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About this Resource
This resource is designed to fully support our touring production of Not About Heroes by Stephen 
MacDonald, and provide you with additional creative and cross-curricular activities to enhance your visit to 
the production. It is designed for key stages 3 to 5 and BTEC levels 2 and 3, but activities can be adapted for 
other ages.
The resource comprises 2 sections:

1 Exploring the Play
 This is the largest section and contains notes and activities to help your group get to grips with the  
 play before their visit; to think about the story and themes and to consider contemporary dramatic 
             interpretations. This section is divided into 2 areas:
 o Context and Overarching Themes
 o Techniques and Performance

2 Watching the Show
 This section contains questions and activities that students can engage with during their visit to see  
 the production, to help maximise their understanding and enjoyment.

We have intended to make the layout of the resource as accessible as possible, in order for sections of the 
pack to be used on their own, or in a different order. The pre-production pages contain these elements:

Notes which provide useful contextual and 
theoretical information about the focus of the section. 
This is designed to be supplemented with your own 
research and background knowledge. 

‘student activity’ which contains practical 
tasks that you can set for your group to 
develop their knowledge, skills and 
attitudes about each topic along the way.

‘Stretch’ containing higher level thinking questions and activities to stretch and challenge your students.
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Script extracts taken from Not About 
Heroes, and used to illustrate a key idea 
from that section.

Blackeyed Theatre’s production of Not About Heroes will be touring in Autumn 2014
For more information and bookings please visit www.blackeyedtheatre.co.uk



Blackeyed Theatre is a mid-scale touring theatre company established in 2004 to create exciting 
opportunities for artists and audiences alike, and to offer challenging, high quality theatre to the mid-scale 
touring circuit. The company specialises in reviving modern classics and staging established titles in 
innovative ways, using small ensembles of actor/musicians to create theatre that is audacious, fresh and far 
bigger than the sum of its parts. 

Since 2004, Blackeyed Theatre has embarked on national tours of Dracula (new commission), Teechers 
(John Godber), Mother Courage And Her Children (Bertolt Brecht), The Trial (Steven Berkoff), Oh What A
Lovely War (Theatre Workshop), The Madness of George III (Alan Bennett), Alfie (Bill Naughton), The Cherry
Orchard (Anton Chekhov), The Caucasian Chalk Circle (Bertolt Brecht), the world premiere of Oedipus 
(Steven Berkoff) and The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui (Bertolt Brecht).

In 2009, Blackeyed Theatre became an associate company of South Hill Park Arts Centre. In 2008, the 
company produced its first Christmas show, A Christmas Carol, and a year later Peter Pan. In 2011, 
Blackeyed Theatre launched its first new writing scheme, Pulse, with the intention to provide a new writer 
with the opportunity to see their work produced professionally on stage. The winning play, The Beekeeper, 
was performed initially at South Hill Park in Bracknell before transferring to Waterloo East Theatre in
 London for a three week run, where it received three Off West End Theatre Award nominations.

Blackeyed Theatre create innovative, challenging theatre that’s also commercially viable. It achieves this by 
producing work that audiences want to see but in ways that challenge their expectations, by bringing 
together artists with a genuine passion for the work they produce, and through an appreciation that works 
of art with a mass appeal do not have to be presented in a dumbed-down way. 

By offering a theatrical experience that’s both artistically excellent and affordable, audiences and theatres 
are far more sustainable in the long term. And responding to demand ensures that more people see 
innovative theatre.

Blackeyed Theatre has a growing national reputation for creating dynamic theatre using live music and 
great performances to tell stories with honesty and passion.

This resource was written and designed by Liz Allum and Danielle Corbishley.
For more information about the tour, our education pack, or Blackeyed Theatre in general 

please email us at info@blackeyedtheatre.co.uk
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Stephen MacDonald
Not About Heroes is a play written by Stephen MacDonald about two soldiers, war poets and friends, 
Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen. It was first performed in Edinburgh at the Edinburgh festival in 1982. 
The production won a ‘Fringe First’ award, which is an annual award for new plays and theatre pieces.
A particularly significant production was staged at the National Theatre in 1986 to mark the centenary of 
Siegfried Sassoon’s birth, and since then there have been many other productions all over the world.
Stephen MacDonald was born in 1933, and began his career as an actor in Birmingham and eventually he
became the Artistic Director of Edinburgh’s Lyceum Theatre.  Stephen MacDonald also played the role of 
Siegfried Sassoon in the National Theatre staging of the play

The play tells the true story of the meeting of two great English poets, Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen, 
who were both fighting in World War One. They met at Craiglockhart Hospital in Edinburgh in August 1917. 
Owen was suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, after a particularly horrendous trench mortar 
explosion that left him lying injured for days amongst the remains of a fellow officer.
Sassoon, a Lieutenant and recipient of the Military Cross for bravery, had become completely disillusioned 
by the futility of the war and the many thousands of lost lives. He wrote a letter that was read out in the 
House of Lords, stating that he believed the war had become an aggressive conquest, and no longer had a 
just cause and therefore, he would refuse to fight. This letter was also sent to the press and so became very 
public and very embarrassing to the military. Instead of immediate dismissal, they agreed to send Sassoon 
to Craiglockhart Hospital, perhaps as an attempt to discredit him with the stigma of mental illness.
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Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon

Wilfred Owen
By kind permission of The English 

Faculty Library, University of Oxford 
/ The Wilfred Owen Literary Estate.

