
Elizabeth Thompson, Battle Artist

In 1874 Elizabeth Thompson became one of 
the most famous women in England when her 
painting ‘The Roll Call’  was  exhibited at the 
Royal Academy and became a national 
sensation.

So popular was the painting that a policeman 
had to be stationed before it to hold back the 
crowds.

The artist William Holman Hunt said “It 
touched the nation’s heart as few pictures 
have ever done”.



Thomas James Thompson

Elizabeth’s father, Thomas James Thompson, was a wealthy man.  Born in 
Jamaica in 1811, the illegitimate son of James Thompson and  Mary 
Edwards (his Creole mistress),  he was educated in England and inherited 
the fortune his grandfather had made from  Jamaican estates and from 
the compensation paid to slave owners by the British Government  in 
1833 after slavery was abolished.



From Jamaica to London

The  Thompson family were friendly with Charles Dickens, 
and, through him, Thomas met and married Christiana 
Weller, an amateur artist and  talented pianist. They  
travelled widely in Europe, daughters Elizabeth and Alice 
educated liberally at home by their father. 

Elizabeth wrote:  “My father, cultured, good, patient, devoted his leisure to 
me and my younger sister's education.  I think that having no boys to bring 
up, he tried to put all the tuition suitable to both boys and girls in to us. 
We children were fanatically devoted to the worship of Charlotte Bronte, 
since our father had read us Jane Eyre . . . We began sending poetry and 
prose to divers periodicals and cut our teeth on rejected MSS.”

When the girls grew up, Alice became known as the poet and essayist Alice 
Meynell, but Elizabeth decided to become a ‘Great Artist’.



The Dell in Bonchurch
In 1863 and 1864 the Thompson family  took a house in Bonchurch, 
The Dell, which they loved, although  Elizabeth confessed that what she 
described of as the ‘Oxford primness’ of Bonchurch society was a little 
stifling, preferring the dances and  parties of Ventnor!

‘However, we got to be fond of this society when the ice thawed. Each 
family took a pride in the beauty of its house and gardens, enriching 
Bonchurch with flowers, woods and ornamental waters.’

‘Mamma had The Dell further 
beautified to come up to the high 
level of the others. She made a little 
garden herself at the highest point of 
the grounds, with grass steps, 
bordered with tall white lilies, and 
called it the Celestial Garden’.  



Ventnor Sketches
‘The Ventnor dances were thoroughly 
enjoyable, and the croquet parties and rides 
with friends, and all the rest of it. I now and 
then come upon juvenile sketch books where I 
find my Ventnor partners at these dances 
clashing with charges of Garibaldian cavalry’. 

‘There they are, the desirable ones and the 
undesirable; the drawling “heavy swell" and the 
raw stripling; the handsome and the ugly. The 
girls, too, are there; the flirt and the wallflower’.

‘These festive Ventnor doings were all very well, but it became more 
and more borne in upon me that, if I intended to be a “great artist” (oh! 
seductive  words), my young 'teens were the right time for study’.



Waterloo

In1865 the family toured the Rhineland and 
Belgium , Elizabeth filling her sketchbooks as 
they went. And on her 18th birthday  they 
visited the scene of the battle of Waterloo. 

They were guided by a Waterloo veteran,  
Sergeant-Major Mundy of the 7th Hussars, 
who had been  twenty-seven at the time of the 
battle  in 1815. He showed them the various 
battlefields  – Hougoumont, Quatre Bras and 
Waterloo itself – and recalled the events.  

Elizabeth wrote later  “It was overpowering to my young mind.”



Becoming an artist

In January 1866 Mr Burchett, the Headmaster 
of the South Kensington School of Art, 
accepted her as a student, and she worked 
there for the next three years.

In the summer of 1869 she studied for six 
months in the studio of Giuseppe Belluci in 
Florence. ‘His system forbade praise for the 
pupil, which was rather depressing, but when 
I left him in October, he relaxed sufficiently to 
tell my father that I would 'do things' (Fara
delle cose) . . . He also said to me I 'could now 
walk alone' (puo camminare da se) and with 
this valedictory goodbye we parted’.



