
The Nivelle Offensive of 1917: Triumph or
Tragedy?
The Nivelle Offensive, also known as The Second Battle of the Aisne, was a
significant military campaign of World War I that took place from April to May
1917. Led by French General Robert Nivelle, the offensive aimed to break the
stalemate of trench warfare and achieve a decisive victory against the Germans.
However, what was intended to be a triumph for the Allies turned into a tragic and
costly endeavor.

The Context of the Offensive

By 1917, the war had reached a stalemate on the Western Front. Both sides had
been locked in trench warfare for years, resulting in countless casualties and
minimal territorial gains. The French army, in particular, had suffered heavy
losses and morale was low. In an attempt to revive the spirits of his troops and
secure a much-needed victory, General Nivelle devised a bold plan for a major
offensive.

The Plan

Nivelle's plan involved a large-scale attack on the German lines, centered around
the Chemin des Dames ridge near the Aisne River. The ridge was a strategic
position that, if captured, would provide the Allies with a significant advantage.
Nivelle believed that a concentrated artillery bombardment preceding the infantry
assault, combined with new tactics and improved coordination, would ensure
success.
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The offensive was eagerly anticipated, with promises of a short and decisive
campaign. The French soldiers, weary of trench warfare, looked to Nivelle for a
breakthrough that would bring an end to their suffering. However, as the offensive
began, the reality soon turned out to be far more devastating than initially
expected.

The Offensive Unfolds

On April 16, 1917, the Nivelle Offensive commenced with an intense artillery
barrage. Over a million shells were fired in preparation for the infantry assault.
The initial artillery bombardment was successful in damaging the German
defenses, creating breaches in the enemy lines. Encouraged by this initial
progress and boosted by high expectations, the French troops charged forward.

However, the German forces had anticipated the assault and constructed a well-
prepared defense. They had reinforced their positions and implemented new
defensive measures such as a network of well-hidden machine gun nests and
heavily fortified bunkers. The French infantry, lacking sufficient tanks and artillery
support, faced a deadly onslaught as they advanced towards the German lines.

The Tragic Outcome
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The Nivelle Offensive quickly turned into a tragedy. The German defenses held
firm, mowing down the advancing French troops with devastating machine gun
fire. The lack of proper reconnaissance and insufficient coordination between
infantry and artillery units added to the failure. The French army suffered heavy
losses, with no significant gains to show for it.

The morale of the French soldiers plummeted, leading to widespread mutinies
and desertions. The initial optimism surrounding the offensive transformed into
despair and disillusionment. The failure of the Nivelle Offensive highlighted the
ineffectiveness of traditional tactics in the face of modern warfare, solidifying the
misconception that the trenches were indestructible.

The Legacy and Lessons Learned

The Nivelle Offensive marked a turning point in World War I. It exposed the futility
of massive frontal assaults and showcased the resilience of trench warfare. The
lessons learned from this tragic endeavor paved the way for future tactical
developments, particularly with the of more advanced artillery, armored vehicles,
and aviation.

Additionally, the failures of the Nivelle Offensive contributed to an undermining of
General Nivelle's leadership and ultimately resulted in his replacement. The
offensive marked a significant loss of faith in the French high command and led to
a reassessment of military strategies and command structures.

The Nivelle Offensive of 1917 was intended to be a triumph for the Allies but
ended up as a tragic and costly failure. Despite the initial optimism and carefully
devised plans, the offensive could not overcome the entrenched defenses of the
German army. The heavy losses and the subsequent mutinies had a profound
impact on the war and marked a turning point in the tactics employed by the



Allies. The Nivelle Offensive serves as a reminder of the brutal realities of warfare
and the critical importance of strategic planning and adaptability in achieving
success on the battlefield.
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This historical analysis of the ill-fated Franco-British operation reveals how it
nearly spelled defeat for the Triple Entente in WWI.
 
In December of 1916, General Robert Nivelle was appointed Commander-in-
Chief of the French armies fighting the Germans on the Western Front. A national
hero, he had enjoyed a meteoric rise to high command and public acclaim since
the beginning of the Great War. In return, he proclaimed he 'had the formula' that
would ensure victory and end the conflict in 1917. But his offensive was a bloody
and humiliating failure for France, one that could have opened the way for French
defeat.

Historian David Murphy presents a penetrating, in-depth analysis of The Nivelle
Offensive, demonstrating why it failed and underscoring its importance in the
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course of the First World War. Murphy describes how the charismatic officer used
his charm and intelligence to win the support of French and British politicians, but
also how his vanity and braggadocio displayed no sense of operational security.
By the opening of the campaign, his plan was an open secret and he had lost the
ability to critically assess the operation as it developed. The result was disaster.
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