Siegfried Sassoon
This item is from The First World 
War Poetry Digital Archive, 
University of Oxford (www.oucs.
ox.ac.uk/ww1lit) © [Cambridge 
University Library / The Siegfried 
Sassoon Literary Estate]
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Owen was hugely inspired by Sassoon during his time at Craiglockhart, and they formed a strong friendship
Both were hugely disillusioned with the conflict, and had witnessed the true horrors of the war. They both 
felt the need to communicate the truth, and did so through their poetry. Both Sassoon and in his turn 
Owen, learnt the ‘gritty realism’ of their war poetry from Robert Graves, another army officer and 
eventually author of Goodbye to All That, and I Claudius.

Wilfred Owen returned to France to fight, motivated by his desire to continue to report on the conflict 
through his poetry, especially when Sassoon was injured and sent back to the UK again. Owen was killed on 
the 4th November 1918, aged 25, just one week before peace was declared. 

“This book is not about heroes. 
English Poetry is not yet fit to speak 
of them. Nor is it about deeds, or 
lands, nor anything about glory, 
honour, might, majesty, dominion, 
or power, except War. Above all I am 
not concerned with Poetry. My 
subject is War, and the pity of War. 
The Poetry is in the pity.”

The title of the play comes from the foreword 
that Wilfred Owen wrote to his collected works 
of poetry.

Script Extract  Owen writes to his mother after his friendship with Sassoon begins to blossom

Owen.   My own dear Mother, These last days have been the fullest, the happiest of the year. I like  
  Sassoon equally as a man, as a friend, as a poet – and his new poems are superb beyond  
  anything in his last book.

Wilfred Owen’s Grave: Ors
This item is from The First World War 
Poetry Digital Archive, University of 
Oxford (www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit) ©



 In 1914 the Archduke of Austria Franz 
Ferdinand and his wife Sophie were assassinated 
by a Serbian nationalist. After ensuring they had 
the support of Germany, Austria-Hungary 
declared war on Serbia.  Most European 
countries had complicated alliances and 
agreements with one another, and the dispute 
engaged many governments. Germany had long 
feared the threat of the countries that 
surrounded it, and had long before created a plan 
of attack, were war to break out. This plan was 
known as the Schlieffen Plan. Germany decided 
to begin its assault by invading France through 
Belgium. Britain had a pact of military support 
with Belgium and so was obliged to defend them. 
Eventually the Americans joined the British and 
French, as the Russian forces were withdrawing 
due to internal conflict and the overthrowing of 
the czar.  

Most of the war took place on the ground with 
soldiers fighting from trenches that were dug into 
the ground. 
Conditions were appalling, with disease and 
malnutrition common. Food and other supplies 
were regularly in short supply and soldiers on all 
sides were often in a state of fear and danger. 
When heavy gun fire, tank movements and rain 
all coincided, the fields became lakes of mud. 
Men drowned in it, horses and tanks were 
swallowed up in the mud.

The Great War

Script Extract
Sassoon.  Don’t you know what’s happening at Passchendeale?
Owen.   You’ve heard something?
Sassoon.  It’s the worst yet. We’ve lost a quarter of a million – or more.
Owen.   God...
Sassoon.  It’s sounds as if half of them are being drowned in the mud.
Owen.   God help them...
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A Frontline trench on the Somme
This item is from The First World War Poetry Digital 
Archive, University of Oxford (www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/

ww1lit); © [The Imperial War Museum]

Take some time to explore the Oxford 
University’s First World War Poetry digital 
archives to see film footage, photos, 
letters and much more.
http://www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit/educa-
tion/schoolstudents

Activity
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The war brought in soldiers from all over the world. Britain called on the people in the British 
colonies, countries such as India, Jamaica, Canada, South Africa, New Zealand and Australia, 
and other countries, for example China also contributed to the Allied forces in their 
thousands. Around 2 out of 10 soldiers in the British army were from India, the Caribbean 
and many African countries such as Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Egypt, South Africa, Uganda and 
Sudan.

1st Battalion the Nigeria Regiment
This item is from The First World War Poetry Digital 
Archive, University of Oxford (www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/
ww1lit); © [The Imperial War Museum]

Troops from India
This item is from The First World War Poetry Digital 
Archive, University of Oxford (www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/
ww1lit); © [The Imperial War Museum]

Eventually, after 4 years, over 10 million dead and 20 million wounded, peace was declared 
on the 11th hour of the 11th day of the 11th month of 1918.

But the suffering didn’t end there. The war brought about massive political and national 
change, with boundaries being redrawn, governments changing and the Treaty of Versailles 
laying the foundations of World War 2. Financial penalties (reparations) were imposed on 
Germany and blockades were maintained, preventing the country importing food and goods. 
It is thought that at least a quarter of a million Germans died of starvation and related 
illnesses in the year after peace was declared. The reparations crippled Germany and left 
many ordinary civilians in extreme poverty.

Tyne Cot War Cemetery - 
Passchendeale.
 
