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Critical Analysis of Zulu (1964): An analysis of how, Characters, Narrative, Diegetic sound, Realism and Themes, and Costumes are used in Zulu (1964).   

Produced by Cy Endfield and Stanley Baker with the former also serving as the film’s director Zulu is a film that has been praised by critics and is considered to be one the best British films of the last century.[footnoteRef:1]  The point of this essay, though is not to repeat the critics in evaluating the film based on their cinematic experience. Instead, it seeks to explore and evaluate how certain concepts are used in the film to create Zulu. The concepts in question are characters, narrative, diegetic sound, realism, costumes, and themes. They have been selected as they are used in interesting ways to mould the film into what is.[footnoteRef:2]   [1:  Sheldon Hall, Zulu: With some Guts Behind It, 2nd edn. (Sheffield: Tomahawk Press, 2014), pp. 301-317; Alex Von Tunzelmann, ‘Zulu: Michael Caine loses the plot, but wins the battle’, The Guardian, 11th February 2010. < https://www.theguardian.com/film/2010/feb/11/reel-history-zulu-michael-caine> [Accessed: 27th October 2020]. ]  [2:  Timothy Corrigan, A Short Guide to Writing About Film, 9th edn. (Harlow: Pearson, 2015), pp. 52-81. ] 


The film Zulu is a dramatisation of the now celebrated Battle of Rorke’s Drift.[footnoteRef:3] The battle took place between the 23rd and 24th of January 1879 during the Anglo-Zulu War which the British initiated after the Zulu Kingdom refused to accept an ultimatum.[footnoteRef:4] The battle is famous as it saw a single company from the 24th Regiment of Foot defeat an army of thousands from the Zulu Kingdom who had defeated the British at Isandlwana just hours before.[footnoteRef:5] This description though does not give away any spoilers regarding the film’s plot as the film is not a simple cinematic retelling of the actual events of the battle. Instead, it provides character development, plotlines, and a narrative which are only present in the film and not the historical record.[footnoteRef:6]  [3:  Hall, Zulu: With some Guts Behind It, p. 27. ]  [4:  Adrian Greaves, Rorke’s Drift (London: Cassell, 2012), pp. 131-163. Available at:  https://www.amazon.co.uk/Rorkes-Drift-CASSELL-MILITARY-PAPERBACKS-ebook/dp/B008YOAB4O/ref=tmm_kin_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=1603818533&sr=8-9. (Accessed: 27th November 2020). ]  [5:  Hall, Zulu With Some Guts Behind it, pp. 13-24. ]  [6:  Hall, Zulu With Some Guts Behind It, pp. 427- 442. ] 


[bookmark: cysill]The characters of Zulu are of interest as they are used to create the film’s partly anti-war narrative.[footnoteRef:7] Mainly this is done through dialogue and the changes in characterisations as the film progresses.[footnoteRef:8] Prominent characters who are used like this include Reverend Witt and the surgeon.[footnoteRef:9] Witt’s contribution to the anti-war narrative is through his attempts to convince the soldiers of their impending doom and the hopelessness of their situation.[footnoteRef:10] On the other hand, the Surgeon-Major Reynolds uses dialogue to create his contribution to the anti-war narrative in interactions with Chard after the latter is wounded and seeks treatment.[footnoteRef:11] The characterisation also contributes to this narrative in the case of Michael Caine’s Lieutenant Gonville Bromhead.[footnoteRef:12] At the start of the film, Caine portrays Bromhead as a gentleman who is inexperienced in battle with a worldview which sees war as being romantic. The change in the characterisation of Bromhead contributes to the narrative as throughout the film, he starts to question his worldview and in the final the scenes he laments the senselessness of the battle. [footnoteRef:13] Bromhead’s character also perhaps serves as an attempt to look at how a battle can change the human condition, since there is a dramatic change in Bromhead’s character.[footnoteRef:14]  [7:  Reid, ‘Zulu Review’, Empire, 1st January 2014 < https://www.empireonline.com/movies/reviews/empire-essay-zulu-review/> [Accessed: 27th November 2020]. ]  [8:  Reid, ‘Zulu Review’, 2014. ]  [9:  Cy Endfield (dir.), Zulu [Film], (London: Diamond Films, 1964); Reid, ‘Zulu Review’, 2014. ]  [10:  Reid, ‘Zulu Review’, 2014; Endfield, Zulu, 1964.  ]  [11:  Endfield, Zulu, 1964.    ]  [12:  Reid, ‘Zulu Review’, 2014. ]  [13:  Endfield, Zulu, 1964.  ]  [14:  Reid, ‘Zulu Review’, 2014. ] 


