Image Commentary- The Captive Slave
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Image- Simpson, J. (1827). The Captive Slave [Oil on canvas]



[bookmark: _Hlk121741627][bookmark: _Hlk121741914]The Captive Slave created by John Philip Simpson is one of few of his portraits, out of all of the images and all of the drawings I considered examining for this essay it was this painting that captured me. The message Simpson was trying to convey during his period of history as well as the relevancy of the image within a modern dialog was instantly apparent to me as the audience. And if an image could strike both feelings of inspiration and moral contemplation then it would be worth pondering. 
This striking image portrays a Black man sat on a stone bench in what could be a prison cell. Both of his hands are shackled by glossy metallic bands around his wrists attached to a heavy-duty chain, the chain is noticeably less shiny in appearance and looks considerably heavier than the metal around the wrists. The man is wearing an ill-fitting orange jumpsuit creating a contrast with the dark and musty brown background. The prisoner is looking in what could be contemplation towards the upper right of the portrait which would be left from the subject’s perspective. The man’s hands lay on his lap paired with this slumped body posture and absent eyes the painting gives the impression that the man has surrendered control to what waits ahead of him[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  John Philip Simpson (2017). The Captive Slave (Ira Aldridge) | The Art Institute of Chicago. [online] The Art Institute of Chicago. Available at: https://www.artic.edu/artworks/193664/the-captive-slave-ira-aldridge [Accessed 11 Dec. 2022].] 

One of the more notable aesthetic features of Simpson’s painting is the man’s eyes. Within a portrait of otherwise dull tones of colour (bar the man’s clothing) this captive’s eyes are noticeably brighter than the monotone setting, the slightly detectable gleam of his eyes draws attention to where he is looking as well as giving the effect that there may be tears lining his lash line further supporting the paintings forlorn atmosphere. The second noticeable aesthetic feature is his hands, the prisoner’s hands tell the story of the painting. In the same way the subjects’ eyes have been highlighted so too have his hands, close attention has been paid to the man’s fingernails as well as his knuckles perhaps to show his clean hands in both the physical and metaphorical sense. The glossy metallic bands attached to the heavy chains demonstrate imprisonment; not only that but also discomfort the heavy and restricting chains as well as the stone bench are all on display to show poor conditions and add to the unpleasant feeling of the portrait[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  Nga.gov. (2022). John Philip Simpson’s ‘The Captive Slave’: From Margin to Centre. [online] Available at: https://www.nga.gov/blog/john-philip-simpson-captive-slave-margin-center.html [Accessed 11 Dec. 2022].] 

Simpson has been often regarded as a minor society portrait-painter and as a result his techniques used to produce such a painting are not well known, however Recent analysis by the Art Institute of Chicago tells us that this piece was composed on already used canvas, underneath lying a rough sketch of a stately home. In addition to another human figure which was only an outline. In the British Art Journal Postle explains that “the fact that he painted it upon a disregarded canvas suggests that he made it on impulse, and of his own volition”[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  Postle, M. (2009). “The Captive Slave” by John Simpson (1782-1847): A rediscovered masterpiece. The British Art Journal, 9(3), 18–26. http://www.jstor.org/stable/41614836] 

