





[image: image]












Tim Benson is Britain’s leading authority on political cartoons. He runs the Political Cartoon Gallery and Café in Putney. He has produced numerous books on the history of cartoons, including Giles’s War, Churchill in Caricature, Low and the Dictators, The Cartoon Century: Modern Britain Through the Eyes of its Cartoonists, Drawing the Curtain: The Cold War in Cartoons, Over the Top: A Cartoon History of Australia at War and How to be British: A Cartoon Celebration.











Britain’s Best Ever Political Cartoons


Edited by Tim Benson


[image: image]


www.johnmurraypress.co.uk












Dedicated to the memory of my parents Renee and Jack Benson









FOREWORD BY MATTHEW PARRIS


[image: image]


Slowly but surely, the idea has crept up on our age that disrespect can never be justified. Civilised debate? Yes. Polite disagreement? Of course. Passionate advocacy? No problem. Even fierce disagreement is tolerated. But disrespect? Mere impertinence? Ridicule? No: we must never sneer, never ‘gratuitously’ offend.


Ridicule is going right out of fashion. Slated as ‘disrespect’ – which is now considered unforgiveable – it’s under siege. Hate-speech legislators, no-platformers and the no-platformed compete with each other for the status of ‘victim’, the offended party. All sides display their wounds with lip-smacking relish … shrieking, ‘You offended me!’ ‘No – you offended me!’


Everywhere, the citadels of the scornful are falling. We have ‘lowered the tone’, we have ‘trivialised’, we have ‘resorted to playground insults’. And, out of step with our times, we slink away.


But not the political cartoonists. Almost alone now, almost an anachronism, they still stand, fearless and funny, farting in the face of all that is pompous and self-regarding in modern public life. Careless of the courtesies, blithely oblivious of the modern imperative to make a ‘positive contribution’ to the debate, our political cartoonists now wield almost the only pins left in the balloon factory that is politics.


How can I forget my nineteen-year-old self’s shock and delight, arriving in the land of my forebears but not of my birth, to open a British newspaper for almost the first time and clap astonished eyes on a Scarfe cartoon of the newly victorious Margaret Thatcher as a poodle, excreting an elaborate turd composed of Edward Heath’s face, and ending in a Mr Whippy-style flourish – his nose. Was that respectful? No. Constructive? Anything but. A positive contribution to the debate? Heaven forbid. Was it gratuitous? Oh, deliciously. Juvenile? Triumphantly. Offensive? You bet.


‘So this is Britain!’ I said to myself. And it was. Still is, I hope, in those precious little safe spaces for ridicule that our news media have ring-fenced off from the deadening culture of respect. Page on from these mere words to the feast of ridicule that follows, and know that there’s still one redoubt for those of us for whom scorn and hilarity have a part to play in the po-faced parade that is twenty-first-century public affairs. As you’ll see, our wonderful cartoonists mocked their way shamelessly through the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and mock shamelessly on through the twenty-first.


And here’s the irony. Ridicule does have a positive contribution to make to politics. If arrogance and vacuity are the disease, impertinence is the cure. Survey the world’s more preposterous dictators and demagogues. What do they need? Not, I suggest, a ‘constructive contribution to the debate’. That only dignifies them. Make fun of them instead. Here at home our own political masters are not monsters, but their calling invites high-handedness, self-aggrandisement, windbaggery and disingenuousness. They don’t need platforms for debate: they just need to be taken down a peg or two – and the best way is to laugh at them. For centuries Britain’s cartoonists have helped us do so, and this book is not least a tribute to mockery.


So never mind speaking truth to power, cock your leg to power, I say. Long may our cartoonists sprinkle ridicule on the turn-ups of the mighty. Read on!









INTRODUCTION


For almost three hundred years cartoonists in Britain have, with just sheets of paper or pieces of art board, pens or brushes and some Indian ink, produced images that have encapsulated the history of the United Kingdom.


No other medium, written or visual, has come quite as close to capturing the major events of the past as well as the political cartoon. This is all the more impressive when you consider that cartoonists, unlike historians, have to interpret events as they happen, rather than with either the benefit of hindsight or a proverbial crystal ball to hand. Margaret Thatcher, when prime minister, stated that the cartoon was ‘the most concentrated and cogent form of comment … and the most memorable, giving the picture of events that remained most in the mind’. And the man she faced across the despatch box at the time, Michael Foot, leader of the Opposition and formerly editor of the Evening Standard during the Second World War, completely agreed with her. He eloquently summed up the importance of political cartoons by stating that ‘There is nothing to touch the glory of the great cartoonists. They catch the spirit of the age and then leave their own imprint upon it.’ Politicians like Thatcher and Foot always enjoyed finding themselves in the cartoons of the daily newspapers, however disparaging or vilifying their portrayal, and appearing regularly in cartoons has always been a clear indication of a politician’s importance. Winston Churchill noted that they need to worry when they stop appearing in them: ‘Just as eels are supposed to get used to skinning, so politicians get used to being caricatured. In fact, by a strange trait in human nature they even get to like it. If we must confess it, they are quite offended and downcast when the cartoons stop.’


