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Image Commentary on George Cruikshank’s Fitting Out 


[image: ]
Figure 1: Fitting Out by George Cruikshank.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  George Cruikshank, Fitting Out [Print] (1820) < https://collections.britishart.yale.edu/catalog/tms:30700 > [Accessed: 23rd November 2020]; Royal Museums Greenwich, The Collection (2020).   <https://collections.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/108981.html > [Accessed: 13th December 2020].   ] 


The image being discussed in this commentary is the print Fitting Out by George Cruikshank which was first published in 1820 by George Humphrey of London.[footnoteRef:2] Fitting Out is the first in a series of eight prints called The Progress of a Midshipman exemplified in the career of Master Blockhead in seven plates & frontispiece.[footnoteRef:3] The prints describe the career of William Blockhead, from him first joining the Royal Navy as a midshipman until his attainment of a lieutenancy. Fitting Out the first print both sets up the story that will be told through the prints and provides an interesting satirical view of the young men who became midshipmen in the hope of following the heroic traditions of Admiral the Lord Nelson and the other naval heroes of the day.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Cruikshank, Fitting Out, 1820. ]  [3:  Royal Museums Greenwich, 2020.  ]  [4:  Royal Museums Greenwich, 2020. 	] 


Fitting Out is a scene which depicts the Blockhead family outfitting Midshipman Blockhead with his kit before he reports to his first ship.[footnoteRef:5] The centre of the image is dominated by the young midshipman’s kit, which includes multiple items such as the sea chest, hat box, provisions and consumables for the midshipman’s berth, and other items such as toys which emphasize Midshipman Blockhead’s young age.[footnoteRef:6] On the right of the image, Blockhead is seen terrorising an older relative with his dirk and, on the left of the image is the mother lamenting the impending departure of her child.[footnoteRef:7] At the rear on the left there is also the father looking at a long list which bears the title ‘Necessities’ with a large pile of bills beside it. At the top of the picture there is the portrait of Admiral Horatio Nelson. At the bottom there is a piece of text which reads “He Hails in life's advancing day | Amusive hopes and prospects gay | Nor in the wide horizon round | Can e'er one little speckle found | to cloud the scene – Anon”.[footnoteRef:8]      [5:  Cruikshank, Fitting Out, 1820.]  [6:  Cruikshank, Fitting Out, 1820.   ]  [7:  Cruikshank, Fitting Out, 1820.      ]  [8:  Cruikshank, Fitting Out, 1820.] 

   
This scene both provides a slight satirical take on the idea of young men becoming midshipmen and accurate representations of what families thought of their sons leaving home, the expenses involved in sending a son to sea, and the young age of midshipmen as well as their naïve belief that their future in the navy would be a great adventure.[footnoteRef:9] This last point is largely achieved through the quote described in the above paragraph which confirms that Blockhead sees his future life in the navy as a huge adventure without any comprehension of the challenges he will face.[footnoteRef:10] The issue of his naivety is also reinforced by his use of the dirk to terrorise his sister. The dirk is a weapon as well as a symbol of a midshipman’s position as a senior petty officer.[footnoteRef:11] Its use as a toy reinforces Blockhead’s illustrated naivety as he is using it in playful manner without regard for the fact, he may need to use in the future to kill the enemy and defend himself when in action. This sense of naivety is further complemented by the toys scattered amongst Blockhead’s equipment which again suggests he is completely unaware of the grim realities of what was a midshipman’s life in the Royal Navy.[footnoteRef:12]            [9:  Cruikshank, Fitting Out, 1820.]  [10:  Cruikshank, Fitting Out, 1820.   ]  [11:  John McGrath and Mark Barton, British Naval Swords and Swordsmanship (Barnsley: Seaforth Publishing, 2013), pp.55-68; Geoffrey Penn, Snotty: The Story of the Midshipman (London: Hollis and Carter, 1957), pp. 55. ]  [12:  Cruikshank, Fitting Out, 1820.] 


