Britain and the Great War Assessment 1: Portfolio 

Document review: ‘Futility’ (1917) – Wilfred Owen
The poem, Futility, was written by Wilfred Owen during his time back in England before being redeployed back to France a year later.
 It was written a few months after Owen’s time in France during the winter of 1917, the subject of the poem being set during this time. Owen’s wrote this poem in order to portray how the other soldiers serving on the front lines should not have been there, according to Williams.
 Williams goes on to say that it was an “unnatural death” for the War, which would have been easily preventable if only the soldier had been at home.
 I would have to agree with both what Owen’s is trying to portray and Williams’ acknowledgement to the fact that in a war, the last way you would think you would perish would be by freezing to death. It just highlights how new, unfamiliar and how different this war was to any other that had been previously thought.
The poem was first published, along with another of his works, in The Nation newspaper which was based in London. The paper itself was predominantly left-wing, and was one of a handful of papers that would publish works that criticised the way in which the First World War was fought.
 Therefore, it would be safe to assume that the intended audience for this would have been those who would have wanted to have had a more informed idea of the war, primarily into how their loved ones or friends who were serving in both Belgium and France were being treated. It would also offer a different perspective as to what the government or politicians would say about the conflict. It would give more of a factual understanding as to the real conditions faced and the feelings of those there, without it even needing to be a true account which, by what Owens said, it was apparently based off of. Although we cannot say for certain if this actual event took place, we can say that there were circumstances that many “men even died from exposure to the biting cold” according to one first-hand account.

It is said that Futility was written in Ripon during the May of 1918 according to Stallworth, as it is written upon his return to England after having endured the winter of 1917, but it is written before he is reunited with his men in France and ultimately dies on the front. So, it was still written whilst the war was raging in Europe and the rest of the world, but it was not written straight after the event that Owen’s refers to throughout the poem. The account that Owen recalls to paper would be one that would stay fresh in your mind for some time, but he never refers to one singular person but uses the term “him”.
 By not including a name, Owen has allowed those reading to engage more with the poem, as it was publicised during the war so families who had lost loved ones could even substitute their name in, rather than if there was a specific name. 
If we were to compare this work to one which was drafted many months before Futility but published after his death, such as Dulce Decorum Est,
 Owen still maintains this quite detailed, almost aggressive tone to his writing. He does not feel the need to censor any of his feelings, maybe mirroring the fact that the war was never censored for him, another reason might be that his writing is a way to vent what he, and everyone around him, had been through. I suppose it is this style of writing that those on the left wing, or who would otherwise criticise the war, would be attracted to as it goes into great detail into their conditions. Jeremy Paxman also notes that the way Owen argues against dying for his country in Dulce Decorum, yet ironically that is what ends up happening.
 This could lead us to understand the real feelings of men serving on the front, complaining and seeing such death and carnage, wondering why they are doing this all to end up drowning in mud or shot. The only difference when reading Futility and Dulce Decorum is the different form of writing he uses. Looking at Dulce Decorum, it is more easy reading, flows fluidly and is straight to the point with little messing around, whereas Futility almost needs you to think about how you read it and in what tone. The latter needing more time to spend on it to fully understand, but every time you return to it you may pull something else from it. This is quite clever as the content of the poem is exactly what historians have reflected on for many years, almost as if this poem is an extension of historiography and personal understanding.
Whilst analysing the document, there are many ways you can interpret it. You can take it in the literal sense that Owen is wondering why the sun cannot wake his friend, like it had woken every other soldier that day or in previous days.
 Or we can look at it as having more of a spiritual meaning, as in the ‘sun’ could refer to a more spiritual being, such as God, and almost blaming him for the death of his comrade. What you can also take away from this is that throughout all of history mankind has been reliant on the sun, from telling the time of day to being able to grow crops to live. But there seems to be more of an emphasis on how the sun plays a role in the lives of these soldiers now more than ever, as by seeing the sun rise and set is an indication that you lived one more day through the war. With the sun’s rays illuminating the enemy positions, giving the troops the cover of daylight, preventing enemy attacks and therefore prolonging life.  
 After all of this, when shouting and blame does not seem to work, he almost tries to reason with the sun. He writes, “Are limbs, so dear achieved, are sides Full-nerved, still warm, too hard to stir?”,
 although he is trying to reason, he removes the sort of human element from his dead comrade, referring to him as just “limbs”, maybe trying to distance himself so he can just get through the war or that he [Owen] is beginning to lose his human element. Then to close, Owen brings back his anger to practically insult the sun and its main function of giving life. Owens says “- O what made fatuous sunbeams toil...”,
 you can almost begin to feel Owens anger emit from the paper at both the sun, but maybe using the sun as yet another metaphor for the British Army. The fact that the sole purpose of an army is to protect and preserve a nations sovereignty and way of life, yet they do this by the most opposite of means, declaring war and taking men to fight out of their country. Owen is very clever in the way he uses metaphors in his work as they can have so many different meanings, although we might not know who or what its meant to represent, but the fact we can draw links to religion and the military is a good place to start.

