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World War I, also referred to as the Great War, began in 1914 after the assassination of 

Archduke Franz Ferdinand and lasted until 1918. During the conflict, Germany, 

Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria and the Ottoman Empire (the Central Powers) fought against Great 

Britain and Commonwealth Nations, France, Russia, and the United States (the Allied Powers). 

Due to numerous new forms of military technology and the horrors of trench warfare, World 

War I saw unprecedented levels of carnage and destruction. The Schlieffen Plan (named after the 

German Field Marshal Alfred von Schlieffen) planned to have Germany fighting World War I on 

two fronts: invading France through neutral Belgium in the west and confronting Russia in the 

east. 

The era of World War I was rich in culture. Various works arose from this tumultuous 

time as France relied on conscription for its quota of soldiers - this included artists and writers. 

Most writers catalogued their experiences in journals, as seen in the famous memoir Poilu: The 

World War I Notebooks of Corporal Louis Barthas, Barrelmaker, 1914-1918. “Poilu” was the 

name given to French soldiers in World War I and translated to “hairy one” in English. Initially, 

Barthas was assigned to guarding German prisoners of war but later was sent to the trenches due 

to the shortage of younger men. Barthas’ account of the war described the terrible conditions in 

which ordinary, young men were forced to live in while in comparison, their commanding 

officers lived in luxury. In Thomas L’Imposter, Jean Cocteau told the story of a 16 year old boy 
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who finds stability and purpose in his life by joining the French Army during World War I. The 

book was based on Cocteau’s experiences as an ambulance driver during the war.  

Poetry was another form of art that flourished under World War I. The literary works of 

Vera Brittain gave a glimpse of World War I through the eyes of women who served as a British 

Voluntary Aid Detachment (V.A.D) nurse in France and Malta for three years. During that time, 

she lost both her brother and her fiancé to the war. Brittain wrote Verses of a V.A.D, a collection 

of poems that describes the war from a female perspective. “Poets praise the soldiers’ might and 

deeds of war,” she wrote in one poem about nurses who died during the Gallipoli Campaign. 

“But few exalt the Sisters, and the glory / Of Women dead beneath a distant star.” Brittain 

continued writing in the post-war years and later became a leader in the pacifist and feminist 

movements. She later wrote the famous memoir “Testament of Youth,” which retold her 

experiences as a wartime nurse. Poems by Wilfred Owen, including “Anthem for Doomed 

Youth,” and “Strange Meeting” describe his experiences in World War I. He was a British 

soldier that took part in the fighting in France; even while he opposed the war in later years, he 

returned to the warfront after a brief stay at a hospital in Scotland and was killed while leading 

men across a canal in France.  

Many musicians composed songs about the grimness of war. Claude Debussy was 

depressed by news of the war. “Christmas for Homeless Children” is a tale of French children at 

whose houses have been ransacked and destroyed by the enemy. The lyrics state that Papa is 

away at war, Mama is dead, the school has been burnt, and so has schoolmaster. They have no 

toys, shoes, or bread.They pray for the little children of Poland, Serbia, and Belgium, ending 

with “Grant victory to the children of France”. War songs were popular too, written by soldiers 



 

to express themselves and the shocking acts that they had seen during war. “Spoils of War” 

details the various artillery that a soldier used during the war and reflected the hopelessness that 

the soldier felt as he tried to imagine the end of the war. 

There was a strong presence of war counterculture in France. The DADA anti-war 

movement was mostly cultural with many celebrated artists protesting the war. In France, 

women activists from both the working-class socialist women's and the middle-class suffragist 

movements formed their own groups to oppose the war. However, they were unable to 

coordinate their efforts because of mutual suspicion because of class and political differences. 

After 1915 the groups weakened or dissolved entirely as their leading militants left to work 

within non-feminist organizations opposing the war. The term "dada" is a colloquial French term 

for a hobbyhorse, it also echoes the first words of a child, suggesting the childishness and 

absurdity appealed to the group. They also appreciated that the word might mean the same (or 

nothing) in all languages - as the group was international. The aim of Dada art and activities was 

both to help to stop the war and to vent frustration Many cartoons depicted the war as foolish and 

an unnecessary waste of human life. 

The societal roles of women expanded during the time of the Great War.  Historian 

Joseph Joffre stated, “If the women in the factories stopped work for twenty minutes, the Allies 

would lose the war.” Women were essential in the war effort because they had taken over the 

jobs in industry that the men had left behind to go to war. They worked in munition factories and 

were called “munitionettes.”  There were concerns for female workers due to dangers that came 

with factory work. War production exposed women to toxic chemicals, dangerous machinery, 



 

and explosives. Safety regulations were undermined by the need to accelerate arms production. 

In one incident, over 100 women were killed in a single explosion in a plant near Paris.  

Women worked in the military as well - both directly and indirectly. By 1917, 120,000 

women filled jobs for drivers, office workers, telephone operators, laundry women, and cooks. 