Despite the above satirical tones, Fitting Out also conveys an authentic representation of the costs involved in sending someone to sea and familial reactions to it. The long list of necessities is a reference to the large amount of equipment that midshipmen were required to outfit themselves with.[footnoteRef:13] As shown by the pile of equipment in the centre of Fitting Out this ranges from pieces of uniform, provisions for the midshipman’s mess, and other miscellanea that was mandated by the admiralty. The pile of bills is also authentic, if perhaps a little fanciful, because it would cost a family a fair amount of money to outfit a midshipman which is suggested by Samantha Cavell.[footnoteRef:14] Gregory Fremont-Barnes goes further and states that for service in home waters the cost to outfit a midshipman would be between seventy to eighty pounds and ninety to one hundred pounds if the midshipman were to serve in foreign waters.[footnoteRef:15] This also does not include additional expenses that midshipmen incurred such as mess contributions and purser’s bills.[footnoteRef:16] The familial reaction is likely authentic, the crying mother also provides a contrast to Blockhead’s excited and exuberant behaviour. It serves as a reminder that despite Blockhead’s gaiety he will be facing danger which could be a mother’s worst nightmare. With Fitting Out Cruikshank manages to convey this contrast between grief and excitement in a fashion that is straight to the point with the flamboyance of his more satirical works.[footnoteRef:17]  [13:  Cruikshank, Fitting Out, 1820.]  [14:  Samantha Cavell, A Social History of Midshipmen and Quarterdeck Boys in the Royal Navy, 1761-1831. (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Exeter, 2020), pp. 107-109. < https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10036/109573/CavellS.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y> [Accessed: 16th December 2020].  ]  [15:  Gregory Freemont-Barnes, Nelsons Officers and Midshipmen (Botley: Osprey Publishing Ltd, 2009), pp.32-58.]  [16:  Freemont-Barnes, Nelson’s Officers and Midshipmen, pp. 32-58.   ]  [17:  Cruikshank, Fitting Out, 1820.        ] 


This restrained satire is most likely a deliberate choice made by Cruikshank. During the first part of his career Cruikshank created several prints which satirised important figures of the day, most notable the Prince Regent, and provided social commentary on the important issues of the period such as slavery.[footnoteRef:18] Fitting Out, unlike these earlier works, though it is dated to 1820, which is an important year for Cruikshank’s work as it marks the start of his transition from being a well-known satirist to a respectable book illustrator.[footnoteRef:19] This change occurred as satirical art was declining in popularity. He had also entered into an agreement with George IV in August 1820 which limited his ability to satirise the sovereign in turn it also hastened his transition from producing satire to book illustrations as it restricted his satirical output.[footnoteRef:20] Fitting Out therefore should be viewed within the context of this transition as it both shows elements of the satire from Cruikshank’s early works and the reservedness of his later book illustrations. This lack of satire might also come down to Cruickshank’s admiration of Admiral Horatio Nelson of Trafalgar fame.[footnoteRef:21] The appearance of Lord Nelson’s portrait may symbolise the respect that Cruikshank and other Britons had for the Royal Navy and the traditions associated with it.[footnoteRef:22] The portrait also serves as a plot point in the story outlined in the prints, but this will be discussed later.[footnoteRef:23]  [18:  BBC, George Cruikshank Cartoon [Video]. 2015 < https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p02xl8km > [Accessed: 14th December 2020]. ]  [19:  Cruikshank, Fitting Out, 1820.   ]  [20:  The Cleveland Museum of Art, Satire and Social Commentary the Life of George Cruikshank (2020) < https://www.clevelandart.org/research/in-the-library/collection-in-focus/satire-and-social-commentary-life-george-cruikshank> [Accessed: 14th December 2020]. ]  [21:  The Cleveland Museum of Art, 2020.]  [22:  The Cleveland Museum of Art, 2020. ]  [23:  Cruikshank, Fitting Out, 1820.] 