Over the centuries, political cartoonists in Britain have earned themselves an unsurpassed reputation for being the best in the world, a distinction that still holds true to this day. Yet not all of our great cartoonists were born and bred here. Will Dyson and David Low, two radical and innovative Antipodeans who would leave their own indelible imprint on British cartooning, had both already established themselves in Australia. However, they knew very well that in the early part of the twentieth century London’s Fleet Street was the epicentre of newspaper journalism. After Dyson and Low moved to London and proved themselves successful, others followed: from America, Percy Fearon (‘Poy’); from Hungary and Czechoslovakia, Victor Weisz (‘Vicky’) and Stephen Roth, both of whom had fled from the Nazis very shortly before the outbreak of the Second World War. After the war came Canadian Wally Fawkes (‘Trog’) and three New Zealanders, Neville Colvin, Les Gibbard and Nicholas Garland. There was also John Jensen from Sydney, the son of Australian cartoonist Jack Gibson. We still import the best talent from abroad, such as Americans Kevin Kallaugher and Rebecca Hendin, Peter Schrank from Switzerland and the Norwegian Morten Morland. These outsiders, with their own distinct perspective on our body politic, have built upon and added to our rich cartoon heritage.


One of the most significant reasons why political cartoonists have flourished here is largely due to the country’s long democratic traditions of free speech and tolerance of opinion. Over time these have allowed a free and inquisitive press to develop: as early as the beginning of the eighteenth century, London boasted the biggest, freest and most profitable newspapers in the world.


Just under a hundred years ago, when neither social media nor multi-channel 24/7 television existed and radio was still in its infancy, national newspaper circulation was in the millions. For the general public the papers were the only accessible means of finding out what was going on at home and abroad. Although the majority of journalists remained anonymous to their readers, cartoonists became well known either by their real names or the pseudonyms under which they worked. Readers might even know what the cartoonists looked like because some, such as Low and Vicky, had the audacity to depict themselves in their cartoons, observing events or even interacting with the leading politicians of the day. Their celebrity was acknowledged by the fact that until 1940, Madame Tussauds displayed waxworks of David Low, Percy Fearon and Sidney Strube. The exalted status of cartoonists – not to mention the huge discrepancy in salaries – led to a modicum of resentment from journalists. Having been one himself, Michael Foot believed that ‘journalists are in, their heart of hearts, if they have such, deeply jealous. For the cartoonists, the truly great ones, achieve their effects by methods with which their fellow craftsmen cannot hope to compete.’


As cartoonists became highly valued within Fleet Street, the best of them received remuneration far exceeding that of journalists – or even editors. In 1931, for example, Daily Express cartoonist Sidney Strube had his salary doubled to £10,000 per annum both to match the earnings of sports cartoonist Tom Webster at the Daily Mail and to stop him being poached by the Daily Herald for the same money – at that time you could buy a house in central London for under £1,000. Other cartoonists since then have earned similarly high sums, demonstrating both their popularity and their importance to their respective newspapers.


Discounting cave paintings and illustrated pamphlets, it is generally accepted that visual satire began in the eighteenth century with the exceptional talent of William Hogarth. Although he did some engravings on political themes, he is better known for his social commentary through satirical prints and paintings. His most famous work is considered to be Gin Lane, an intricate etching that powerfully depicts London’s urban poor struggling with the evils of gin addiction and which demonstrates both his wicked sense of humour and his heartfelt concern for his fellow Londoners.
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Gin Lane proved a huge success for Hogarth, most notably because on its publication he became the first visual satirist to produce and sell prints, thereby increasing his popularity and reputation while also making himself a wealthy man.


Hogarth’s entrepreneurial spirit directly paved the way for James Gillray, Britain’s first professional political caricaturist. Gillray was a skilled engraver who took the novel step of accentuating the physical features of his political subjects and he was the first person to market his satirical prints in colour. He was aided and abetted by one of London’s leading print sellers, Hannah Humphrey, whose shop window in St James’s Street was always adorned with his latest prints; conveniently, Gillray lived above the shop. An observer at the time wrote of the impact when new Gillrays appeared in Humphrey’s windows: ‘The enthusiasm is indescribable when the next drawing appears. It is a veritable madness. You have to make your way through the crowd with your fists.’


Gillray spared no one, mercilessly ridiculing the leading political figures of the day, including William Pitt, Napoleon Bonaparte, the Prince of Wales and Charles James Fox. Surprisingly, in 1797 the government bought off Gillray with a pension, but his reputation survived and he became well known at the time as the ‘Shakespeare of the etching needle’. The greatest political cartoonist of the twentieth century, Sir David Low, described Hogarth and Gillray respectively as the grandfather and father of the political cartoon.


