TEACHING WITH FILM: 1917

Recommended Grade Level: 9-12, Adult Learners
Format: Article, Video, Primary Source

The Academy Award-nominated 7977 is loosely built on the family stories of director Sam Mendes. While
incorporating extensive research to stunningly portray fighting and living conditions in the trenches and on
the battlefield, the film follows a fictitious narrative of two British soldiers racing through the horrors of No
Man’s Land to warn their comrades of an enemy ambush.

Assignment: Real vs. Reel

At the National WWI Museum and Memorial, we regularly receive inquiries on a film’s historical accuracy.
Have your students do the real-life history work of a museum educator to specifically look at the depictions
of trenches within the film and compare/contrast with primary source photos, oral history and gallery
information from the Museum and Memorial’s collection. The following is just a portion of the resources a
museum educator might use to provide historical analysis on the film. Students can find more on the online
collections database.

Have students, in either a written paragraph or in an audio recording, provide analysis of the similarities and
differences (or the historic accuracies and inaccuracies) of the film’s depiction of trenches in World War 1.

Film clips: 1917 | 360 Trench Experience (VR)
Official Trailer best experienced on a mobile device
Mission https://intothetrenches.1917.movie/
Wilco’s Ear
Dogfight Full Film, to be released

National WWI Museum and Memorial Sources

Source 1: Trench Map, Primary Source
German map in Beaumont Nord area: 2008.117.4
Cantigny, France trench map: 1992.76.16
Meuse-Argonne Offensive trench map: 2018.79.10

Source 2:
Google Arts and Culture, Trenches of World War 1: An Immersive Tour

Source 3: Oral History, Primary Soutce
Robert Sweeney, 317th Sanitary Train, 92nd Division, AEF (catalog and transcript here)

William Knox, 366th Ambulance Company, 92nd Division, AEF (catalog and transcript_here)

Source 4: Photographs, Primary Source
Soldier in Trench Writing Home, Raemackers: 1983.120.41
Trenches. Malbrooch Hill: 2005.121.24
Trenches: 1985.210.48
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http://www.theworldwar.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gZjQROMAh_s&t=2s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PUa39lzEKPE&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H-VuK-k94Qs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=wG10tSeYBCg&feature=emb_logo
https://intothetrenches.1917.movie/
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/archive/4C952DB0-C26E-45E3-B97C-852310652791
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/archive/273A6A8B-72DC-46E8-8494-132970199864
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/archive/9764449A-BAB8-47BC-B1A5-535132832710
https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/IQLS5svcf515Iw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e8HT04dxGU0&feature=emb_title
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/archive/36251BFF-CF4E-4977-9CCC-723390824970
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1G5AoS7Lj3Q&feature=emb_title
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/archive/46192253-AC52-41F3-9BB9-996593408452
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/webobject/31B68542-CD03-4F88-8AF1-513675253000
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/photo/46FDE754-E1C8-4AC8-98BF-409644220253
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/photo/0A67D9D8-BCB9-427C-8010-794712441064

Dawn in the Trenches near Berry au Bac: 1977.20.28n
Trenches near Chateau-Thierry and shell holes: 1983.122.32
Stereoscope card of troops digging trenches: 2009.105.30
Soldiers digging trenches: 1982.254.1

Aerial photograph of trenches Vinaigrier, France: 1976.227.236
Aerial photograph: 2005.74.37.96

Trenches near Luippes (Marne): 1990.53.56

Enemy Wire Entaglement Attacked From German Trenches: 1999.20.276
French soliders in a covered trench: 2016.56.11

French Front Line Trenches: 1987.129.62

German soldiers posing in the trenches: 1940.1.13

Source 5: Letter about the Trenches, Primary Source
Elisabeth and Hans Culemeyer of Peine, Germany, Nov. 1914-June 1915: 2014.27.66
Ned Henschel, July 19, 1917: 1996.51.136AU & Oct 9, 1918: 1996.51.136DN
Walter Shaw to his mother, February 12, 1918: 1982.83.57a

Teacher Resources, Interviews with the Senior Curator of
the National WWI Museum and Memorial:

Articles:

Podcast:

Smithsonian Magazine, The True History Behind the ‘1917 Movie

TIME Magazine, The Real World War I History Bebind the Movie 1917

Esquire Magazine, 1917 Is Based on a Harrowing True WWT Story From Director Sam Mendes’s
Grandfather

The Kansas City Star, 1917’ racks up filnr awards, but what do experts at Kansas City’s WIW1

Based on a True Story, 1917 with Doran Cart (57:07)

Additional Questions on Primary Sources

1.

Compare the experiences of trench warfare on the Western Front. Which army (or armies)
had the “best” trenches? Which army (or armies) had the “worst” trenches? Justify your
answer.

In the trailer, Colonel MacKenzie (played by Benedict Cumberbatch) says “there is only one
way this ends—Ilast man standing.”

e Think of how this quote illustrates the battlefield and soldiers. How is this
petception of battle similar (or different) from those heard in the Museum and
Memorial’s oral histories?

¢ Do you think fighting until “the last man standing” was necessary for soldiers to win
battles? Why or why not?

Compare the description of trench life in Wilco’s Far to William Knox's account. Do you
find Wilco’s story to be feasible?

When reading the Culmeyer letters and looking at the photographs and maps of trenches,
how realistic do you find the film’s depiction of trenches? List three examples from the
primaty sources that you see in the film.


https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/webobject/ED8FDF0B-2808-4714-93E4-068160674995
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/photo/88C11020-91BC-4D2D-A414-294109696170
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/photo/54E3191E-41A0-459B-B297-008130541418
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/archive/3C57CAA3-AF81-4E5E-9D2E-298615777685
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/photo/A71E8E45-B357-4147-A8E5-783467733640
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/photo/74C21A27-9183-497A-A5D4-403368055233
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/photo/8D48A583-BAE2-4759-8D17-962773123582
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/photo/373EAB59-3F97-41D2-BDF8-214590253612
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/photo/66CCDBBC-5793-4C70-AB03-103630411747
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/photo/5F75EA9F-C893-4FCC-974F-532298092864
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/photo/488E571D-2AAB-48DB-91D3-199297402482
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/archive/664EA369-BBBD-4104-BECB-254426532091
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/archive/E7A32F0E-52ED-415C-B98F-637325783060
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/archive/9BF837FE-E8E1-4F99-B1A2-552403574911
https://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/archive/D514AE2D-D58F-4722-B5DB-834540233450
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/true-history-behind-1917-movie-180973800/
https://time.com/5751665/1917-movie-history/
https://www.esquire.com/entertainment/movies/a30456703/1917-movie-based-on-true-story/
https://www.esquire.com/entertainment/movies/a30456703/1917-movie-based-on-true-story/
https://www.kansascity.com/entertainment/movies-news-reviews/article239009688.html
https://www.kansascity.com/entertainment/movies-news-reviews/article239009688.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LvTrulcvOG4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H-VuK-k94Qs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1G5AoS7Lj3Q&feature=emb_title

Additional ELA Questions

1. In the trailer, Colonel MacKenzie (played by Benedict Cumberbatch) also says “I had hoped
today would be a good day. Hope is a dangerous thing.”
e View the three film clips—create a list of 2-3 hopes you see portrayed in each scene.
What different hopes did you find? Is there anything that is hoped for in every clip?
How could these hopes be “dangerous”?
® Do you agree with MacKenzie’s quote?

2. Consider all that happens in the Dogfight clip. Which of MacKenzie’s two quotes rings most
true for this scene and why?


https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=wG10tSeYBCg&feature=emb_logo