This piece by Simpson was painted in 1827 almost 6 years before the British Emancipation Act of 1833, this act saw an end to slavery in the majority of British territories, releasing an estimated 800,000 enslaved peoples. Simpson’s painting was a demonstration of his support for the abolitionist movement and a detest of slavery in Britain. Although the Emancipation Act was passed only a few years after this paining’s creation the momentum of the abolitionist movement in Britain went through periods of stagnation as such from Simpson’s view point the abolition of slavery was still a dream as Parliament remained unchanged. Simpsons piece helps us to understand multiple lines of thought during the 1800’s, the first and foremost being slavery and the slave trade in Britain. 
By the time Simpson would have been painting this piece Britain had already maintained a long and entangled history with slavery, going back to around the 16th century the importation of African Peoples would be perhaps the largest and most integral part to Britain’s commerce and influence[footnoteRef:4]. It would not be until the 1760’s would Britain see the rise of the abolitionist movement. However, that does not mean that slavery went unquestioned before this wave in the 60’s, groups such as the Quakers were active as early as the late 1600’s stated their opposition to slavery. Although there are a multitude of factors surrounding the rise of abolitionism in Britain one of the major steps would be the creation of the first organised society, the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade was founded in 1787[footnoteRef:5] and gave all those in Britain advocating against slavery one banner to unite under. After working closely together founder Thomas Clarkson and renowned British abolitionist William Wilberforce would be a driving force behind the passing of the 1807 Slave Trade Abolition Act. This movement would rise in waves and in 1828 Clarkson would die signalling a low period for the movement that Simpson would have been witnessing. Postle suggests [footnoteRef:6]that it may have been this awareness that drove Simpson to create this striking piece with his aim being to provocatively display the abolitionist movement as well as his own personal stance against slavery. [4:  The National Archives (2022). Slavery - The National Archives. The National Archives. [online] doi: https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/.]  [5:  Www.bl.uk. (2022). British Library. [online] Available at: https://www.bl.uk/restoration-18th-century-literature/articles/abolition-of-the-slave-trade-and-slavery-in-britain [Accessed 11 Dec. 2022].]  [6:  Postle, M. (2009).] 

[bookmark: _Hlk121664362]First put on exhibition in London, Royal Academy of Arts in 1827 followed by the London, British Institution in 1828 and finally Liverpool, Liverpool Academy also in 1828 it is clear that Simpson set about to use this striking piece to send a clear message. From the locations Simpson chose to display his piece it is clear that he had a particular audience in mind, this is shown by the decision to exhibit it in Liverpool Britain’s main slaving port; It was on display to those of commercial standing whom actively benefited in the slave trade and Simpsons piece was an uncomfortable reminder of the part they played[footnoteRef:7]. Its display may have gathered quite the large mixture of discussion simply however two lines of discourse were open around The Captive Slave, the first being the more sympathetic and the other hostility. Simpsons humanisation of an enslaved person during his time was a rare depiction of slavery especially in this setting with the chains and melancholy on full display it reverses the roles of the audience and subject by holding them captive to the harsh reality of slavery during the period and what part they played in the maintaining of the institution.  [7:  Tate (2018). The Racial and Identity Politics of Head of a Man | Tate. [online] Tate. Available at: https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/john-simpson-495/racial-identity-politics-head-man [Accessed 11 Dec. 2022].] 

As already established this striking exploration into the world of slavery was created by John Philip Simpson, Simpson was born in 1782 in London. Not much is known about his early life as most of his career was spent as a small portrait producer for mostly elite figures[footnoteRef:8]. His skill as an artist is bolstered by his attendance to the Royal Academy together with the fact that he would later be appointed as the painter for the Portuguese royal family attest to his artistic ability. An interesting facet to Simpsons work is that this is not the only portrait in his collection of works that feature a black man as his second piece appears to be inspired by the same subject. Many contemporary historians have debated that it is the American-British actor Ira Frederick Aldridge, Aldridge is most notably the first Black actor to play a Shakespearean role in Britain making his high-profile debut at London’s Royal Coburg Theatre in 1825[footnoteRef:9]. Although it is not definitive that Simpson used Aldridge as a muse a similarity could be drawn between the subject of The Captive Slave and Aldridge but it would be speculative. It would not be outside the realm of possibility however that Simpson would have knowledge of the past racist outrage of both the American public as well as the British[footnoteRef:10] at Aldridge’s taking of the stage and either to consciously or unconsciously use his struggle as a conduit for his abolitionist ideals.  [8:  Cedric (2021). The Captive Slave – John Philip Simpson | Cedric Suggests. [online] Cedricsuggests.co.uk. Available at: https://cedricsuggests.co.uk/the-captive-slave-john-philip-simpson/ [Accessed 11 Dec. 2022].]  [9:  Mason, E. (2021). Ira Aldridge: Shakespeare’s black Othello. [online] Historyextra.com. Available at: https://www.historyextra.com/period/victorian/ira-aldridge-shakespeares-black-othello/ [Accessed 11 Dec. 2022].]  [10:  The World from PRX. (2017). African American Ira Aldridge, a Shakespearean actor in the early 1800s, honoured in England. [online] Available at: https://theworld.org/stories/2017-08-03/african-american-ira-aldridge-shakespearean-actor-early-1800s-honored-england [Accessed 11 Dec. 2022].] 