In conclusion, Futility is a well written, sombre work that gives the reader a more accurate, and much more deeper involvement into the lives of the men on the front. Although we cannot say that this particular event happened to Owen during his time, there is well documented evidence to support that these kinds of incidents were taking place all over the Western and Eastern fronts to both sides. Also, as it is a poem, we would have to take the writing style into account in terms of the conditions and severity of the topic, as all poetry is written to convey certain emotions by the author, so by emphasising certain aspects you achieve this. Yet, overall, it is a well written piece which was one of only a handful of works published by poets during the war, which outright highlights the true horrors facing all the men on the front.
__________________________________________________________
Book Review: ‘The First World War’ – A.J.P. Taylor
To first understand Taylors work, we must first have a general understanding of his historical and somewhat personal background. A.J.P. Taylor was a Modern History lecturer at Manchester University for around eight years when he was twenty-four,
 this is undoubtedly quite an accomplishment in itself. Alongside this, he can be seen as one of the first academic historians to try his hand at journalism and the like alongside his teaching,
 according to economist historian Kathleen Burk, a former postgraduate student of Taylor. This can be advantageous as he would have an understanding on how to write history in a way that would appeal to the general-public. On the other hand, this can work in quite the opposite direction, as he could stretch and bend the perimeters of history in order to sell more copies of his work. I would personally believe that Taylor would not do this, but it is something that needs to be considered when looking at a journalist historian rather than a solely academic historian. 
Taylor has also been labelled as one of the most controversial historians to have lived,
 which is down to his revisionist approach, this is a group of historians who wish to alter the way that history is presented, usually counterarguing previously established historical thoughts and arguments. One notable example of Taylor and his revisionist approach is the publication of his book Origins of the Second World War. In this, he presented a controversial argument that Hitler was not this great strategist and leader, but rather an opportunist, which caused controversy but was later accepted by history.
The First World War: An Illustrated History was published in a time where there was growing controversy and changing perceptions towards the historiography of the First World War. Three years prior to Taylor publishing this work, a German Historian by the name Fritz Fischer published a work that was completely controversial for the time. He [Fischer] argued that “Germany’s incredibly expansionist war goals grew directly out of imperialist aspirations, especially the desire to create a massive, German-dominated… Central Europe”.
 This was of course controversial as German historians during the 1940’s and 50’s were still arguing that Germany was innocent, or “…that Germany, if at all guilty, bore only secondary responsibility for the war”.
 Fischer’s research had influenced Taylors perception of the German intentions during the war, even though Anglo-American history had blamed Germany for the War since the signing of the Treaty of Versailles and the war guilt clause which was enclosed. I would reckon that Taylor would have seen the backlash that Fischer’s work had caused and agreed with his argument, this can be supported as Taylor had cited Fischer’s work in his earlier publication The Origins of the Second World War.