Fitting Out was produced through the intaglio printing process which creates prints by using images incised onto copper plates. More specifically, Fitting Out is the product of a variation of the intaglio process known as etching.[footnoteRef:24] The process involved the artist first covering the plate with an acid-resistant substance, Cruikshank will have used wax, and then he would scratch at the substance to create an image by revealing the copper. The plate was then placed in a pool of acid which ‘bites’ the incisions into the plate. Once this is done the plate was cleaned to remove excess ink and put through the press.[footnoteRef:25] This method was preferred by Cruikshank and other artists as it allowed for a plate to be used more than once to create multiple copies of the same design.[footnoteRef:26] This explains why copies of Fitting Out also exist in multiple repositories both in the United Kingdom and internationally.[footnoteRef:27] The one major limitation of printing during this period was that colours had to be applied after the printing process was completed. Fitting Out therefore can look different depending on which copy of it is being looked at. For instance, the image included above has the mother wearing a white dress whereas another copy of Fitting Out has her wearing a dark red dress[footnoteRef:28]. This would suggest that whilst the design of the picture was standardised, the colouring applied after production was not.[footnoteRef:29] The only common colouring in both is Midshipman Blockhead’s jacket which is blue and carries the white-collar patches worn by midshipmen.[footnoteRef:30]  [24:  Cruikshank, Fitting Out, 1820; Victoria and Albert Museum, what is Print? (2020) 
< https://www.vam.ac.uk/articles/what-is-print> [Accessed: 14th November 2020]. ]  [25:  Victoria and Albert Museum, 2020; National Museums of Liverpool, How to make an Etching [video]. 2018 < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0jzVjjRudfo> [Accessed: 15th December 2020]. ]  [26:  Victoria and Albert Museum, 2020; National Museums of Liverpool, 2018. ]  [27:   George Cruikshank, Fitting Out (1820); Royal Museums Greenwich, 2020.]  [28:  George Cruikshank, Fitting Out (1820); Royal Museums Greenwich, 2020.]  [29:  George Cruikshank, Fitting Out (1820); Royal Museums Greenwich, 2020.]  [30:  George Cruikshank, Fitting Out (1820); Royal Museums Greenwich, 2020. ] 


[bookmark: _Hlk58587603]With regards to production, it must be mentioned that another individual had a role in the producing and designing of Fitting Out. This individual is Captain Frederick Marryat who was both a close friend of Cruikshank and a veteran officer of the Royal Navy who should be mentioned as he is acknowledged by Cruikshank in the bottom left-hand corner of Fitting Out through the use of an anchor.[footnoteRef:31] Cruikshank’s print is based on a watercolour illustration produced by Marryat which contains a similar scene to Cruikshank’s Fitting Out.[footnoteRef:32] Marti Klein in his writings on the subject presents the view that the final prints of The Progress of a Midshipman exemplified in the career of Master Blockhead in seven plates & frontispiece series, including Fitting Out, were a consequence of the two working together.[footnoteRef:33] It should be said though that Fitting Out is usually attributed solely to Cruikshank, despite Marryat’s involvement.[footnoteRef:34] This is because it was Cruikshank who both made the print and gave the displayed image its final form. Klein mentions that Cruikshank deviated from Marryat’s original illustrations so the prints would play down the autobiographical nature of the illustrations and to make Fitting Out more dramatic.[footnoteRef:35] Cruikshank though does acknowledge Marryat as the illustrator of Fitting Out since the image is predominantly based on his original watercolours.[footnoteRef:36]   [31:  Cruikshank, Fitting Out, 1820.]  [32:  Frederick Marryat, Fitting Out [Watercolour on paper] (1820).
 < https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_1891-1117-24> [Accessed: 15th December 2020]. ]  [33:  Marti Klein, ‘Master Blockhead Goes to Sea: A Glimpse into the Experiences of Midshipman Frederick Marryat’, Coriolis, 9.2 (2019), 1-22 (pp. 1-7). ]  [34:  Cruikshank, Fitting Out, 1820.]  [35:  Klein, ‘Master Blockhead Goes to Sea: A Glimpse into the Experiences of Midshipman Frederick Marryat’, p. 4. ]  [36:  Frederick Marryat, Fitting Out, 1820. ] 