There are 12,000 graves 
here, and the engravings 
of a further 35,000 dead, 
whose bodies were never 
found

This item is from The First World 
War Poetry Digital Archive, 
University of Oxford (www.oucs.
ox.ac.uk/ww1lit); © 



Creativity from Conflict
With mass distribution of newspapers still relatively new in Britain in 1914, the Government had significant 
control over what they printed. They used this tool to recruit men for the army, women to the factories 
and army supporting roles and to communicate about the key events, with particularly strong focus on the 
actions of the Germans against British and Allied soldiers. War correspondents were reluctantly allowed to 
report from the battle grounds, but with heavy army supervision. There were multiple layers of censorship 
of correspondence from soldiers back home and so creative writing, poetry, music and theatre became an 
increasingly important way for soldiers to communicate the realities of the war.
Sassoon was angered by the patriotic jingoism of the media in Britain, 
and his poetry railed against it.
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Script Extract 

In this extract, Owen has asked Sassoon to sign copies of his 
poetry collection, one for his mother Susan. 
Sassoon questions whether Owen really wants his mother to 
read of the true horrors of war.

Sassoon.  You can trust her with knowing all that?
Owen.   She  must not be taken in by the lies.
Sassoon. I see. And would you risk telling her about your 
  self? That, in the end, every one of us can kill  
  and go on killing, if it means saving our own   
  lives?
Owen.  If you love someone, that person has to know  
  all that you are. The worst, the most horrific...  
  And the most shameful.
Sassoon.  Everything the war calls out of us, in fact.
Owen.   You know. Of course you do. Better than any  
  body, I think. It’s your poems that will help me  
  to make her understand...

Women were prolific in the creation of literature, 
music and art during this period as well, they too 
were dealing with the horrors of war, the loss of 
their husbands, sons, brothers and fathers, and 
trying to support the broken men on their return. 
Women working as nurses in war hospitals on the 
front saw the horrific injuries and deaths of young 
men, daily. They also worked as engineers and 
staff in the battle fields, as well as those 
contributing to the war effort back at home also 
wrote passionately about the tragedy and 
damage they saw around them. Others took 
many years to be able to write about it, such as 
Virginia Woolf, who did not begin to write about 
the war until the 1930s.

Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps
This item is from The First World War Poetry Digital Archive, 
University of Oxford (www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit); © [The 
Imperial War Museum]

Military recruitment poster
This item is from The First World War Poetry 

Digital Archive, University of Oxford (www.
oucs.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit); © [The Imperial War 

Museum]



Lest We Forget

What is the difference between a red poppy, worn on Armistice Day, and a white poppy, worn by those 
who support peace? Is there a conflict between the two? Research the meaning behind the white poppy by 
exploring the Peace Pledge Union website, and the red poppy from the British Legion website. 
What does Rudyard Kipling’s phrase ‘The Glorious Dead’ that is written on the cenotaph mean. Is he 
saying war is glorious, or is he saying something else?

stretch
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The Tomb of the Unknown Soldier
The first world war was one of the first conflicts 
to use large scale explosives and trench 
warfare. The result of this is that many hundreds 
of thousands of bodies were never recovered. 
Memorials were, for the first time, constructed 
with named soldiers, not just officers of rank, but 
ordinary soldiers. The need to commemorate, to 
create a place for the families left behind to visit, 
and to record their deeds was strong.

Those who survived the fighting felt a strong 
need to tell the stories of the men who had died 
around them, those with whom their 
friendships had been so essential to their own 
survival. Those who remained at home felt a 
strong need to tell the stories of their loved ones, 
and of their own experiences, and there was 
a great outpouring of art, music and literature 
reflecting both positive and negative opinions 
about the war.

Throughout history and up to now conflict and 
traumatic events have often heralded an 
outpouring of creativity following them. The 
human impact of war is far reaching, and 
ordinary people were desperate to communicate 
their stories and express their feelings. 

Rudyard Kipling the famous author had been known 
for his patriotic support of the British army. He used 
his fame and influence to demand that the army 
accept his son to fight in the war, despite him 
having been previously rejected because of his poor 
eyesight.  Eventually, his son John was accepted 
into the Irish Guard, and inevitably died, aged just 
18. His body was never found, he was never buried, 
and Kipling and his wife were devastated. He wrote 
many poems about his son, bitter with guilt for 
sending his son to war.

 ‘If any question why we died, 
Tell them, because our fathers lied’.

He was a great phrase maker and wrote many 
epitaphs. One incredibly famous line that he wrote 
‘Lest we forget’ comes from his poem ‘Recessional’ 
and sums up so much of the need to express the 
stories of the war through the arts, to ensure that 
no one was forgotten, and this has become a motto 
for remembrance ever since.