As an extension of the above it is worth asking why there is an anti-war narrative in this film in the first place? The film is about a battle which is remembered, especially by the Welsh soldiers of the British Army, as a feat of arms which should be celebrated.[footnoteRef:15] The film is not overly critical of the battle despite the narrative as it shows the heroism of the soldiers, especially those who won Victoria Crosses.[footnoteRef:16] Included in these portrayals are Private Hook’s rescue of men from the burning hospital and Surgeon-Major Reynold’s staying with the wounded despite the hospital being attacked directly by the Zulus.[footnoteRef:17] The VC winners are then honoured in a monologue at the end with Baker emphasising their bravery.[footnoteRef:18] Zulu, therefore, does honour and celebrate those that fought at Rorke’s Drift, then why is there an anti-war narrative?[footnoteRef:19] The answer likely lies with Stanley Baker’s politics as it is known he was a supporter of the Labour Party and a supporter of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament.[footnoteRef:20] The anti-war narrative likely come from this as the narrative seems subjectively skewed to his political beliefs.[footnoteRef:21] The fact that he was active in the party during the leadership of Harold Wilson adds to this line of thought.[footnoteRef:22] This actually speaks to the cleverness of the narrative as it shows that Endfield and Baker managed to do what many film makers have failed today which is to create a narrative which is critical of war yet celebrates the bravery of soldiers who fight in such conflicts.[footnoteRef:23]  [15:  The British Army, The Royal Welsh (2020) < https://www.army.mod.uk/who-we-are/corps-regiments-and-units/infantry/royal-welsh/> [Accessed: 29th November 2020]. ]  [16:  Endfield, Zulu, 1964; James W. Bancroft, Zulu War VCs: Victoria Crosses of the Anglo-Zulu War 1879 (Barnsley: Frontline Books, 2018), pp. 34-123.  ]  [17:  Bancroft, Victoria Crosses of the Anglo-Zulu War 1879, pp. 100-102, 108-113; Endfield, Zulu, 1964.  ]  [18:  Endfield, Zulu, 1964.  ]  [19:  Reid, ‘Zulu Review’, 2014.]  [20:  John Patterson, ‘From the Rhondda to Robbery’, The Guardian, 23rd November 2007. < https://www.theguardian.com/film/2007/nov/23/4> [Accessed: 29th November 2020]. ]  [21:  Patterson, ‘From the Rhondda to Robbery’, 2007. ]  [22:  Patterson, ‘From the Rhondda to Robbery’, 2007.]  [23:  Endfield, Zulu, 1964; Reid, ‘Zulu Review’, 2014. ] 


This cleverness also extends to the use of the diegetic sound in relation to the theme of nationalism in the film.[footnoteRef:24] To be clear it is the nationalism of the Welsh that is emphasised in the film rather that of the United Kingdom.[footnoteRef:25] Robert Shail of the then University of Wales, Lampeter claims that the theme of Welsh nationalism does exist the in the film and that Baker appears to have played a role in creating it.[footnoteRef:26] With this in mind, it is possible to interpret the diegetic and non-diegetic sound as being a part an attempt to develop a theme of Welsh nationalism.[footnoteRef:27] This is more pronounced in the latter stages of the film when the song Men of Harlech is sung in response to the chanting of the Zulus.[footnoteRef:28] This does indeed suggest nationalism as the song was, and still is, associated with Welsh regiments and its inclusion does support the idea that Zulu does portray the battle as a Welshman’s fight.[footnoteRef:29] These ideas are perhaps reinforced by the use of Ivor Emmanuel, a Welsh singer, who plays Private Owens who leads the 24th in their singing.[footnoteRef:30] The Zulu war chants are also part of the diegetic sound, and they contribute to this sense of nationalism as well. [footnoteRef:31] [24:  Hall, Zulu With Some Guts Behind it, pp. 238-251. ]  [25:  Robin Turner, ‘How Stanley Baker made Zulu his ‘Welsh western’’, Wales Online, 4th October 2008. < https://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/how-stanley-baker-made-zulu-2143977> [Accessed: 1st November 2020].]  [26:  Turner, ‘How Stanley Baker made Zulu his ‘Welsh western’’, 2008. ]  [27:  Turner, ‘How Stanley Baker made Zulu his ‘Welsh western’’, 2008.]  [28:  Endfield, Zulu, 1964.  ]  [29:  Turner, ‘How Stanley Baker made Zulu his ‘Welsh western’’, 2008.]  [30:  Hall, Zulu With Some Guts Behind it, p. 176. ]  [31:  Hall, Zulu With Some Guts Behind it, pp. 238-251.] 


