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When the British Army crossed the Buffalo River from Natal into Zululand on the morning of 11 

January 1879, there was little reaction from the British public and the press.  The main event overseas 

occupying most people’s minds was the war in Afghanistan that had been raging since the previous 

November.  The Graphic for 1 February stated that the Zulu War was a matter of more importance to 

South Africa than to England and went on to suggest that the colonists should manage their own wars.  

In The Illustrated London News, the first pictures of the war did not appear until the issue of 8 

February.  It was only when the Cape telegrams arrived in England announcing the disaster at 

Isandhlwana (sic) in 22 January that the press began to take note and the public became excited and 

anxious for news and images.  The first mention of the battle appeared in The Times of Tuesday 11 

February, under the headline ‘Defeat of the British’, a dramatic event unfamiliar to most people, and 

thereafter illustrations of the battle and the subsequent defence of Rorke’s Drift began to appear in the 

weeklies based initially on sketches provided by soldiers in the field.  The Graphic in its issue for 15 

March ran a double-page wood engraving entitled ‘At bay.  The Battle of Isandula, January 22, 1879’, 

with a central mass of confusion but no visible landscape, presumably because the engraver in London 

did not have details of the battle terrain.  The same issue ran descriptions of the battle, the defence of 

Rorke’s Drift, and the dash with the Colours across the Buffalo River, together with a poem entitled 

The Saving of the Colours.  The latter eulogized the heroic but fatal attempt to save the Queen’s Colour 

by Lieutenants Melvill and Coghill after Isandhlwana.  The public began to focus on these three events 

and the pictorial press responded by serving up more illustrations and portraits of the luckless victims 

and heroic defenders. 

 

     The earliest oil painting of the campaign was The Defence of Rorke’s Drift, a work by W H Dugan 

of Southsea, Hampshire.  The painting (577mm x 947mm), which was completed in May 1879, was 

viewed by General HH The Prince Edward of Saxe-Weimer and Colonel Frederick Stanley (later Earl 

of Derby), Secretary of State for War, both of whom applauded the artist for tackling a difficult subject 

with the paucity of information available. 

 

     Realizing the public interest in the campaign, and particularly Rorke’s Drift, the Fine Art Society of 

New Bond Street commissioned the eminent French battle artist, Alphonse de Neuville (1835-1885), in 

late April 1879, to execute a picture of the heroic defence and they placed an appeal in several journals 

for possible information on the subject, such as photographs, details of uniforms, personal narratives of 

the defence, sketches of the localities, Zulu arms and dresses.  The artist was in great demand and was 

regarded as superior to any British battle artist of the day, so it was a coup for the Fine Art Society to 

secure his services and they were quick to advertise the fact. 

 

     The Defence of Rorke’s Drift (1809mm x 3014mm) was completed in early 1880 and exhibited at 

the Society’s rooms in March, receiving excellent reviews.  The canvas remained on exhibition until 

the end of July 1880 when it was bought by the newly formed art gallery in Sydney, Australia in 1881, 

but not before it had been engraved by Leopold Flemeng in Paris for commercial purposes.  The 

Officers’ Mess of the 1st Battalion The Royal Regiment of Wales in Tidworth holds an original 

painting by de Neuville and this is believed to be the artist’s ‘rough’ work or ‘cartoon’ (600mm x 

990mm), which he carried out prior to painting the full size picture, which resides in Australia.  A press 

cutting describing the acquisition of the ‘cartoon’ states that the Regiment bought it from a Mr Colin 

Wright in New York in 1895.  Fine art prints of de Neuville’s Rorke’s Drift have been generally 

popular since the premier of the film ‘Zulu’ in 1964.  In 1979, a limited edition print of 850 copies was 

produced signed by the then Colonel of the Regiment, Major General Lionel Harrod, and this was sold 

as a pair along with a print of ‘Last Stand at Isandhula’ (1885) by Charles Fripp. 