Simpson utilises the fairly popular artistic medium of the 19th century of oil on canvas, Simpson’s use of sober colours and strong moral subject would perhaps place Simpsons Captive Slave within the realms of Neoclassicism a notable art style of the time. The paint Simpson was likely to use in the 18th and early 19th centuries was comprised of three fundamental ingredients: linseed oil as the carrier, pigments as the colourants, and turpentine as a drying. This combination of chemicals is known as oil paint[footnoteRef:11].  [11:  Foley, R. (2009). PAINT IN 18th-CENTURY NEWPORT. [online] Available at: https://www.newportrestoration.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Paint-in-18th-century-Newport-Foley-11-09.pdf.] 

Simpsons creation of the Captive Slave holds many of significance to both a past and modern viewer, during the period of both its creation and exhibition the piece was at the culmination of the abolitionist movement and captures the feeling of both the movement and the group of marginalised people’s much like the man in the painting patiently waiting for their moment of freedom to come. For the modern-day viewer and contemporary historian, a completely new line of thought and philosophical dialog could be had around Simpsons piece. The abolitionist movement was and is not the only organisation to combat racism and oppression, Black Lives Matter [footnoteRef:12]or BLM is a recent group founded in 2013 its core message is to “build power to bring justice, healing, and freedom to Black people across the globe” like the abolitionist movement is goes through periods of resurgence. After the 2020 George Floyd incident [footnoteRef:13] and the following protests that followed BLM experienced a rise of support leading to a closer examination of the obviously faulty American justice system. One of the conclusions that came from this was the large gap in Black and white incarceration percentages, in 2020 William C. Iheme published a paper titled Systematic Racism, Police Brutality of Black People, and the Use of Violence in Quelling Peaceful Protests in America. In that paper Iheme explains that  [12:  Black Lives Matter. (2022). Home - Black Lives Matter. [online] Available at: https://blacklivesmatter.com/ [Accessed 12 Dec. 2022].]  [13:  History.com Editors (2021). George Floyd is killed by a police officer, igniting historic protests. [online] HISTORY. Available at: https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/george-floyd-killed-by-police-officer [Accessed 12 Dec. 2022].] 

“The author finds a reasonable correlation between this heightened level of brutality, racial profiling, random stop and frisk, and unfair justice system on the one hand, and private ownership of prison and bail bond corporations, which are largely owned by white Americans, and for which the brutality of police and unfair court decisions are the initial steps toward accomplishing the larger aim of profiting from the mass incarceration of black bodies.”[footnoteRef:14] [14:  ‘Systemic Racism, Police Brutality of Black People, and the Use of Violence in Quelling Peaceful Protests in America,’ The Age of Human Rights, 15, 2020] 

[bookmark: _Hlk121740116][bookmark: _Hlk121741290]The highly significant role that Simpsons Captive Slave plays within this modern dialog surrounding the institutional racism Black people face today is that the subject of the painting created by Simpson in 1827 could still be used in today’s discussion. The unnamed inmate incarcerated in the dim cell bound by heavy chains pondering his freedom is an image that would still hold truth within current western society which leaves modern historians to ponder how far have we truly succeeded in obtaining racial equality? The timeless face of his subject, the strong and highly relevant moral message as well as the undeniable beauty of the painting that led me to choosing it. All of these factors lead me to conclude that Simpsons the Captive slave is still a highly impactful painting and serves as a reminder of humanities faults and our progress. However, that does not mean that Simpsons piece is without slight criticism, there is an important dialogue that needs to be considered when examining Black history being carried by white people. Simpson had the privilege of being able to utilise this unnamed Black individual for his beliefs, although his beliefs would have aligned with enslaved people’s Simpson had the means, ability, and power to do so that Black people did not; by understanding this power dynamic we open a wider discourse within intersectional history and the way we understand Black history. 
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