


‘This book represents the remarkably creative coming together of an academic 
with a great singer/songwriter. The result is an extraordinarily moving account 
of a combination of Great War remembrance and committed activism in which 
Eric Bogle’s songs are analysed in terms of the contexts of their creation and the 
profound ideals which they promote. The book includes an illuminating interview 
with Bogle during a centennial visit to the battlefield of the Somme. All those 
with an interest in the First World War and the poetry and folk music it inspired 
will find that reading it offers a truly profound experience.’

John M. MacKenzie, Emeritus Professor of Imperial History at Lancaster 
University, UK
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Eric Bogle, Music and the Great War

Eric Bogle has written many iconic songs that deal with the futility and waste of war. 
Two of these in particular, ‘And the Band Played Waltzing Matilda’ and ‘No Man’s 
Land (a.k.a. The Green Fields of France)’, have been recorded numerous times in 
a dozen or more languages indicating the universality and power of their simple 
message. Bogle’s other compositions about the First World War give a voice to the 
voiceless, prominence to the forgotten and personality to the anonymous as they 
interrogate the human experience, celebrate its spirit and empathise with its suffering.

This book examines Eric Bogle’s songs about the Great War within the geo­
graphies and socio-cultural contexts in which they were written and consumed. 
From Anzac Day in Australia and Turkey to the ‘The Troubles’ in Northern 
Ireland and from small Aboriginal communities in the Coorong to the influence 
of prime ministers and rock stars on a world stage, we are urged to contemplate 
the nature and importance of popular culture in shaping contemporary notions of 
history and national identity. It is entirely appropriate that we do so through the 
words of an artist who Melody Maker described as ‘the most important songwriter 
of our time’.

Michael J. K. Walsh has published widely on cultural responses to, and inter­
pretations of, the Great War. He is the author of: This Cult of Violence (2002) and 
Hanging a Rebel (2008); editor of A Dilemma of English Modernism (2007) and 
London, Modernism and 1914 (2010); and co-editor of Australia and the Great 
War: Identity, Memory and Mythology (2016) and The Great War and the British 
Empire: Culture and Society (2016). He is Associate Professor of Art History at 
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore.
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Foreword

‘There is nothing so absurd about risking your life for your country!’ he declared.

‘Isn’t there?’ asked the old man. ‘What is a country? A country is a piece of land 
surrounded on all sides by boundaries, usually unnatural. Englishmen are dying 
for England, Americans are dying for America, Germans are dying for Germany, 
Russians are dying for Russia. There are now fifty or sixty countries fighting in this 
war. Surely so many countries can’t all be worth dying for.’

‘Anything worth living for,’ said Nately, ‘is worth dying for.’

‘And anything worth dying for,’ answered the sacrilegious old man, ‘is certainly 
worth living for.’1

Note
1	 Joseph Heller, Catch 22 (Simon & Schuster, 2011), p. 257.



Figure 0.1  Eric Bogle, publicity shot. 
Source: Eric Bogle collection.



Preface
A songwriter among historians

In February 2014 I asked Eric Bogle to perform in Singapore at an academic 
conference I had organised with Andrekos Varnava called ‘The Great War and 
the British Empire: Colonial Societies/Cultural Responses’. The keynote speak­
ers at Nanyang Technological University were Sir Hew Strachan, Professor Jay 
Winter, Professor John Mackenzie and Professor Tim Barringer, with many other 
distinguished scholars coming from all over the world. I knew from the outset, as 
did Eric, that this would be a ‘tough’ audience to crack especially as the debate 
about centenary commemorations was raging and the rivalry between ‘career’ and 
‘popular’ historians was getting bitter. Some measure of it could be felt, for exam­
ple, when Rhys Crawley wrote: ‘Frustratingly, public discourse within Australia 
has not evolved in line with these developments in the international scholarly 
literature. Popular histories, with little basis in archival research or the wider lit­
erature, continue to flood the bookshelves.’1 It was clear, as Martin Stephen had 
already reminded us, that ‘military history and literary criticism do not sit easily 
side by side’.2 