Inscription on the Menin Gate, Ypres
This item is from The First World War Poetry Digital
Archive, University of Oxford (www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/

ww1lit); © [The First World War Digital Poetry Archive]

My Friend you would not tell with such high zest
To Children ardent for some desperate glory
The old lie Dulce Et Decorum Est
Pro Patria Mori
 
Dulce Et Decorum Est - Wilfred Owen



The Power of Words

Many soldiers who protested against the war or who refused to fight were called cowards and discharged 
from the military. 306 of these men were executed by the British and Commnwealth Military Command.
What risk did Sassoon take in writing his letter of protest? Do you think the names of the soldiers shot for 
their war objections are recorded somewhere? Do some research to find out.

stretch
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Siegfried Sassoon became deeply disillusioned with the 
war. He no longer believed it was the right thing to do, 
and he saw the numbers of dead and wounded growing 
every day. Events like the battle of the Somme saw 60,000 
casualties on the first day alone, and over a million dead 
by the end of the 5 months. 
Sassoon was noted for his bravery and support of his 
fellow soldiers. But in April 1917, after being wounded 
and sent back to Britain, he began to question the point 
of the conflict and he wrote an open letter to the Times 
newspaper. The letter was also read out in the house of 
Lords, and this caused outrage.

Lt. Siegfried Sassoon.
3rd Batt: Royal Welsh Fusiliers.
July, 1917.

I am making this statement as an act of wilful defiance of military authority 
because I believe that the war is being deliberately prolonged by those who have the 
power to end it. I am a soldier, convinced that I am acting on behalf of soldiers. I 
believe that the war upon which I entered as a war of defence and liberation has 
now become a war of aggression and conquest. I believe that the purposes for which 
I and my fellow soldiers entered upon this war should have been so clearly stated as 
to have made it impossible to change them and that had this been done the objects 
which actuated us would now be attainable by negotiation.

I have seen and endured the sufferings of the troops and I can no longer be a party 
to prolonging these sufferings for ends which I believe to be evil and unjust. I am 
not protesting against the conduct of the war, but against the political errors and 
insincerities for which the fighting men are being sacrificed.

On behalf of those who are suffering now, I make this protest against the deception 
which is being practised upon them; also I believe it may help to destroy the callous 
complacency with which the majority of those at home regard the continuance of 
agonies which they do not share and which they have not enough imagination to 
realise.



 
Activity

Viewpoints
Use role plays, hot seating and forum theatre 
techniques to explore the different viewpoints 
about Sassoon’s letter and its message. 
Imagine what the following people might have felt 
about it at the time:

A soldier injured in hospital in the UK
A mother of a soldier fighting in the trenches
A politician responsible for decisions about the war
A military leader
A young boy waiting to join the army
A nurse in a war hospital in France
An elderly man who is retired from the army
A friend and member of Siegfried Sassoon’s 
battalion 

Why is it hard to find out about political prisoners around the world? Who might be trying to cover up their 
existence? Are there simple solutions to their situations? Is it ever right to imprison someone for their 
beliefs, or is it only right to imprison someone for their actions?

stretch
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There are many examples of letter 
writing and words being used as 
powerful protest. Amnesty International is 
an example of this, harnessing the power 
of the general public to write letters of 
protest for political prisoners. These 
letters, arriving in their thousands, draw 
the government’s attention to the fact 
that the world is watching and it makes it 
much harder for them to abuse the rights 
of their prisoners. Many times these letter 
writing campaigns contribute to the 
saving of lives. Many campaigns through 
history have used the sending of letters, 
and more recently emails and online 
petitions, to members of parliament, have 
brought about significant social change.

Activity

Power of the Pen
Watch this short video clip about the power of the pen.
http://vimeo.com/14028538

Explore the Amnesty International website and join in with a letter writing 
campaign. Encourage as many fellow students as possible to write their own 
letters of support or of protest, using the guidelines provided.
http://www.amnesty.org.uk/content.asp?CategoryID=949

Campaign
Devise and perform your own human rights campaign based on the story of a 
prisoner of conscience of your choice, use letter writing as inspiration for creating 
your text. Film your performance and send it in to Amnesty International.



Sexuality in the Military

stretch
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The Law
Gay people have, historically and today, always been 
treated unequally in the eyes of the law and society. In 
1533 a law was passed that made consensual sex 
between two adult men punishable by death. Despite 
the fact that King James I had many male lovers and 
gave them positions of power around the country, the 
law stayed in place. It wasn’t until 1861 that the death 
penalty was abolished, after some 9000 men had been 
convicted. Homosexuality remained illegal however 
and those convicted were given harsh prison sentences, 
beaten and forced to do hard manual labour. In 1921 the 
law was extended to explicitly include women.

Oscar Wilde, the famous author was imprisoned for his 
sexual orientation and sentenced to 2 years hard labour 
in 1895.  Alan Turing, a respected mathematician, key in 
the invention of the computer, and vital in the second 
world war as a code breaker, was convicted of being a 
homosexual and given a choice between imprisonment 
or chemical castration. He chose to end his own life in 
1954. It wasn’t until 1967 that the law was finally 
repealed and it was no longer illegal to have a same-sex 
relationship, but discrimination, homophobia and violent 
attacks on individuals were still common place. In the 
military, it wasn’t until the year 2000 that gay men and 
women were allowed to be open about their sexual 
orientation and discrimination against someone on the 
basis of sexuality was forbidden.

Attitudes towards same sex relationships in 
the military have always been even more 
entrenched than in society in 
general. It was in this climate that Owen 
and Sassoon were serving as gay men in 
the military, along with many thousands of 
other men. Comradery and bonding were 
encouraged between men, but anything 
sexual would have meant immediate 
dismissal and criminal prosecution.

