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The Christmas 
Truce: “A 
Football Story”
Despite playing a small role in the 
event, football has become the
central element of many 
depictions of “The Christmas 
Truce.” The ”Football 
Remembers” memorial at The 
National Arboretum illustrates 
that nicely.
Caption: The Football Remembers 
memorial at the National Arboretum, 
designed by Spencer Turner.



Phil Porter’s The 
Christmas Truce

Phil Porter’s play The Christmas 
Truce was produced at the Royal 
Shakespeare Company in the 
winter of 2014 under the 
direction of Erica Whyman. It was 
one of many performances and 
media events commemorating the 
truce as part of the larger 
centennial remembrance of World 
War I.
Caption: The British play a target 
practice game with their German 
counterparts in The Christmas Truce 
(photo by Topher McGrillis for the RSC).



A Foundation for 
Cooperation

The truces that spread up and 
down the Western Front are 
sometimes described as 
spontaneous, but they grew out 
of a larger program of informal 
cooperation. This is one of several 
important elements of new 
histories that have challenged the 
prevailing historiography of the 
truces and the War.
Caption: One of the most famous 
photographs taken during one of the 
truces (colorized; original held by Imperial 
War Museum).



Presenting and Representing 
Life at the Front
Porter’s play follows a group of archetypal 
soldiers—including real-life soldier artist Bruce 
Bairnsfather—and nurses. The characters 
periodically address the audience, walking them 
through life on the front and describing the 
physical demands placed on them. The truce 
itself is saved for the second act.
Top right: An actor takes aim in The Christmas Truce (photo by Topher 
McGrillis for the RSC). 

Bottom right: Bruce Bairnsfather (left) comes to terms with his opposite 
number, Tomas Kohler (photo by Topher McGrillis for the RSC).



Framed by 
Football

Despite saving the truce and its 
central match for the second act, 
the production primed the 
audience for football through its 
advertising, including this poster 
and a video trailer. Porter also 
threads references to sport and 
physical culture throughout the 
text.
Caption: Part of the poster for the RSC’s 
production of The Christmas Truce (design 
by RSC Visual Communications).



Hailing the 
Audience

The Christmas Truce addresses the 
audience directly, first including 
them in a celebration in 
Warwickshire, then walking them 
through the rhythms of life in the 
trenches, then casting them as 
fellow soldiers minding the ball 
during the football match.
Caption: The football match staged in act 
two of The Christmas Truce (photo by 
Topher McGrillis for the RSC).



Engaging the Public

Performances of the Christmas Truce extended 
far beyond the stage and screen, encompassing 
living history presentations, re-enactments, and 
commemorative matches across Britain and 
Europe, onto the camps of Afghanistan, and 
even into the realms of video games such as 
Verdun.
Top right: A semi-impromptu match, part of the living history 
presentation at Plug Street in 2014 (EPA).

Bottom right: British and German soldiers at play in Afghanistan 
(Reuters).



Revisiting (and 
Revising) History

Football did provide a medium to 
connect the public with 
remembrances of World War I, 
but it just as easily burnished the 
role the sport has played 
alongside the military and the 
government—and the appeal of 
playing fast and loose with the 
historical record.
Caption: Captains of the German and 
British Army teams at the commemorative 
match hosted by Aldershot FC (Getty 
Images).
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