The same may be said of music and its relationship to history – the latter being 
dependent on methodologically meticulous and verifiable construction; the latter 
devoted to the search for emotion, reflection and intangible aesthetics. Not eve­
ryone, it seems, endorses Plato’s observation that ‘poetry is nearer to vital truth 
than history’,3 nor is there universal acceptance in the value of burdening popular 
culture with a serious message. W. B. Yeats had declared ‘passive suffering is 
not a theme for poetry’,4 while Theodor Adorno had utterly dismissed popular 
music as a mode of delivery saying that its ‘cross-eyed transfixion with amuse­
ment’ meant it was ‘doomed from the start’.5 In a more recent study Peter Grant 
summed up the situation with particular reference to the subject of the Great War 
in particular, saying:

So musicians who decide to approach the subject of the First World War take 
up a poisoned chalice. The chances of ridicule are high and yet the potenti­
alities are enormous. It is why the subject has attracted such a diverse group 
of artists from passionate pacifists to preening narcissists and even a few 
extreme militarists.6
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In Singapore I wanted to see if the demonstrable universality of Bogle’s message 
across geographies, generations and disciplines could evoke emotional (or intellec­
tual) responses from an audience for whom the Great War could hold few secrets. I 
insisted then, as I do now, that popular culture could not and should not be ignored 
and that its value in whatever form was not ‘simply to help us remember epochal 
events and their impact upon us, but also to enable the much more difficult task of 
reflecting critically both on that past and ourselves’.7 A song, quite naturally, has 
no chance of capturing the complexity of the war in all its myriad forms in a few 
verses and over a few minutes, just as no single canvas can achieve the same. Why 
would we expect it to do so? Instead, work such as Bogle’s, being simultaneously 
poetic and intellectual, strives to sophisticate opinions in a committed yet discrete 
way. It forms, performs and informs our perception of history and needs therefore 
to be taken very seriously indeed. It is hard to imagine, for example, that popu­
lar works such as Bogle’s ‘No Man’s Land’, Pat Barker’s Regeneration trilogy 
(1991–1995), the film treatment of Vera Brittain’s Testament of Youth (2014), or 
even the BBCs Blackadder Goes Forth (1989), has not made an impact on popu­
lar imagination. Across the Atlantic, I don’t think it is wise to ignore the fact that 
Barry Sadler’s ‘Ballad of the Green Berets’ sold 9,000,000 copies at the time of the 
war in Vietnam either.8 Recent scholarly investigation tends to support my notion 
as Jonathan C. Friedman points out

[p]erformance is clearly a potent medium for spreading and making accessi­
ble what otherwise might be problematic and unpopular. A song’s poetry and 
music can change reality, maybe not by immediately resulting in changes in 
law, but by having a deeper impact on the society that makes laws.9

Allan Moore made a similar point saying ‘to protest a situation means, in some 
measure, to express opposition to it, but it also implies something less than to 
oppose it outright. To sing a song is not, in itself, to land a blow.’10 Music, with its 
extremely long reach, and especially since the emergence of ‘protest’ in the 1960s, 
has provided a pro-active link between culture, politics and change, the impact of 
which is powerful, lasting and lifelong . . . a point made in the recent exhibition 
Louder than Words: Rock, Power & Politics at the Newseum in Washington DC.11

How, I wondered, would Bogle’s music be received by the gathered academics 
in Singapore? What follows is a small, yet representative, sample of the responses 
I received after his performance.

For most Australians, Eric Bogle’s ‘And the Band Played Waltzing Matilda’ 
has become part of the soundtrack to our lives. The haunting music and 
melancholic refrains of the song both remind and inspire. No Anzac Day 
commemoration would feel complete without hearing it. While Eric’s music 
takes us back to the Great War, the horrors of Gallipoli, the pathos of battles 
lost and won, and the human indignity of war, the music has relevance for 
all generations. It also transcends geographical borders and has resonated in 
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many parts of the world. As a person who holds campaign medals for service 
in the Vietnam conflict, it was especially emotional for me to be back in Asia 
and to be present as Eric gave voice to his best-known composition.