In 2006, a land mark speech by Vice 
Admiral Adrian Johns, a very senior 
member of the Royal Navy marked the 
public beginnings of an attitude change in 
the senior military. He said that 
homosexuals had always served in the 
military but in the past had to do it 
secretly. “That’s an unhealthy way to be, 
to try and keep a secret life in the armed 
services,”

How must soldiers have felt fighting in the trenches for their country, knowing that their country would 
punish them if their sexuality were known about? 
What do you think Vice Admiral Adrian Johns meant when he said it was unhealthy to live a secret life in 
the army?

 
Activity

LGBT
February each year marks Gay, Lesbian and 
Transgender History Month. 
Visit http://lgbthistorymonth.org.uk/  
to explore the contributions these 
important men and women have made to 
our society over the centuries



 

Sassoon introduced Wilfred Owen to his gay and straight friends, many of whom were also writers or 
artists including Robert Graves who greatly influenced Owen’s poetry. Robbie Ross, with whom Owen 
formed a close friendship, and high profile figures such as Osbert Sitwell,  Arnold Bennett and Edward 
Marsh all influenced Owen and his work. Gay men and women at the time, especially those who shared 
other interests often formed a supportive community of friends.
Secret clubs and bars were available for gay men and women to meet one another and socialise but it 
was always dangerous, and so theatre and performance within the gay community would often carry 
hidden meanings and in-jokes, providing a common shared experience and language.

Information about Sassoon and Owen’s relationships is hard to discover, secrecy was essential, and 
Owen had asked his mother to burn his correspondence were he to die. However, Sassoon, who lived 
until his 80s, did write, in particular, about soldiers he served with, and male friends. One young soldier, 
David, appears in several of his poems. They were obviously close and Sassoon felt the loss of his death 
very deeply.

Siegfried Sassoon
This item is from The First World War Poetry Digital 
Archive, University of Oxford (www.oucs.ox.ac.
uk/ww1lit); © [Cambridge University Library / The 
Siegfried Sassoon Literary Estate]

Activity

Play the Shapes Game
Ask students to stand in a circle facing inwards. Place a sticker with either a triangle, a circle or a square 
on the backs of each student. Give one student a sticker with a hexagon or other shape. Place statements 
around the room on the walls about personality traits. Make sure you use innocuous ones, like ‘prefers cats 
to dogs’ or ‘doesn’t like coffee’. Ask them to choose and stand next to a statement that reflects themselves. 
There may be some who do not choose one. Ask the students to take off their stickers and get into their 
groups. By this point, there will be one student without a group. Now, demand that all circles must stand 
next to a particular statement, all triangles next to another and so on. The student without a group simply 
cannot participate and must stand in the middle. Ask each group how they feel being forced to identify with 
a certain personality trait, based only on the shape they were given. Ask the single student with the 
different shape how they feel. Reflect as a group on what the message of the activity is, and how it might 
relate to minority groups in society, especially LGBT people. Are they ever forced to identify with a certain 
trait, just because of who they are? Think about gender stereotypes, how do these relate to sexuality? 
Might gay people feel like the circles, or squares, or might they feel more like the single student with the 
hexagon shape?

Script Extract 

In this extract Sassoon is wounded in hospital and 
Owen has come to visit him. Sassoon reflects on 
his acts of bravery that won him the Military Cross, 
describing them as acts of revenge for the death of a 
young soldier, David.

Sassoon.  When I first went out to France, I 
crossed the channel with a young officer – David. He 
was 19. Came from Wales. Straight from school to 
officer training, he’d learned nothing, no... more 
particularly, he’d not learned bitterness. He had all 
those things we should be born with: truth, integrity, 
gentleness, patience. He was cheerful, as if it was 
always summer. His smile was... One afternoon we 
borrowed a couple of horses and rode out to a 
village near Amiens, and had tea with so many cakes – 
a school boy would have been sick for a week. 
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Shell Shock
“I thought of going back to France, but 

realised the absurdity of the notion. Since 
1916, the fear of gas obsessed me: any 

unusual smell, even a sudden strong smell 
of flowers in a garden, was enough to 

send me trembling. And I couldn't face the 
sound of heavy shelling now; the noise of 

a car back-firing would send me flat on my 
face, or running for cover”

  
Robert Graves - Goodbye To All That

Shell shock was the term used to describe 
psychological trauma caused by warfare. Now, 
we would call it Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, 
which applies to all kinds of trauma, not just 
conflict.

The received wisdom in psychiatry hundreds of 
years ago was that people who were mad were 
possessed by devils. This attitude changed over 
the years, and people began to believe that 
mental illness was somehow a hereditary 
affliction, cause by being born into a bad family 
of some kind. The idea that the family genes, or 
blood was tainted or damaged.

For many who were admitted to psychiatric 
hospitals, the real cause of their illnesses was 
sexually transmitted diseases, that left untreated 
can cause a myriad of psychological problems, 
brain damage and death. The stigma surrounding 
mental illness may have led to these curable 
illnesses being left uninvestigated and untreated. 