This celebration though of the 24th’s bravery and performance at Rorke’s Drift is only one reading of the film.[footnoteRef:32] Another aspect is more contentious is whether the film contains the theme of anti-imperialism.[footnoteRef:33] Elements of the film allow for this as the character Adendorff is used to criticise Bromhead’s racist opinions of the Zulu and to allow the viewer to understand that the Zulus were capable warriors and strategists.[footnoteRef:34] However, it has been argued that certain usages of the camera may have compromised the anti-imperialist theme that is believed to exist.[footnoteRef:35] Lindiwe Dovey in African Film and Literature: Adapting Violence to the Screen argues this point through an analysis of the scene where the Zulus salute the British soldiers.[footnoteRef:36] She acknowledges that the camera work in the scene through its use of ‘wide shots of Zulus, filmed from low angles’ does create a sense of equality between the two sides of the battle.[footnoteRef:37] She suggests that due to the fictional nature of the events the camera shots do damage to the theme of anti-imperialism as the scenes could be interpreted as the filmmakers using the Zulus to show the superiority of the British.[footnoteRef:38] [32:  Lindiwe Dovey, African Film and Literature: Adapting Violence to the Screen (New York: Colombia University Press, 2009), pp. 37-39. ]  [33:  Dovey, African Film and Literature: Adapting Violence to the Screen, pp. 37-39. ]  [34:  Endfield, Zulu, 1964.  ]  [35:  Dovey, African Film and Literature: Adapting Violence to the Screen, pp. 37-39.]  [36:  Dovey, African Film and Literature: Adapting Violence to the Screen, pp. 37-39.]  [37:  Dovey, African Film and Literature: Adapting Violence to the Screen, pp. 37-39.]  [38:  Dovey, African Film and Literature: Adapting Violence to the Screen, pp. 37-39.] 


Dovey’s point is also valid as it speaks to some critics who believe that film’s historical authenticity damages the film’s realism.[footnoteRef:39]  Sheldon Hall though, in his book about the making of the film, however, does disagree with those who make criticisms based on the film’s inaccuracies.[footnoteRef:40] He argues that whilst it is inaccurate, the film boasts of an ‘authenticity of impression’.[footnoteRef:41] He claims the film shows the main facts of the Battle of Rorke’s Drift whilst allowing the director the freedom to create a dramatic narrative.[footnoteRef:42] This argument can be used to suggest that whilst there are gaps in the historical accuracy there is plenty of realism in the in the film that Endfield and Baker created.[footnoteRef:43] The film makes it feel like the viewer is placed in the middle of a battle in the Victorian Army.[footnoteRef:44] Some of the detail is very precise the orders that the officers give to direct the combat are accurate for the time and the drill movements of firing the Martini-Henry rifle as they should be.[footnoteRef:45] This realism also comes through in the characters like with Bromhead’s questioning of Chard’s right to command.[footnoteRef:46] This sentiment of looking down on engineering officers is well documented in the British Army during the nineteenth century so its inclusion in the narrative makes Bromhead a more realistic character for the time period that the film is set in.[footnoteRef:47] More importantly, the film does an excellent job of showing the realism of the situation that the British were in. It makes it clear that the British are in a very vulnerable position and uses the characters, dialogue, and other ideas to ram this home to the audience.[footnoteRef:48] Whilst the film is not necessarily historically accurate, it certainly provides a realistic portrait of the society and the ways of fighting during the Victorian period.[footnoteRef:49] [39:  Dovey, African Film and Literature: Adapting Violence to the Screen, pp. 37-39.]  [40:  Hall, Zulu With Some Guts Behind It, pp. 427-442. ]  [41:  Hall, Zulu With Some Guts Behind It, p. 429. ]  [42:  Hall, Zulu With Some Guts Behind It, p. 429.  ]  [43:  Dovey, African Film and Literature: Adapting Violence to the Screen, pp. 37-39.]  [44:  Byron Farwell, For Queen and Country: A Social History of the Victorian and Edwardian Army (London: Allan Lane, 1981), pp. 17-164; Endfield, Zulu, 1964.  ]  [45:  Farwell, For Queen and Country: A Social History of the Victorian and Edwardian Army, pp. 17-164. ]  [46:  Farwell, For Queen and Country: A Social History of the Victorian and Edwardian Army, pp. 17-164.]  [47:  Nick Lipscombe, Wellington’s Guns: The Untold Story of Wellington and his Artillery in the Peninsula and at Waterloo (Botley: Osprey Publishing, 2013), pp. 23-24. Available at: https://www.amazon.co.uk/s?k=wellington%27s+guns&ref=nb_sb_noss (Accessed: 2nd November 2020). ]  [48:  Endfield, Zulu, 1964. ]  [49:  Hall, Zulu With Some Guts Behind It, pp. 427-442.  ] 


