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Teaching notes 

Staging the war 
Luke McBratney 

Building on Mark Payton’s article on pp. 22–25 of the magazine, these teaching notes suggest ways to 
enrich your reading of Journey’s End by considering both its dramatic features and its wider contexts. 

Dramatic effects 
Consider the effects of the set used in a production of the play. You might like to look back at the 
second column of Mark Payton’s article and think about how feelings of claustrophobia and discomfort 
were achieved in Simpson’s televised version of the play and what Cameron Porteous says about the 
set in the production by Christopher Newton: 

http://www.shawfest.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/Shaw_Study_Guide_Journeys_End.pdf 

Think about how props are used in the play to create humour and suggest absurdity. 

Performance 
Consider the ways in which the context of performance can affect a production’s reception. Think 
about what Mark Payton says about the Michael Simpson version being performed near 
Remembrance Day in November 1988 and Dominic Cavendish’s comments about the the effects of 
the play being performed during the time of war with Afghanistan in his review for the Daily Telegraph: 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/drama/3672975/On-the-road-Journeys-End-and-Fast-
Labour.html 

Think also about why audiences responded so well to the play when it was first staged in 1928. You 
might find it helpful to listen to the last ten minutes or so of the podcast by historian Michael Lucas, 
which explores Sherriff’s experiences in the army and suggests some of the real life characters he had 
in mind while writing his play. From 14 minutes into the talk we have details of Sheriff’s own war 
experiences, including his experience of neuralgia (from around 22 minutes). From 26 minutes, the 
talk explores the genesis of Journey’s End and includes interesting comments from the playwright on 
the play and why it was a success. 

http://media.nationalarchives.gov.uk/index.php/the-journeys-end-battalion-the-9th-east-surrey-and-r-c-
sherriff-in-the-great-war/ 

Literary contexts 
Realism 
Using literary contexts should never be a matter of pigeonholing texts: contextual understanding is 
useful when it leads to a richer consideration of the text. Note how Payton explores the ‘quaint’ 
aspects of Journey’s End as well as its modernist elements. Look, for example, at his comments on 
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the language used by some characters in the play, which seems remote from that of today’s 
audiences, many of whom might find public schoolboy terms such as ‘rather’ and ‘topping’ 
anachronistic and rather amusing. Note other aspects that place the play firmly within a classic realist 
tradition, such as the conventional structure, the use of time and the sheer sense of the play as 
seeming to evoke the real lives of those whom it depicts. You might note elements that are more than 
realistic. For example, you might want to consider the extent to which elements such as lighting and 
sound are used in symbolic ways.   

Modernism 
It is difficult to argue that the play is modernist in terms of its style: modernist texts are typically difficult 
texts that disrupt conventional uses of structure, narrative and time. For example, James Joyce’s 
Ulysses narrates different chapters in different modes, often favouring a stream of consciousness style 
that seemingly represents the random thoughts of a character as he or she goes about the business of 
daily life. By contrast, Journey’s End seems stylistically conventional. Yet if we consider the play’s 
concerns — such as waiting and the absurdity of life, or at least life when viewed from the trenches — 
we can appreciate a certain modernist mode of thought.   Why not reread Payton on Sheriff’s 
modernism, then look up a good companion to literature to find out more about modernism before 
going back to the play and asking yourself to what extent it embodies typically modernist concerns? 

Absurdist drama 
One biographer, Antony Cronin, terms Samuel Beckett (a man who was not only a Nobel laureate but 
also won the Croix de Guerre (cross of war) for his work with the French resistance during the Second 
World War) the last modernist. Consider both Payton’s ideas and what you discover about Beckett 
from the links below, then consider the extent to which you believe Beckett and Sheriff might have 
shared some of the same concerns. 

The following article explores the popularity of Beckett’s seminal play, Waiting for Godot, whose sense 
of waiting and the futility of waiting reminds Mark Payton of Journey’s End: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-20889073 

The following site promotes the 2015 production of Happy Days — the other Becket play to which 
Payton refers — in which a woman is buried up to her waist in sand. There is also a range of related 
links: http://www.youngvic.org/whats-on/happy-days 

The following review from the New York Times is worth reading for its final paragraphs, which consider 
Sheriff as a precursor to Beckett:  

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/06/22/theater/r-c-sherriffs-journeys-end-a-remembrance-of-war.html 

Further reading 
You can search YouTube for versions of the play, including the 1988 version by Michael Simpson and 
starring Mark Payton at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y98QdRmLfbQ 

The British Library site contains a wealth of information about the First World War and there are many 
teaching packs for particular aspects of research, e.g. if you were researching a coursework essay 
comparing the presentation of leadership in Journey’s End and another text, you might like to visit:  

http://www.bl.uk/teaching-resources/historical-debates-leadership-and-command 

This resource is part of THE ENGLISH REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by subject 
experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 