By the 1840s, Gillray’s vicious and explicitly disrespectful approach to political satire in individual prints had been replaced by cartoons generally found in respectable magazines and journals such as Punch, which was to monopolise visual satire in Britain for the rest of the nineteenth century and even spawned imitators in both Japan and Australia. There were briefly two rival satirical publications in Britain, namely Fun and Tomahawk, the former sometimes being characterised as a poor man’s Punch. Even though Fun was seen as liberal in comparison with the increasingly conservative Punch, like Tomahawk, it folded within a few years.


It was John Leech in Punch (15 July 1843) who first coined the term ‘cartoon’ for a satirical drawing, and it stuck. John Tenniel took over from Leech as lead cartoonist and became the pre-eminent practitioner of the art form throughout Queen Victoria’s long reign. He was also the first cartoonist to be knighted for his work at Punch, as well as for his memorable illustrations for Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass. When Tenniel retired in 1901 due to failing eyesight, Punch began its long, slow decline in readership and influence. Within the first few years of the twentieth century, it was struggling to compete with the new mass-market tabloid press.


Early on the tabloids started to employ political cartoonists to break up the visually monotonous pages of solid text – printers had not yet mastered photographic reproduction. Soon all the popular tabloids had regular political cartoons, unlike the broadsheets which, for many years, considered them far too frivolous. Today the situation has come full circle as political cartoons are only found regularly in serious broadsheets such as The Times, Guardian, Independent and Daily Telegraph. Sadly, not a single tabloid carries regular political cartoons any longer as they are, rather ironically, seen by their editors as too intellectually demanding for their readers.


The primary purpose of the political cartoon had originally been to support the editorial/ political line of the newspaper, and to a certain extent that still holds true today. Cartoonists were expected to produce several ideas or sketches for the next day’s cartoon, which would then be discussed with, and explained to, the editor. According to Carl Giles, formerly of the Daily Express, on the whole cartoonists would ‘nervously approach the editor’s office with a number of rough ideas and hope that at least one might meet with approval’. In this way, cartoons were unlikely to be out of tune with the paper’s readership.


In September 1927, however, David Low agreed a contract with Lord Beaverbrook at the Evening Standard allowing him complete freedom in the selection and treatment of his subject matter. This was a first for a political cartoonist, though the paper reserved the right to refuse to publish. What made Low’s position even more interesting was that his own political sympathies did not lie with those of the Tory-leaning paper he had just joined. His cartoons, therefore, often caused waves of protest when angry readers wrote to complain about Low ridiculing Conservative politicians. Of course, having opposing views in a single paper encouraged controversy, making it far more lively. When Low finally left the Evening Standard he joined the Daily Herald, which was more in sympathy with his own political beliefs, but he learned to his cost that preaching to the converted lessened the impact of his work.


Today, leading cartoonists such as Steve Bell, Morten Morland, Dave Brown and Peter Brookes have far greater freedom of expression than Low ever had. This is primarily because many of the sensitivities and taboos of the past have long since disappeared. What would have been considered indecent and in extremely bad taste seventy years ago is now perceived to be tame and inoffensive. Up until the 1960s, for example, royalty had to be treated with deference and the solemnity surrounding the death of a monarch might mean no cartoons at all would appear. None was published on the death of George V and only very staid and dignified ones on the deaths of Queen Victoria, Edward VII and George VI.


Unlike a newspaper article which can take a few minutes to read and digest, a good cartoon can be understood and appreciated immediately. The cartoonists will normally get most of their ideas for the next day’s cartoon from that day’s morning newspapers, or from radio, television, the internet or social media. However, unlike journalists who follow and report on the news, the cartoonists react to it; being reactive rather than proactive, cartoons consequently tend to appear negative. It is no surprise that Guardian cartoonist Steve Bell calls the cartoon ‘art with attitude’, while Spitting Image creator Roger Law refers to it as a naturally unfair art form.


This anthology contains cartoons that have both recorded and symbolised significant historical events at home and abroad over the past four centuries. Some have even created their own little bit of history and others have, over time, gained iconic status. Anyone who has studied history or politics will have noticed many of these outstanding cartoons in textbooks, journals, biographies and histories, and on websites. As a consequence, someone with an interest in history or politics who is asked to name a famous cartoon might easily describe not just one but several, though possibly be unable to give details of the captions, the artists or where they were published. The imagery and composition of, say, Gillray’s ‘Plum Pudding’, Tenniel’s ‘Dropping the Pilot’, Low’s ‘Rendezvous’ or Zec’s ‘Here you are! Don’t lose it again!’ have become part of our common consciousness over the years. Nowhere else in the world has the political cartoon had such an impact on society as a whole. It is far easier to make a list of the greatest cartoons published in Britain than to name ten comparable ones from elsewhere. In America, besides Thomas Nast’s ‘Boss Tweed’ or Bill Mauldin’s cartoon of Lincoln with his head in his hands after the assassination of President Kennedy, the vast majority of American historians would struggle to name even one other, especially from the last seventy years.
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