     Queen Victoria had been very moved by the events of the war, particularly the defence of Rorke’s 

Drift.  She had followed the news with a deep fascination and in August 1879, it was announced that 

the Queen had commissioned Elizabeth, Lady Butler (1846-1933) (incidentally, husband of General Sir 

William Butler GCB, late of 69th Foot) for a fee of £1,000 to paint a representation of the defence of 

Rorke’s Drift, and a picture portraying an incident in the Afghan War.  Apparently the choice of 



subject had initially been left up to the artist and she was tempted to paint the discovery of the body of 

the Prince Imperial by the 17th Lancers, but the Queen although interested at first suggested that 

Rorke’s Drift would be preferable.  By mid-December 1879, Lady Butler submitted a sketch of her 

picture to the Queen and in March 1880 both Butler and de Neuville submitted their respective 

paintings of Rorke’s Drift for Her Majesty’s inspection.  Queen Victoria thought that de Neuville’s 

piece was ‘far less real and effective’.  The Queen suggested that Lady Butler add more portraits, 

which meant that the picture would not be finished in time for the Summer Exhibition at Burlington 

House. In May 1880, the Prince of Wales visited the artist’s studio to examine the progress of the 

painting, which was finally shown at the 1881 Royal Academy exhibition, attracting a ‘great crush’.  

Lady Butler’s painting of Rorke’s Drift (1193mm x 2133mm) is in the Royal Collection and hangs at 

the top of the main staircase in the State Apartments in St James’s Palace. 

     Peter Harrington in his ‘British Artists and War’ sums up by writing:  ‘The Zulu War was a short-

lived affair affecting only a small number of British troops, and except for the public frenzy whipped 

by the events of January 1879, the war never appealed to the public who disapproved of it and the 

many politicians and journalists who persistently denounced the campaign’.   

 

     By the end of 1879, the war was a distant memory overshadowed by the reoccurrence of armed 

violence in Afghanistan.  What is evident from the Zulu War pictures is the ascendancy of French 

military painting over that of Britain at this period.  Domestic artists were generally passed over in 

favour of their continental counterparts, as shown by the various commissions given to French artists.  

The war similarly demonstrated Queen Victoria’s fascination with the colonial campaigns and her 

patronage of military artists.  In terms of race and the depiction of the ‘enemy’ in Zulu War pictures, 

there was certainly a respect for the Zulus possibly fuelled by the anti-war sentiment.  The Graphic in 

its review of Butler’s Rorke’s Drift spoke in terms of the Zulus as being ‘equally brave’, while 

accounts of Dugan’s picture spoke in the same vein:  ‘There is plenty of dash in their (Zulus) attitude, 

and while our own troops naturally show to the best advantage, Mr Dugan has not attempted to make 

their gallant foes appear ridiculous, which would have been an artistic mistake.’ 

     Correspondence in the Regimental Archives suggests that the trustees of Brecon museum purchased 

Dugan’s Rorke’s Drift for £200 sometime before 1974.  Although it has been on display in the Zulu 

War room at the museum for many years, the painting was beginning to become detached from the 

frame and appeared to be very discoloured with a dark, blackened yellow appearance.  At some time a 

wax polish had been applied to the surface of the canvas over a nicotinous, yellow deposit of surface 

dirt.  This wax polish had then attracted more blacken surface dirt.  It was time for some serious 

conservation work. 

 

     In May 2005, the painting was taken to the studios of Rachel Howells in Cowbridge for the 

painstaking work to be undertaken.  We were able to obtain grant support for the project from 

Regimental Headquarters and from CyMAL (Museum, Archives, Libraries, Wales) – a public body 

within the Welsh Assembly Government.   The painting has now returned to the Museum restored to its 

full glory and will shortly return to its honoured place in the Zulu War room.  The conservation work 

also exposed a little more background on the history of the painting.  Apparently, an old label on the 

back panel revealed that the canvas was sent to the Yorkshire Fine Art Institute in Warwick Place, 

Leeds in 1880.  The label also stated that it was sold for £35 (probably to Hamilton’s Panorama, 

Birmingham where it was displayed in 1882).  This sum was equivalent to the total annual pay for a 

soldier of the 24th serving in Zululand in 1880. 

 

     The article uses extracts and research from ‘British Artists at War: The Face of Battle in Paintings 

and Prints, 1700-1914’ by Peter Harrington published in 1993 by Greenhill Books  ISBN 1-85367-

157-6 