(Associate Professor Martin Hadlow, University of Queensland)

For me, Eric’s performance took me back to the first time I heard his music, 
as a primary school student, learning about the First World War in Melbourne 
in the 1980s. I had to steel myself before he started singing, because I knew 
what the emotional effect would be . . . And sure enough, ‘And the Band 
Played Waltzing Matilda’ brought the tears welling up in my eyes. I quietly – 
and happily – bawled my way through the rest of the set.

(Dr Richard Scully, University of New England)

 I was surprised by the level of emotion I felt during Bogle’s performance in 
Singapore, and the level of emotion I sensed among my fellow conference 
participants. In Australia at least, I think there’s a huge degree of cynicism 
among historians, including many who attended the conference, about the 

Figure 0.2  ‘Reserved: Eric, Mike’, Adelaide, 2014.
Source: author’s collection.
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First World War, the Anzac legend, and how they’re received (or reimag­
ined) by the public, including in Bogle’s songs. At the conference [because of 
Bogle’s performance] it seemed that the barrier of that cynicism came down, 
at least a little bit and for a little while.

(Ashleigh Gilbertson, University of Adelaide, PhD Candidate)

It struck me how the Great War still has this intensity and ability to travel 
down to us in the present. Music is a very powerful vector. Eric’s songs also 
reminded me, inevitably, of talking with my grandfathers about the War. Eric’s 
words often concentrate on the ‘ordinary man’ and remind us very poignantly 
of the sort of ‘bloke next door’ dimension of the conflict, so that the every­
day, banal, somehow seems to rub shoulders all the time with the sublime/ 
grotesque nature of the slaughter. I think the (very talented) simplicity of 
Eric’s songs managed to keep together the banal and the tragic very well.

(Professor Trevor Harris, Université de Picardie Jules Verne, France)

What particularly resonated with me was the detail of his contextualizing intro­
duction/explanation to each item. He clarified his hesitation about performing 
some because of the ways their subsequent elevation in popular understanding 
had challenged his intent, but also his changed perspective about some events 
spoke powerfully of a deep thinker – one whose voice needs to be heard.

(Stephanie James, Flinders University, Research Fellow)

What struck me about Bogle’s songs about the war was that they were emo­
tive and poignant, without being overly sentimental or idealised. Bogle man­
aged to capture the humanity of his subjects in a very powerful way, without 
oversimplifying or over-sentimentalising the stories, or imposing too heavy 
handed a message about the conflict. Instead, he let the songs, and the experi­
ences, speak for themselves, which made them all the more powerful.

(Greg Hynes, University of Oxford, PhD Candidate)

Given Eric’s Scottish background, accent, and mode of expression, it was 
all a deeply nostalgic experience, as well as being of course exceptionally 
moving. I think, and hope, that I did tell him of my connections with the last 
Scottish veteran of the First World War, Alfred Anderson, whose years were 
1896–2005, for whom I wrote a short booklet biography entitled ‘A Life in 
Three Centuries’. Alfred was sharp, dignified and full of memories to the end 
(at 109 ½). He was also extremely funny and somehow Eric’s performances 
reminded me of him.

(Professor John MacKenzie, Lancaster University)

Eric Bogle is an everyman, he writes from the heart, songs that inspire a 
generation.

(Cherie Prosser, Australian War Memorial)
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Although as academics we are not activists – like Bogle – but try to explain 
how, why, in what context and with what consequences the war took place 
(to mention just a few aspects), what Bogle does should remind us that war is 
such a terrible and brutal thing and that therefore activism is as much needed 
as academic reflection.

(Professor Marc Segesser, University of Bern, Switzerland)
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