Officers and military men of higher rank were often 
among those admitted with psychological problems 
during the war. This was of great concern to the 
military, because they were highly educated men 
from respectable families, and so the previous 
notion of tainted genetics was being called into 
question.  The real cause of their ill health was 
simply the horror of war. They were brought up, as 
wealth and privileged men, to have the responsibil-
ity to lead others. In the first world war, they were 
regularly required to force soldiers in their command 
to recklessly expose themselves to enemy fire, go-
ing ‘over the top’ of the trench dug–outs often into 
direct gun and shell fire. The Officers in charge were 
following orders, but they were often crippled by the 
guilt of their responsibility.  
Other soldiers, like Owen, had witnessed some of 
the most horrific traumas imaginable, and it was 
these glaringly obvious causes that began to change 
the attitude towards mental illness during and after 
the war. Psychiatrists had often thought of ‘shell 
shock’ as not a ‘real’ illness. But during this time, the 
evidence that mental illness can be caused and 
triggered by events that happen to a person, was 
overwhelming. Methods for treating illnesses 
changed, and talking therapies from Germany were 
coming into use.

Craiglochhart Military Hospital, Edinburgh
This item is from The First World War Poetry Digital
Archive, University of Oxford (www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/

ww1lit); © [The First World War Digital Poetry Archive]

14



 

Dr William Rivers, originally an anthropologist who moved into working in psychology, was working at 
Craiglockhart Hospital in Edinburgh where Owen and Sassoon first met. He developed theories that were at 
the forefront of psychiatry and believed in rest, relaxation and talking as a way to manage the nightmares, 
flashbacks and psychological trauma that these men were experiencing. He encouraged Owen to write, as 
he did with all his patients, believing in the importance of them expressing themselves as freely as possible. 
His treatment methods were humane and thoughtful and he refused to use electric shock treatment as 
other psychiatrists did at the time.

Rivers felt a particular conflict with his job, in that he was supposed to ‘cure’ these soldiers, knowing that 
he would be ensuring their return to the battlefield, and that they would most likely die as a result.

Staff and patients at Craiglockhart Military Hospital. 
6th from the left, on the front row is Dr W H Rivers, Sassoon’s doctor.
This item is from The First World War Poetry Digital Archive, University 
of Oxford (www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit); © [The Poets Collection, Napier 
University]

Activity

Qualities of a friend
Ask students in small groups to list all the qualities of a good friend, they might be trust, confidentiality, 
loyalty etc. Ask them to think about which qualities would be important in a psychiatrist – client 
relationship. 
Arrange students in pairs, on comfortable chairs, opposite one another. Identify student a and student b, 
ask them to allocate it. Ask a to think of something that has been important in their lives, or something 
they’ve discovered about themselves or something they have achieved recently. Ask student B to try to find 
out as much information about this as possible, in a supportive and safe way. Encourage B to create a safe 
space, to enable A to talk freely. Encourage A not to talk unless B has made the effort.  B can then present 
the story to the rest of the group with A’s consent. 
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Performance at the Front
To keep spirits high, find support and comfort and 
cope with the unbearable psychological demands 
of the war, the soldiers created satirical 
magazines and newsletters, like the Wipers Times, 
a pun on the town of Ypres in France, where 
much fighting took place. 
There was often an old piano to be found in the 
canteen halls, far behind the front line trenches 
where the fighting took place. It was here that 
concerts, church services, theatre and comedy 
performances would be shared.
Songs were a vital part of coping with life 
during the war, and songs often carried thinly 
veiled political comments, made jokes of key 
events and military leaders, and told of the reality 
of the conflict through humour.

Song - Never Mind

Sung to the tune of ‘If you’re happy and you know it 
clap your hands’

If the sergeant drinks your rum, never mind
And your face may lose its smile, never mind
Though he's just a bloody sot, he's entitled to the lot
If the sergeant drinks your rum, never mind

When old Jerry shells your trench, never mind
And your face may lose its smile, never mind
Though the sandbags bust and fly you have only once to 
die,

If you get stuck on the wire, never mind
And your face may lose its smile, never mind
Though you're stuck there all the day, they count you dead 
and stop your pay
If you get stuck on the wire, never mind

If the sergeant says your mad, never mind
P'raps you are a little bit, never mind
Just be calm don't answer back, cause the sergeant stands 
no slack
So if he says you're mad, well - you are.

Whilst in the officers canteen, the songs 
would have been humorous. The songs 
that soldiers wrote for themselves 
however, in the trenches, were often 
deeply moving. Ivor Gurney was a 
composer and song writer, as well as a 
poet. He also set many poems of his 
contemporaries to music, turning them 
into song, like the work of A E Housman 
and Edward Thomas.

The manuscript of one of Gurney's 
most important songs: a setting of 
words from John Masefield's play, The 
Tragedy of Pompey the Great, 'By a 
Bierside'. Gurney composed the song in 
1916 whilst serving as a private soldier 
with the 2/5 Gloucesters. It was 
written whilst lying on a damp sandbag 
in a disused trench mortar 
emplacement in Flanders. The mud 
staining to this first page suggests that 
this is that first manuscript of the song.

