
1917: unblinking vision of the hell of war
Sam Mendes turns a family story from the Great War into a terrifyingly immersive movie experience

• The film turns a 
nightmare war into a 
theme park showcase

• Tense one-take WWI 
epic a breathless anthem 
for doomed youth

1917 is a 2019 epic war film 
directed, co-written and pro-
duced by Sam Mendes. The 

film stars George MacKay, Dean-
Charles Chapman, Mark Strong, 
Andrew Scott, Richard Madden, 
Claire Duburcq, Colin Firth and 
Benedict Cumberbatch. 

It is based in part on an ac-
count told to Mendes by his 
paternal grandfather, Alfred 
Mendes, and chronicles the sto-
ry of two young British soldiers 
during World War I who were 
given a mission to deliver a mes-
sage. This warns of an ambush 
during a skirmish soon after the 
German retreat to the Hinden-
burg Line during Operation Al-
berich in 1917.

The project was officially 

announced in June 2018, with 
MacKay and Chapman signing 
on in October and the rest of the 
cast the following March. Film-
ing took place from April to June 
2019 in England and Scotland, 

with cinematographer Roger 
Deakins using long takes to have 
the entire film appear as one 
continuous shot.

1917 premiered in the UK on 
4 December 2019 and was the-

atrically released in the United 
States on 25 December by Uni-
versal Pictures and in the United 
Kingdom on 10 January 2020, 
by eOne. 

The film was praised by critics 

for Mendes’s direction and for its 
performances, cinematography, 
musical score, sound effects and 
realism. Among its various acco-
lades, the film received 10 nom-
inations at the 92nd Academy 
Awards, including Best Picture, 
Best Director and Best Original 
Screenplay. At the 77th Golden 
Globe Awards the film won for 
Best Motion Picture – Drama 

and Best Director and at the 73rd 
British Academy Film Awards it 
received nine nominations.

On review aggregation web-
site Rotten Tomatoes, the film 
holds an approval rating of 90% 
based on 319 reviews, with an 
average rating of 8.42/10. The 
site’s critical consensus reads: 
“Hard-hitting, immersive and 
an impressive technical achieve-
ment, 1917 captures the trench 
warfare of World War I with raw, 
startling immediacy.” \Metacrit-
ic assigned the film a weighted 
average score of 79 out of 100, 
based on 55 critics, indicating 
“generally favourable reviews”.

Audiences polled by Cine-
maScore gave the film an aver-
age grade of “A–” on an A+ to F 
scale and PostTrak reported it 
received an average 4.5 out of 5, 
with 69% of people saying they 
would definitely recommend it.

George MacKay’s perfor-
mance received high praise, with 
several critics naming it among 
the best of 2019, including Kate 
Erbland of IndieWire and Sheri 
Linden of The Hollywood Re-
porter.  
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DON’T MISS IT

Mendes’s first world war 
drama, filmed to appear 
as one continuous take, 
plunges the viewer into 
the trenches alongside 
two young British sol-

diers to breathless effect

George MacKay, centre, in ‘1917’