Women could often fill such positions while living in their home, and their labor allowed men to 

fill positions at the war front. In rural areas, the wives of farmers struggled to produce grain 

which led to a decline in food production. However, the shortage of men in the countryside 

provided a few women with responsibilities in government. In some rural communities, women 

took on positions such as municipal councilors and mayors. From 1915 onwards, some women in 

unoccupied France volunteered for the role of “war godmothers,” or “marraines de guerre.” The 

occupation of some French departments meant that thousands of French soldiers did not have 

any means of contacting home. To provide moral support to these men, who were called “war 

orphans,” women in unoccupied areas wrote them letters, like correspondents, and provided the 

soldiers with a sense of normalcy and a welcoming face during their time off. Many women took 

training as nurses from the Red Cross. The majority were middle-class women who did not need 

to worry about the need to support their families. This marked a significant change in the 

practices of the French army. The French military had been hesitant to employ female nurses up 

to the years immediately before 1914, but the numbers steadily rose as the war continued.  

Nursing was recognized as a degree after World War I and manufacturers were uneager 

to fire women from their jobs because they were a cheaper source of labor in comparison to men. 

After the war, women were uneager to relinquish their new sense of autonomy that the war had 



 

provided them. The women had gotten a taste of life outside of the home and were not going to 

go back to their previous routines. 

Trench warfare proved to be the most depressing and trying component of World War I. 

They were long, narrow ditches dug into the ground where soldiers lived all day and night. 

 Trenches were dirty and contained the living and the dead. Rats infested the trenches and 

soldiers had a bad lice problem. Soldiers were not able to sleep much and lived in constant fear 

of attack. At the Beaumont-Hamel Newfoundland Memorial, the trenches are incredibly well 

preserved, standing more than 6 feet tall. At this site, both the German and British (and later 

Canadien) lines can be seen, with No Man’s Land partitioning the two. Soldiers that were 

stationed in the trenches often experienced boredom (most of them were adolescents or in their 

twenties). To keep morale high, they sang songs, played board games, and had journals to jot 

down their experiences. Much of the war was fought by soldiers living in trenches along the 

Western Front. This battle site was a part of the Battle of Somme. The war was at a stalemate 

with the ill-prepared British offensive, in 1916, but the Allies utilized the tactics that they learned 

to fight future battles. 

World War I has many tokens of remembrance. The Bleuet flower (the blue cornflower) 

became a symbol for World War I to the French - although it is not as popular as the red poppy - 

as the red poppy was a symbol for the British and Commonwealth nations because it grew even 

in the terrible conditions of the war-tossed fields. The origins of the Bleuet date back to 1916 and 

to the work of two French nurses at Les Invalides, a military hospital in Paris. The two women 

were sympathetic of the suffering of the wounded men and wanted to give them something 

active to do during their recovery time. They decided to organize workshops at which wounded 



 

soldiers could make cornflower badges out of tissue paper. These badges were then sold to the 

public and the funds generated would provide the wounded men with a small income. Then, in 

post-war 1920, the president of an association, called Mutilés de France, presented a plan to 

make the Bleuet the symbol of all who had died for France.  

In France, larger cities all have some sort of way to remember the war. For example, in 

Amiens, there are black-and-white posters of soldiers, with the dates of World War I written 

below, on the sides of buildings. Statues of generals that led battalions into war line the streets, 

and even places of worship like the Cathedrale d’Amiens have plaques in the interior that list the 

names of soldiers, their various nationalities, and the inscription “To the Glory of God and in 

Memory of the Soldiers Who Gave Up Their Lives for the Cause of Justice, Liberty, and 

Humanity.” Since Amiens had been under attack during the Great War in 1918, it is an important 

part of the history of Amiens to commemorate the brave soldiers that kept the city free as the 

first of many successful offensive attacks against the Central Powers. In Paris, the tomb of the 

unknown soldier, added after World War I, at the base of the Arc de Triomphe is a popular site 

for tourists and French alike. 

There were various memorials that were erected in areas next to battlefields to 

commemorate the fallen soldiers of the Great War. The Thiepval memorial is dedicated to the 

missing British and Commonwealth soldiers who were missing after the Battle of Somme from 

July to November of 1916. The monument is covered with names to represent over 70,000 

soldiers. “Their Name Liveth For Evermore” is inscribed on a low wall that is set at the center of 

the memorial and is surrounded with crosses and poppies. At another memorial, there are graves 

for missing soldiers, whose names are unknown, that read “Known Unto God.”  



 

In surveys conducted at the Lycée Marie Curie in Nogent-Sur-Oise, Picardie, the majority 

of students felt that World War I no longer had such an impact on present day life. Some basic 

information about the War was known, such as the starting and ending dates, the countries 

involved in the war, and the trench warfare that took place. The students explained that almost all 

cities in France contained some sort of memorial to commemorate the courageous soldiers that 

fought in the long drawn battles of World War I. However, most students stated that they would 

not take part in the events to celebrate the Centennial Anniversary of the end of World War I 

which will take place on November 11, 2018. Since it has been a century since the conclusion of 

the war, the students feel that the war had impacted the past, but did not affect present 

generations. Most agree that World War II is of greater importance with respect to foreign policy 

and culture nowadays. The number of deaths seemed to correlate with the significance that the 

students felt that each war represented. 

However, with the change of roles with women, the various forms or art expression, and 

memorials created, World War I marked a turning point in both national and global relations and 

created both a common vision of peace and prosperity for all people to strive to achieve. 

 