(Reproduced with kind permission from 
Ivor Gurney Estate / Gloucestershire 
Archive) 
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stretch

There were many pantomimes and cabarets and scripts written by and for the soldiers, and back at home in 
Britain as well. Comedy was particularly important, it served as a means to escape the realities of life in the 
war. Gritty realism was not what the soldiers needed!
Performers of all kinds from home were sent to entertain the troops, and this practice still goes on today.

There was much theatre created about and during the war, but there was much more after some time had 
passed and people were better able to talk about what had happened. Oh What a Lovely War for example, 
a deeply satirical and cutting look at the conflict was written and performed by Joan Littlewood and the 
Theatre Workshop as many as 50 years later. Journey’s End was a play written by R C Sherriff in 1928, just 
ten years after the end of the war, and set in the trenches. It provided an insight into the lives of members 
of the British Army over four days, sitting in a dugout waiting for orders.

Why might it have taken authors many years before they began to talk about the war? How might the lack 
of resources available during the conflict have inspired creativity in the soldiers’ performance and writing?

Activity

Favourite Songs
In pairs make a list of your favourite songs, and all the key themes that come up in 
them. They might be love, friendship, family, loss, dedication. 
Imagine being a soldier in the first world war writing a song.

What would be the most important messages you would want to include. Who would 
you be writing the song for? Try to write some song lyrics or poetry that communicates 
what you have thought about.

Activity

Conflict and Creativity
Look for current examples of creativity and literature in times of conflict. What musicals, songs, 
poems, plays and theatre has been made about or because of conflict? Here are some 
examples you could research:

Jo Wilding, a circus performer who travelled extensively in Iraq, trying to make the orphaned 
children and injured civilians laugh for just a few moments, and documenting the reality of the 
conflict there. 

Alia Muhammad Baker,  the head librarian of Basra spent her time secretly transporting as 
many of the books as she could from the library, knowing that it would be a target in the 
conflict. Because of her, when the library did burn down, many of the precious, ancient and 
irreplaceable books were saved.
 
The Three Wishes: Palestinian and Israeli Children Speak is a collection of stories and 
interviews with children suffering in amongst the centuries old conflict in the middle east. 
Peace One Day is a global campaign for international peace. You can find out about art and 
music inspired by the campaign on their website.
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Comedy in Tragedy

What has more power in performance, comedy or tragedy? What performances can you think of in each 
category? Which ones are the most memorable and why? Are tragedy and comedy the opposites of each 
other?  What is the different between satire, dark comedy and comedy, and in what way do they overlap?

stretch

Satire 
A literary and dramatic form that criticises individuals, institutions or current events, often political, in a 
humorous way.
There has been a great history of satirical humour in Britain, and the first world war was no exception. Life 
in the trenches was hard, and the war was fraught with politics. Satire was a simple and effective way to 
communicate the shared frustrations of the troops and make them laugh at the same time. 
Both Owen and Sassoon used aspects of satire or dark humour in their poetry, to bring greater power and 
sympathy into their writing, and to lend an even greater weight to the dark and terrible truths within them. 
Sassoon in particular often mocked and harshly criticised military leaders and decision makers in his poetry.

The Wipers Times
Two soldiers, Captain Roberts and Lieutenant 
Pearson found an old printing press in an 
abandoned building in Ypres, and began 
printing a satirical magazine for the troops, called 
the Wipers Times, a pun on the name of the 
French town they were currently stationed in.
The magazine was full of humour, word play, 
songs and poetry. Much of the humour 
was satirical, making fun of the British military 
leaders, of decisions, battles and conditions. In 
fact, the magazine editors found themselves 
often overwhelmed by the amount of poetry that 
the soldiers submitted for the magazine.

 
The General – Siegfried Sassoon

‘Good-morning; good-morning!’ the General said 
When we met him last week on our way to the line. 
Now the soldiers he smiled at are most of ’em dead, 
And we’re cursing his staff for incompetent swine. 
‘He’s a cheery old card,’ grunted Harry to Jack
As they slogged up to Arras with rifle and pack.

But he did for them both by his plan of attack.
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Theatre of the Absurd
Theatre of the Absurd developed out of the satirical comedy in the 1950s, and again as 
a reaction against the tragedies of the first and second world war. It was a 
predominantly text based theatre style, with writers such as Samuel Beckett and Harold 
Pinter at the forefront, and drew on a darker, more philosophical kind of satirical 
humour. It thrust their characters into worlds which made no sense, or where they were 
controlled by external forces and as a result, were unable to achieve or understand the 
situations around them. 

Beckett subtitled his play Waiting For Godot as a ‘tragicomedy’, and the play takes place 
entirely in one location, as two men wait endlessly for a person named Godot to arrive. 
Their situation and their conversation is absurd and futile and is both deeply poignant, 
tragic and funny. 

 
Activity

Satirical Magazine
Have a go at writing your own satirical magazine, it could 
focus on current events and politics, or situations taking place 
in your school or college. Include comic cartoons, adverts, 
articles and songs. Have a look at Private Eye, a current 
satirical magazine, for inspiration. 
http://www.private-eye.co.uk/
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Duologue
The play Not About Heroes is told entirely through dialogue between the only two characters, 
Owen and Sassoon and through Owen’s correspondence.
This is a very deliberate creative choice, there are many other periphery characters who could 
have been used to help tell the story. However, the focus on just Owen and Sassoon enables the 
author to examine the relationship between the two poets, to show their deep connection as 
individuals, and to clearly demonstrate the progression of their friendship. Their relationship as 
fellow poets is demonstrated through their conversation and enclosed extracts of writing, whilst 
Owen’s reflection on their friendship and his progress as a writer is shown through his letters to 
his mother.

