
Synopsis. Oh What a Lovely War. !!
Oh What A Lovely War was created in 1963 and premiered 19th March at the Theatre 
Royal Stratford East. It was a noted satire, specifically in reaction to the First World War 
but also relating to the topic of war in general, and so it remains very relevant especially 
with the news stories of today. Its groundbreaking unique style, with the combination of 
various different styles of theatre, members of the cast playing multiple roles and the 
classification of it as an ‘epic musical’, a play which has the goal of always making the 
audience aware that they’re watching a play, brought high regard from both audiences and 
critics.!!
The title of the play is derived from a music hall number from 1917 which features actually 
within the show. Joan Littlewood was partly inspired by the controversial military history 
book ‘The Donkeys’ (the title from the phrase ‘lions led by donkeys’, widely used to 
compare British soldiers to their commanders) by Alan Clark. The book was a revisionist 
history of the British Expeditionary Force’s campaigns at the beginning of WW1 (during 
1915) and was very critical of the BEF, leading to the play’s mirroring pacifist view. In the 
end, Littlewood’s production was a surprise hit, and was adapted for radio by BBC several 
times, leading to its transfer to Broadway in 1964 which earned 4 Tony award nominations.!!
The play is usually performed in pierrot costumes, embodying a stock character of mime, 
the sad clown, who embodies naïveté and is seen as a fool, and more importantly for 
Littlewood’s theme – oblivious to reality. In fact, the production constantly plays with the 
contrast between reality and the madcap action of the clowns: real songs from WW1 are 
featured throughout the show but harsh images of war and shocking statistics projected 
onto backdrop at the same time.!
However, despite the play’s popularity, there have been some objections to its subject 
matter. !!
At the time of writing, government files about WW1 were still restricted by the ‘Fifty Year 
Rule’ so things like Oh What A Lovely War and its predecessors had to rely on sources 
produced between the wars which contained a lot of controversies. Consequently, critics 
have argued that although Littlewood may have inaccurately emphasised certain aspects, 
the nostalgia evoked by the music hall style and soldiers’ songs ensured the play’s 
success. Despite this, it was adapted into a very successful musical film in 1969 by 
Richard Attenborough, attracting a weighty cast including names Dirk Bogarde, John 
Gielgud, John Mills, Kenneth More, Laurence Olivier, Jack Hawkins, Corin Redgrave, 
Michael Redgrave, Vanessa Redgrave, Ralph Richardson, Maggie Smith, and Ian Holm.


