Preface: To the Reader

This is a story about stories—stories about an artist whose life was
shaped by and who shaped stories. George Cruikshank recounted
many tales: biographical ones about his ancestors, training, and
invention; cultural ones about his rapidly changing society, its
governing classes and working men and women; political ones about
Britain’s domestic and foreign policies over seventy years; social
ones about fashion, manners, customs, and habits; imaginative ones
about fairies, witches, demons, and things that go bump in the night.
Additionally, he expressed through visual designs stories that others
narrated in words. He and his collaborators articulated conflicting
versions of how those fictions were created. Both during his lifetime
and after his death he was also the subject of many stories circulated
by admirers and adversaries at court, over dinner and drinks, on the
platform, in periodicals and books.

Cruikshank savored, embellished, and saved these stories. A
magpie hoarder, he retained more than 8,500 letters by or to him and
tens of thousands of preliminary sketches, finished designs, tracings,
proofs, and other papers registering his creativity. What he did not
do was stabilize one story about his own life, times, and art, in the
context of which the anecdotes and assessments of others might be
evaluated.

Consequently this book incorporates many stories told whenever
possible in the original words. To say that George’s mother was a
strict disciplinarian would be to speak of his upbringing in our terms;
to say, as Cruikshank’s nephew does, that Mary Cruikshank’s laws
were, like those of the Medes and Persians, never altered, asserts
something similar in phrasing that also summons up the intimate
familiarity with biblical history that characterized the Presbyterian
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culture of Cruikshank’s youth. Quotations bring out the polyphony
of voices, attitudes, values, educations, temperaments, and emotions
that govern and are embedded in the tales people tell.

Moreover, both the manifest content and the hidden, deflected,
or suppressed content of many of these stories make it difficult to
pick a single version as authentic. For instance, Cruikshank’s prints
often point overtly to one reading while conveying different, even
contradictory, implications through allusions, design, dialogue
and captions, or the energy of composition, drawing, and empathy.
Cruikshank frequently contradicts himself on political and social
issues, alternatively supporting Tories and Whigs, advocating
authoritarian measures in one plate and libertarian ones in another.
Pierre Macherey demonstrates that “no ideology is sufficiently
consistent to survive the test of figuration.” Cruikshank’s art
would seem to confirm the converse, that no significant figuration
will consistently express a single ideology. My effort has been not
to simplify the record of stories into one biographically, politically,
and artistically coherent tale, but rather to assemble and investigate
the multiplicity of interpretations Cruikshank’s life, times, and art
generate.

Biographers often identify with their subjects. I want to understand
what happened to a hard-working creative artist situated on the
margin of nineteenth-century British culture and twentieth-century
intellectual concerns. George Cruikshank had no financial resources
beyond his meager earnings. He was not a major politician, only a
commentator who infrequently and indirectly influenced policy. He
was not a prominent social reformer, although he induced thousands
to alter their personal habits and diets. While he sold some prints
in numbers far exceeding those for engravings of Burlington House
favorites, he was never accorded the prestige of election to the Royal
Academy. Unsuccessful as an independent author, he nevertheless
collaborated on the narratives of at least a dozen bestsellers and by his
illustrations provided the scripts to scores of dramatic adaptations.
When later in life he received pensions from the Royal Academy
and the government, their modest size reflected his inconsiderable
status. And even though Ruskin compared him to Rembrandt and his
peers designated him the second Hogarth, his multitudinous works
appeared in ephemeral formats; he produced too much quantity and
too little quality for posterity to rank him among the great.
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A related question this narrative addresses is why there have
been so few substantive accounts of Cruikshank. Too much uncata-
logued documentation? His circumscribed imagination? Distasteful
personality or personal life and values? Too comic or satiric to be
profound? Jurisdictional haziness, since his career touches on art,
history, and literature? Economic constraints restricting study of
and publication about marginal figures? These issues raised during
Cruikshank’s lifetime largely governed the stories told, and not told,
after his death and down to the present.

In turn, my orchestration of voices will be supplemented and
superseded by other compositions deploying different materials and
strategies of interpretation. To be of value, this narrative must tell
a story sufficiently interesting to hold your attention over time and
“tease you into thought” about the kinds of stories we tell to make
history, art, and human lives vital.

Houston, Texas
26 April 1990
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