Fitting Out’s target audience is not as easily identified as Fitting Out’s medium. It is possible to suggest that the target audience was most likely members of the middle class. At the time of Fitting Out’s creation, the middle class encompassed those families whose income was derived from the work of professionals such as, lawyers, clergymen, physicians, and more importantly commissioned officers from the navy or army.[footnoteRef:37] The idea that the target audience were members of the middle class therefore has weight as most officers during the period were drawn from the middle class.[footnoteRef:38]  According to Evan Lewis just under 50% of officers who served between 1775-1815 came from professional backgrounds, though it must be mentioned that this was primarily due to the commonplace tradition of sons following fathers into the Royal Navy.[footnoteRef:39] Due to the prevalence of the middle class within the Royal Navy’s officer corps it is reasonable argue that the middle class would be the most likely to buy Fitting Out and the most logical target audience for Cruikshank to angle his work towards. The aesthetics of Fitting Out actually support this view as Cruikshank has dressed the woman of the Blockhead family in the fashions associated with the better off in British Society.[footnoteRef:40]        [37:  Rory Muir, Gentlemen of Uncertain Fortune, (London: Yale University Press, 2019), pp. 1-242. ]  [38:  Evan Wilson, A Social History of British Naval Officers (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2017), p. 85. ]  [39:  Evan Wilson, A Social History of British Naval Officers, pp. 85-92.    ]  [40:  Klein, ‘Master Blockhead Goes to Sea: ‘A Glimpse into the Experiences of Midshipman Frederick Marryat’, pp. 4-10.     ] 


As an image Fitting Out also holds significance for historians, and scholars who have an interest in visual culture. As it shows artists can deviate from their source material yet maintain the character and aims of it. For instance, Fitting Out shows us that whilst Cruickshank deviated from Marryat’s original designs, he was able to maintain the authentic representation of a midshipman before he went to sea that was present in Marryat’s original design.[footnoteRef:41] This is shown through Cruikshank’s inclusion of Blockhead playing with the dirk as Marryat included the same image in his original illustration on which Fitting Out is based.[footnoteRef:42] Klein implicitly supports this view as he implies that Fitting Out and the prints associated with it owe their veneer of authenticity to Cruikshank’s love of the Royal Navy.[footnoteRef:43] He states that since Cruikshank was unable to undertake a career in the Royal Navy, he wished to show his passion by producing artwork demonstrating his appreciation of the navy.[footnoteRef:44] In a minor way, Fitting Out is also significant in that it shows how good his friendship with Marryat was. Fitting Out is an attempt by Cruickshank to help a friend who possessed only a small income and a wish to make money from his art. Fitting Out is an ode to this friendship as it shows that Cruikshank respected him enough to both involve him in the production of Fitting Out and to assist him in gaining an income from being an artist.[footnoteRef:45]  [41:   Klein, ‘Master Blockhead Goes to Sea: A Glimpse into the Experiences of Midshipman Frederick Marryat’, pp. 4-10.        ]  [42:  Ibid. pp. 4-10. ]  [43:  Ibid. pp. 4-10. ]  [44:  Ibid. pp. 4-10. ]  [45:  Ibid. pp. 4-10.         ] 


Overall Fitting Out is an excellent piece which shows Cruickshank’s love of the Royal Navy and his friendship with Frederick Marryat.  It conveys an accurate representation of a young midshipman and his family before the boy goes to sea. It includes the naivety of young boys before going to sea and the references to the huge of cost for a family wishing to send their son to the Royal Navy with the hope that they could gain an officer’s commission. It also serves as a possible example of work during Cruikshank’s transition from making outright satirical pieces to producing more reserved works after his negotiations with the Prince Regent. Fitting Out is also a fine example of a piece produced through the intaglio printing process by the application of ink to an etched copper plate. Fitting Out also has an intriguing addition to its production through its association to Marryat who created the works that Fitting Out based on. He clearly had an important role in its production as Cruikshank acknowledges his involvement with the work. Finally, whilst Fitting Out’s target audience is difficult to identify it is correct to argue that the target audience will have been the middle class, both because of what is included in the image and the fact that most naval officers came from this class.           
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