Now to look into Taylors work, The First World War: An Illustrated History would have been written to highlight the lives of the “unknown soldier”,
 who Taylor considers to be the “hero of the First World War”.
 This is of course quite true, as General George S. Patton later made this statement very famous regarding the common solider, he said “Wars may be fought with weapons, but they are won by men.”.
 Although the Second World war was a more technologically advanced war in many aspects, the First World War was boiled down to the “unknown soldier” going over the top and doing his duty in order to survive.
Upon reading the book, you can see that it was written for both the general public to consume, but also for historians who may wish to take up a fresh understanding of the First World War. The main purpose of Taylors work is, as he says himself, to “’understand it’, [The Great War], ‘better’”.
 This has been achieved by allowing people to connect to the war through the visual material that is present, rather than just words, which often put many off as being too much like a textbook or essay. 
Now moving onto the content. One of the major strengths of this book is that it goes somewhat into great detail into how the war actually came about. It highlights the significance of Franz Ferdinand’s marriage as a contributing factor as well as the duel importance of the Arch Dukes assassination. As it being as much of a political statement to Austria that it was not the true “ruler of Bosnia”,
 as well as the importance of the assassination regarding the domino effect that it inevitably caused in later weeks. Discussing the build-up is crucial to include in any sort of book that discusses the war as a whole, and not just a specific event, in the fact that it shows a broader understanding of the time and highlighting the significance of past events that led up to conflicts.
In Contrast, Paul Fussells The Great War and Modern Memory does not look at the outbreak of the war in terms of global complications, something which Fussell does not need to look at, as he is looking at the Great War in how we remember the conflict, rather than focus on the what-ifs and maybes. 
On the other hand, one thing that I deem a weakness and would disagree with is Taylors statement about tension within the Great Powers. Taylor does not dispute that there was tension, yet states that “This tension was no greater than in previous years, rather it was less”.
 Although Taylor does present as strong case following this statement, I would still argue that the actions that took place during the Moroccan Crises, namely Germany wishing “to put the new Anglo-French understanding to the test” in Tangier.
 Willmott describes this action as the Kaiser provoking “a major crisis”, which I would have to agree as it could have essentially triggered some form of war. Although it may not have involved all the countries that were dragged into the First World War, it would have been an empire versus another two, involving all their colonies and nations to engage in a Global war.
There were also issues surrounding the Kaiser, who had a form of resentment to the British over the way his grandmother, Queen Victoria, and mother Victoria had treated him, according to the BBC’s documentary entitled “Royal Cousins at War”.
 This would of course play a huge impact on the tension created between the Great Powers, and would have been well known by everyone. So for Taylor to suggest that tensions were lower than in previous years would be incorrect if these factors were not considered.
One point that Taylor highlights towards the end of his book almost reiterates the point he makes in the preface almost two hundred pages back. Of course, I am referring to the point where Taylor wishes to highlight that the war was won by these unknown troops that came from all over Britain and the colonies respectively. What is clever though, is the way in which the mind made myself think that it was about British or Allied soldiers that Taylor was on about, all without mentioning which side they fought on. Yet, Taylors closing words begins with a quote from Ludendorff regarding the British troops as “’lions led by donkeys’”,
 and then goes on to acknowledge that this was not just the case for the British but for all troops. I find this quite a nice touch, as some authors and historians can narrow down their topic to just a single country, either passing the blame or only looking at the content through a subjective and patriotic lens.
Taylor does not present any other notable argument in his work, but rather wishes to challenge how the public would have originally perceived the war, and hopefully highlight the realities rather than the myths and ideologies that surround the conflict. One way in which he challenges previous works is to point out that men were not “passionately” involved in the war as he phrases it.
 
In conclusion, A.J.P. Taylors The First World War: An Illustrated History is an all-round credible work which is steeped in historical content, which has been carefully researched by the author and whose content is stamped into the historical arguments of the time, giving us a good understanding of the changes in historiography that are taking place during the sixties. What is also good about this piece is that it does not take sides, it is not biased towards any side, unless discussing prominent historiographical arguments i.e. Germanys responsibility to the War, and offers a general and broad outlook at the conflict and the goings on both politically and militarily. 
When compared with similar, but later produced, World War One works, such as H.P. Willmott’s World War I,
 you can see this continuation in style of a somewhat separation from the work. By this I mean there is a sort of unbiased look at the war, giving you the details of what happened and where, rather than presenting the history of the war through one lens, as previously mentioned. I feel that this increases the academic aid that Taylors work provides, as it does not present a subjective and narrowed perspective of the war that some authors might take towards history.
To summarise, The First World War: An Illustrated History is an essential and easily readable scholarly work that succeeds in completing all of its aims as mentioned in the preface. It can be picked up by academics and the public alike, proving that history does not need to be presented in a somewhat droll manner that some academia produce.
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