
WORLD WAR I: LIFE ON THE FRONTLINE 

 

The Great War (1914-1918) was the largest theater of destruction in human civilization. It 
involved most of the European countries and many colonies. It changed the balance of power in 
Europe established at the Conference in Vienna (1815). It brought around the end of empire in 
Central and Eastern Europe. The loss of human lives as well as the impact on collective 
memory was tremendous.  

Goal of the lesson:  

1. Through work with visual historical sources, convey to the students the ambiguities and the 
paradoxes of human life in a special context, such as the frontline. 

2. Develope skills for critical analysis of visual historical sources. 

 

Map 1 – Alliances and frontlines 

 

www.spiegel.de/international/germany/world-war-i-map-of-the-front-lines(January 9, 2014)   

Take a look on the map above.  

How many fronts can you find? Which are they? How would you describe their geographical 
placement? 

 

http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/world-war-i-map-of-the-front-lines(January


Source 1   Soldier photograph and propaganda postcard  

(Contributed by B. Hirschfeld, Military postcard, Verlag H. Müller, Dresden, 1915, 13x15 cm) 

 

    

https://europeana1914-1918.s3.amazonaws.com/attachments/4564/877.4564.large.jpg?1305196162  

 

Take a look at the source 1.  

Name 3 elements from the source which take your attention. What do they represent, according to 
you? 

How do you interpret the following elements? 

- Poem 

- Characters 

- Animals 

- Heraldry 

- Soldier’s stance 

In your opinion, what are the principle messages of this postcard?  

What does the source suggest about the implications of culture on war, and vice-versa? 

 

https://europeana1914-1918.s3.amazonaws.com/attachments/4564/877.4564.large.jpg?1305196162


Source 2 – A postcard from a French soldier  

 

 

 

www.europeana1914-1918.eu/en/contributions/13585 # prettyPhoto    

What is the soldier writing about? According to you, why frontline letters never speak about the 
harsh realities of the war? 

Compare source 2 and 3. What are their similarities and differences?  

 

An overview of the life on the front 

The life on the frontline was an extraordinary experience full with challenges and ambiguities. 
Living conditions were extremely poor. Food rations were not as abundant as in civilian life. Very 
often the process of acquisition of food would lead to quarrels with and violence against the local 
civilian population, which was forced to give away part of their own provisions. Hygiene was also 
on a low level. Many of the people on the frontline died of lack of food and epidemic diseases 
(especially from typhus). These were only additions to the massive suffering and dying in combat. 
The trenches were a place where a soldier would try, amongst phases of destruction and misery, to 
find a moment of peace and friendship. They wrote letters and sent postcards to their families and 

Joseph Doniot mobilized during the 1914-1918 war, was killed at 
Chemin des Dames in the attack of 16 April 1917. As a sailor, he 
should have been recruited in a Marine Corps. He took steps to 

change stations. He was a soldier in the 5th Colonial Infantry 
Regiment.  

 



loved ones, and took photographs of each other. Some even wrote diaries. Thousands of these 
materials have survived the war and are kept in archives, museums and private collections. They are 
valuable sources for us and give us a chance to understand life on the frontlines.  

 

Class activity 
 
The class should be divided into seven groups, and each group should write a text (a letter, or a postcard, 
or a rapport, respectively). The texts can be discussed in the class: 

- German soldier 
- French soldier 
- general 
- civilian near the front 
- colonial soldiers from Senegal 
- journalist 
- Red Cross nurse 

 

 

Source 3  - Stretcher bearers carry a wounded soldier in Flanders. The Western Front saw some of 
the most violent and deadly battles ever seen in the history of warfare.   

 

 

http://www.spiegel.de/fotostrecke/photo-gallery-europe-s-great-conflagration-fotostrecke-105428-9.html    

Which human value can you see in this photography? What does it say about life on the front line? 
What does the cross/grave in the background testify? 

http://www.spiegel.de/fotostrecke/photo-gallery-europe-s-great-conflagration-fotostrecke-105428-9.html


Source 4  - German and Austrian prisoners of war in 1918.  

 

 

http://www.spiegel.de/fotostrecke/photo-gallery-europe-s-great-conflagration-fotostrecke-105428-10.html  

Many soldiers who survived the front were captured and imprisoned by the opposing army. Compare the 
condition of the soldiers from source 1, source 3 and source 4. 

Selection language box 
This picture is important because ……………………… 
The value of this picture is ………………………… 
 

Overview of dead, wounded and missing soldiers in WWI 

Dead   9 911 000 
Wounded 21 219 500 
Missing   7 750 000 
Total number of 
affected soldiers 

38 880 500 

 

In which ways these effects of the war could influence European society in the period after the war 
(economy, politics, art, family life, demography). 

Recommended activity: If you have the possibility, visit an (online) exhibition of the graphics of the artist 
Otto Dix (1891-1969), which deal with the wartime experience. 
 

http://www.spiegel.de/fotostrecke/photo-gallery-europe-s-great-conflagration-fotostrecke-105428-10.html
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