain, published in 1940, his observations are not of the government, but of the people of Britain in response to the menace of the Hun – and the furthest his cartoons step is to lightly jest at those who monitor the blackouts, as seen below.[footnoteRef:28] [26:  St Edmund Hall, Making a Mockery of Democracy – Al Murray [online]. Available https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qv8G9yWccfg [Accessed 19th December 2017].]  [27:  Hastings, Sir Max, Catastrophe: Europe Goes to War 1914, (London: William Collins, 2014), pg. xxii.]  [28:  Fougasse, The Changing Face of Britain (London: Methuen and Company Limited, 1940), pg. 114.] 
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The First World War was beyond absurdity, and so it drove satire to beyond absurdity. No government was safe, even one’s own – and so throughout the 20th century, and into the 21st, political comedy strove to advance beyond its 19th century counterparts. Writers became less afraid to make their point, particularly in the military; but the legacy of the First World War did not only surround those who served. Those who had given their lives were sacred, and so instead the wits of Britain turned their attention to those who always escape the guns. The long shadow of the First World War eclipses the shadow of the Second World War because it affected more of life in Britain. And satire is just one element of this life – one that can be divided into before 1914, and after 1914.  
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