The costumes used in Zulu are also worth a very brief mention in how they are used. Some observers have discussed the costumes within the context of historical accuracy, especially the mistakes on Colour Sergeant Borne’s uniform.[footnoteRef:50] They play an important though in the first scene of the film where a mass wedding is being performed at the Kraal of the Zulu king.[footnoteRef:51] The women carry miniature spears and shields like the warriors that they are marrying.[footnoteRef:52] Through the character of Margareta, it is learned that this is a reference to their chastity.[footnoteRef:53] This speaks to the inherent value that Zulu culture placed on warfare at the time. Zulu society revolved around the military system that was created by King Shaka and the costumes here show this.[footnoteRef:54] By extension you could also argue It contributes to the film’s attempt to show that the Zulus were capable soldiers.[footnoteRef:55] Since the costumes suggest that warfare was a key concept in Zulu culture the audience can draw the inference that they have a strong military tradition that was built by effective soldiers.[footnoteRef:56] The latter part of this point may be a stretch to justify but those who worked on the film apparently had this very point in mind when making the film.[footnoteRef:57]  [50:  Hall, Zulu With Some Guts Behind it, p. 176.]  [51:  Endfield, Zulu, 1964.]  [52:  Endfield, Zulu, 1964.]  [53:  Endfield, Zulu, 1964.]  [54:  Hall, Zulu With Some Guts Behind It, p. 181.  ]  [55:  Hall, Zulu With Some Guts Behind It, pp.427-443. ]  [56:  Hall, Zulu With Some Guts Behind It, pp.427-443.]  [57:  Hall, Zulu With Some Guts Behind It, pp.427-443.    ] 


Overall Zulu is a film which uses its characteristics in an excellent way to achieve both a detailed portrayal of Rorke’s Drift and conveyance of its narrative and ideas through the concepts discussed in this essay. The characters are utilised well to convey the anti-war narrative without compromising the presentation of the soldiers as being brave and able soldiers. Likewise, with the narrative itself, Zulu successfully pulls off a balancing act between praising the British soldiers and pushing the anti-war sentiments without either outshining the other. Of course, it should be noted that some see the anti-war narrative as an imposition, but in reality, this film is an example of the morality of the time in which it was made. There are very few films that depict history without inserting something that does not belong in the era a film is set in. When it comes to the themes, it is understandable why some believe that the film does harm to the perceived anti-imperialist themes despite its attempts to show the Zulus in a positive light. The film also does well with the theme of nationalism, especially with regards to the ‘Men of Harlech’ scene. Lindwe makes a good argument about the film’s usage of the camera, and it is convincing when her rationale is understood. However, as she accepts that a theme of anti-imperialism could exist in the film, it would be irresponsible to deny its existence altogether.  
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