1871-1873 Ventnor days again

Between 1871 and 1873 the family returned to the 
Isle of Wight, this time to Ventnor, which Elizabeth 
often referred to as 'Home'. 

In her studio here she painted an altarpiece for St 
Wilfrid’s Church, as well as sketching  friends  and also  
soldiers  in camp at Parkhurst.  This self portrait shows 
a confident  young woman.

‘The dances, theatricals, croquet parties, rides — all the old ways were 
linked up again at Ventnor, and I have a very bright memory of our second 
dwelling there and reunion with our old friends. I kept my hand in by 
painting in oils life-sized portraits, and  I commandeered our landlord as a 
model, for he had just the white beard and portly figure I required’. 



Painting the Crimean War
A Manchester businessman bought one of her 
sketches of soldiers and commissioned an oil 
painting  on a military subject from her. Elizabeth  
began working on  ‘The Roll Call’, a  painting of the 
Crimean War which would show not a battle, but 
the aftermath.

She hired a studio in London and painstakingly 
searched for uniforms and equipment from the 
period in order to be correct in the smallest details. 

Crimean veterans, several of whom served as models for the painting,  
were consulted, and the painting  was  completed during the winter of 
1874 and accepted for display by the Royal Academy.



‘The talk of the clubs’
‘While at home at Ventnor I received extraordinary rumours of the stir 
the picture was making in London. How it was ‘the talk of the clubs’ and 
spoken of as ‘the coming picture of the year’.

Back in London to make final alterations to the 
painting as it hung in the Royal Academy  ‘I returned 
to the boarding house to fetch a sketch of a Russian 
helmet I had done at Ventnor, to replace the bad one 
I had put in the   foreground. . . I could hardly do the 
little helmet alterations necessary, so crowded was I 
by congratulating and questioning artists and starers.’

The preliminary study here for the key figure in the 
centre of the painting is in the National Army 
Museum, and  is clearly based on her earlier 
sketches. 



‘The Roll Call’
The painting shows a battalion of Grenadier Guards, exhausted and 
wounded in the aftermath of a battle. The experience of ordinary soldiers 
had rarely been portrayed  to the public before with such realism, the 
sombre mood epitomising the grimness of this war, and all wars. The 
painting was a huge success. It was finally bought by Queen Victoria. 



Painting Waterloo – ‘Quatre Bras’

Elizabeth’s next ‘battle painting’, Quatre Bras, 
painted in 1875, was the result of that youthful visit 
to the Waterloo battlefields which had moved her 
so deeply. 

Again, she went to great lengths to create models 
for her work, arranging for 300 soldiers from 
the Royal Engineers to pose in a reconstruction of 
the square formation, and to fire their rifles to 
recreate the smoky scene.  

She used horses at Sanger's Circus as models for 
the French cavalry, and found a group of children to 
trample down a field of rye in Henley-on-Thames, 
to recreate the setting. 



‘Quatre Bras’

The painting portrays the 28th (North Gloucestershire) Regiment of Foot 
on 16 June 1815, at the Battle of Quatre Bras, two days prior to Waterloo 
and shows the regiment formed in a square in a field of rye, withstanding 
attacks from lancers and cuirassiers led by Marshal Ney. 



Marriage

In 1877 Elizabeth married  Sir William Francis Butler, a 
distinguished officer of the British Army.  

Although some of her best known paintings were done in the 
next four years, her career largely ended  with her marriage, her 
time spent raising six children and accompanying her husband 
abroad.

(Clockwise from right, ‘Missed’ 1874, ‘The Defence of Rourke’s
Drift 1879,  ‘The Remnants of an Army’ 1880)



‘I never painted for the glory of war’

By the turn of the century the public appetite for 
huge battle scenes was waning.  Once one of the 
three most famous women in Britain, featuring on 
cigarette cards like this one,  she is now little known.   

Her paintings reflected Victorian pride and 
romanticism for Empire, but they were realistic in 
detail, showing confusion, mud and exhaustion.   

In her own words, ‘I never painted for the glory of 
war, but to portray its pathos and heroism’. 

In 1879 Elizabeth came within two votes of becoming the first female 
member of the Royal Academy, which promptly decided that since its 
rules said only ‘men of fair moral character’ were eligible for 
membership, she would have been disqualified by her sex. 
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