One of the effects of this technique is a stripped back, simple performance, providing a greater 
power and attention to the words used, the dialogue itself almost becoming poetry.
A directorial choice can be to allow the performers to slip in and out of conversation without 
acknowledging the audience, and ‘performance’ of the poetry directly to the audience. This 
reflects the oratory nature of the poetry, that it was designed and intended to communicate the 
truth to people, and also, again, enhances the power of the words.
 
The technique also enables a much more intimate performance. The audience are witnessing a 
private, personal conversation between two friends, between Owen and his mother, and even 
the internal thoughts and feelings, expressed through the poetry. Passages performed directly to 
the audience then have particular poignancy.

The Techniques

Stretch
What other characters could Stephen MacDonald have included in the play? What difference would 
this have made to the atmosphere? Would the story be enhanced by meeting the characters before 
they arrive at Craiglockhart Hospital, perhaps when they were young?

 
Activity

Two sides
Pick a well known story, and perform it as a conversation between two 
people. They might be main characters from the story, side characters who 
are observing the story or have a partial view of the events, or they could 
even be entirely new characters, like news readers or neighbours of the 
characters, commenting and talking about what is happening. 

How can you play with the narrative of the story this way? 
Does it become harder to spot which story is being told? 
Does it provide a difference perspective and atmosphere to the story?
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Real Events
Stephen MacDonald based his play on real events. The details of who, where, what and 
when are all factually accurate. However the words shared between the two poets in the 
privacy of Sassoon’s room at the hospital are not recorded, other than in Owen’s 
reflections on their conversations in his letters to his mother.
The playwright has to invent, making as realistic a guess as possible, what the 
conversation might have been.  He is fictionalising a factual event.  Examine the detailed 
‘Notes on Sources’ pages at the back of the play text to see where he has gathered all the 
information from.

This technique is often used by authors and playwrights, and it enables the true story to 
take real shape in the minds and imaginations of the audience. It gives life to what would 
otherwise be a series of facts and dates.

Pat Barker, an award winning author, wrote the same story of Owen and Sassoon and 
fictionalised aspects of it, in her novel Regeneration. She also added fictional characters, 
such as Billy Prior, a soldier suffering from mutism, as a result of trauma in the war. 
Dan Brown uses the technique to great effect in his novel The DaVinci Code mixing 
references to real paintings, architecture and people with fictional characters and events. 
More recently Hilary Mantel won the Man Booker prize for her fact and fictional accounts 
of King Henry VIII in Wolf Hall and Bring up the Bodies.

Stretch
What is the impact of mixing fact and fiction? How does it enhance a true story? Does a true story have to 
be gripping and dramatic in order to make good theatre? Does factual writing, and fictional writing ‘sound’ 
different?

Fact into Fiction

 
Activity

Fact or Fiction
Play the fact or fiction game. Organise students into groups of three. Ask 
each group to nominate one person as the speaker. The speaker then 
thinks of two facts and one lie about anything they like, and the other two 
members of the group must guess which is the fiction and which are the 
facts. You can then swap roles, and you can share with the wider group as 
well. 

After playing the game, evaluate the fictions that were the most 
believable, and discuss what made them believable, and how they were 
‘performed’. Think about levels of truth, and about body language and the 
relationship between the speaker and the fiction.  Evaluate the facts in the 
same way.  How did the speaker try to make their facts sound like fiction? 
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We hope that you are looking forward to your visit to see Blackeyed Theatre’s production of Not About 
Heroes.

In order to maximise your students understanding of the show we have created a number of questions 
about the different ‘lenses’ through which your students can watch the show. These lenses allow the 
students to focus in on the performance elements, and analyse them in the moment.

Some students may find it helpful to make notes during the show, others may prefer to concentrate fully on 
the production and make notes afterwards. You can also choose whether to allocate groups to look 
specifically through different ‘lenses’ during the show, or ask all students to cover all areas.

Watching the Show

Performances

How would you describe the acting style/s?
Is there a particular moment that stands out and why?
Identify the vocal techniques used throughout the show. 
How do the actors physicalise the characters?
What is the relationship between the two characters?
How does the relationship between the characters 
change throughout the play?
How do you feel about each character at the beginning 
of the play?
How do you feel about each character at the end?
Compare and contrast the characters of Owen and 
Sassoon.

Story

What happens throughout the play?
Is the story clearly told?
What are the themes of the play?
What decisions has the director made in 
the telling of the story?

Music and Song

Where is song used within the show?
What effect does this have on your 
understanding of the story?
How would you describe the style of 
music?

Visual Design

Set
Sketch the main scenic elements
How are the different scenes created?
Why does the set look the way it does?
What are the visual qualities of the set?

Lighting
How does the lighting affect the impact of the scenes?
How would you describe the quality of the lighting?
How is lighting used to help alienate the audience?

lenses
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