
Artist and Empire at Tate Britain: cryptic 
paintings of violent imperialism 
Exhibition features a piece by Elizabeth Butler now seen as an indictment of 19th century wars 

in Afghanistan – but viewed as a depiction of heroism in its time

Mark Brown
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It depicts the only known survivor of a shocking massacre and was seen by 19th-
century eyes as an inspiring image of British heroism at the edges of empire. A more 
accurate reading might be as a damning indictment of a disastrous war in 
Afghanistan.

Elizabeth Butler’s The Remnants of an Army: Jellalabad, January 13th, 1842 – 
completed in 1879, during the second Anglo-Afghan war – was once one of the most 
important paintings in the entire Tate collection but has not been seen at the gallery 
for more than 50 years.

Then considered unfashionable, it was loaned to Somerset Military Museum in 
Taunton in the 1950s. But it is set to return to prominence after it was announced on 
Monday that it will feature in a major exhibition at Tate Britain exploring how the 
British empire influenced the creation and collection of art over 400 years.

The painting by Lady Butler, the most famous battle artist of the 19th century, will be 
a highlight, said the exhibition’s lead curator, Alison Smith – not least because it can 
be read in different ways.

“Butler belonged to a group of thinkers who were critical of British colonial policy,” 
said Smith. “This painting was partly produced to convey the idea of cycles – British 
history repeating itself, often with disastrous consequences. This was not picked up 
in the press or the wider realm, it was seen to be a heroic image of endurance and 
survival at the very edges of the empire.”

In truth it reflected Butler’s feelings about the horror and stupidity of war in 
Afghanistan, showing William Brydon, supposedly the only survivor from an army of 
4,500 soldiers and even more civilians who were massacred over several days on a 
retreat from Kabul during the first Anglo-Afghan war.

It is the only Butler painting in Tate’s collection and returns, newly conserved, for the 
first time in more than five decades. Sir Nicholas Serota, director of the Tate, 
admitted: “It is an interesting question as to what impact it might have had, had it 
been hanging here 15 years ago?”

Page 1 sur 3Artist and Empire at Tate Britain: cryptic paintings of violent imperialism | Art and d...

19/12/2015http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2015/jul/20/artist-and-empire-tate-britain-e...



It will be shown near a work which is probably better known in Afghanistan than the 
UK. William Barnes Wollen’s The Last Stand of the 44th Regiment at Gundamuck, 
1842 (1898) commemorates the end of the first Afghan war and shows the 44th East 
Essex regiment as they are overwhelmed in a last stand.

Similar to the Butler painting, it was praised as an image of gallantry and fortitude in 
the face of inevitable defeat. In 2002, British soldiers found the image being sold 
widely in Kabul markets Smith explained: “It is well known as a symbol of the 
Afghans defeating foreign invaders.”

The Wollen painting is being loaned by the Essex Regiment Museum in Chelmsford
and will be one of 200 works from 55 lenders to feature in a show that has been 
planned and researched for four years.

Smith said the complexities and sensitivities of the subject have made it the most 
difficult project he has worked on, adding: “We’ve had intense debates and 
arguments about what should be included, how to approach the subject.”

The exhibition, which will also feature contemporary work by artists including Hew 
Locke, asks if our perceptions of empire are shaped by the art that survives. 

Tate has its own connections to empire, not least because Tate Britain is on the site of 
Millbank prison from where prisoners were deported to Australia in the 19th century. 
it also bears the name of Henry Tate, the industrialist who made his fortune after 
acquiring the patent for the sugar cube.

There will be works in each section that address issues of the slave trade but none of 
them show its true nature. “There is very little visual evidence of the horrors of the 
slave trade,” said Smith. “It is conspicuous by its absence.”

Instead here are works such as a 17th-century painting by Nicholas Pocock of a Bristol 
frigate picking up slaves on the west coast of Africa. “It is a very gentle landscape,” 
said Smith. “You might say today, how can someone represent such a horrible subject 
in such a gentle way?”

The exhibition will include work by artists including Johan Zoffany and Anthony Van 
Dyck, as well as George Stubbs, who is represented by a magnificent painting of a 
cheetah reluctant to chase stags at Windsor. There will also be artists from North 
America, the Caribbean, the Pacific, Asia and Africa. 

Smith said it would also show how British mapmakers obliterated the identity of 
indigenous peoples and how Aboriginal art was disregarded by British artists and 
collectors who “did not have the cognitive or aesthetic framework to appreciate [it]”. 

Some of the other highlights include a striking 1937 photograph by Yousuf Karsh of 
John Buchan, author of The Thirty-Nine Steps, in his role as governor general of 
Canada. He is shown wearing a magnificent headdress given to him by Chief Shot 
Both Sides, which was later given to the Scouts and now, incredibly fragile, is housed 
in a metal cupboard in Bournemouth.

 Artist and Empire is at Tate Britain, 25 November-10 April.
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