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“Pictorially Speaking, so Ludicrous”: George IV on the Dance Floor 
Chris Price 

This is an article about the bloodiest chapter in the long and colourful history of a battle between 
one much-vaunted national institution – The British Sense Of Humour – and another: The 
Monarchy. The treatment meted out to George, Prince of Wales by the caricaturists of the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries represents a pinnacle of contemptuous savagery which 
had only been encouraged by George’s accession to the title of Prince Regent in 1810. Only upon his 
accession to the throne in 1820, as George IV, when he had enough money to bribe the cartoonists 
to shut up, did the assault abate. But by then, the damage was done. 

At the very best of times this episode would require consideration of some awkward questions about 
ourselves: about our sense of national identity, the narratives we have invented to explain and 
excuse ourselves, and the ways in which others might see us. The answers are, at times, 
uncomfortable. And these are not the best of times. By the time this article appears in print, the latest 
march of folly in a long campaign – several centuries’ worth – of political ineptitude, arrogance, and 
stupidity will have passed what will arguably be seen as its most notable landmark: the UK’s 
departure date from the European Union will be behind us. In the two-and-a-half years since the EU 
referendum in 2016 – shocking affirmation that one should never ask a question to which one does 
not know the answer – the depths of loathing and contempt to which all sides have descended have 
been unsurpassed, even when one knows just how little regard was felt for the Hanoverian dynasty 
in the late eighteenth century.  

The awful truth is that the contempt in which many of us presently hold our political class—
especially today—loudly and depressingly echoes the loathing felt for the political masters who are 
the subject of this paper.  

There are differences. The monarchy now is merely a figurehead: at the risk of oversimplifying the 
monarch’s constitutional role, our present Queen simply signs whatever piece of paper is put in 
front of her by the Prime Minister of the day. In the notional democracy of eighteenth-century 
Britain, by arcane law, custom and practice, the British monarch had far more direct power, whilst 
only 3% of the population had the vote. The Hanoverians were generally despised, and George III – 
even though he was the first of them who spoke English as his native tongue – was particularly 
reviled, especially after the devastating failure in the war of American Independence. His going mad 
actually helped; people started to feel sorry for the dotty old king.  

They had no such soft spot for his son, George, Prince of Wales, represented in Figure 1 by Gillray’s 
unflattering portrait of 1792, A Voluptuary Under the Horrors of Digestion. Already obese by then, the 
future King slumps in a chair, surrounded by the evidence of a louche lifestyle: the remains of an 
enormous meal; the bulging waistcoat, valiantly straining to contain the Prince’s distended stomach; 
decanters of powerful liquor and (partly obscured by the cloth) wine bottles beneath the table; 
unpaid bills held in place on the commode behind him by a brimming chamber-pot; dice and 
account books; medicaments on the shelf behind him for such afflictions as ‘Piles’ and ‘Stinking 
Breath’ (further evidence of gluttony) along with other quack decoctions; a bowdlerised coat of arms 
showing crockery, cutlery, and a wine glass in place of heraldic symbols; a portrait hung in an oval 
frame on the wall referencing the treatise which prescribed the brutal diet the Prince was forced to 
follow when his excesses nearly killed him at the end of his fourth decade; and, finally, the view 
through the window showing the incomplete colonnade of Carlton House, built at vast expense for 
the Prince in Pall Mall, an exclusive part of London.  



 

1. James Gillray, A Voluptuary Under the Horrors of Digestion (published in London by Hannah Humphrey, 
2 July 1792). Hand-coloured etching on paper, 36 × 29 cm. New Haven, Yale University, Beineke Rare 

Books and Manuscript Library, TSIP 41751 Auchincloss. 

This was not vicious fiction: the diaries of the musician R.J.S. Stevens (1757-1837) are particularly 
rich in description of convivial music-making in both societal and domestic contexts, and offer 
several first-hand accounts of the Prince’s behaviour. Stevens found himself rubbing shoulders with 
the most elevated echelons of London society – up to and including the Prince of Wales. Much in 
demand as keyboard player and singer, and recognised (not least by prizes awarded by the London 
Noblemen and Gentlemen’s Catch Club) as a composer, Stevens moved freely amongst London high 
society, “spurred on,” as Brian Robins puts it, “by the avid predilection for social climbing revealed 
in his Reminiscences”.1 He is a keen, occasionally merciless, observer of the kind of convivial 
gathering in which the Prince was a most welcome visitor, and a ring of authenticity might be heard 
in his accounts of sociable singing and drinking, much of which resides in the detail: 

At twelve, or sometimes one o’clock when we are all heated by the excess of Wine, 
Enthusiastic Conversation, and Singing; Hunt (the master of the Tavern), and a train of 
Waiters, used to make their appearance with small dishes of highly seasoned broiled 



mutton rumps, broiled beef bones, broiled mutton kidnies [sic], and Oiled biscuits 
seasoned with Cayenne Pepper. The company then adjourned from the drinking table, 
and devoured these beastly stimulants with the greatest eagerness at a small side table. 
They then returned to the large table which had been cleared, and put in order; and again 
began drinking in the same astonishing and disgusting manner.2 

Stevens’ delicate constitution finds this sort of gluttony thoroughly reprehensible – even more so in 
the future King, George, Prince of Wales, as he was in this decade of the 1790s, who is recorded 
crashing to the floor in a drunken stupor at one point.3 Most of the dreadful behaviour described in 
this part of his diaries takes place at the London Je Ne Sais Quoi Club, in which the songs sung were 
“very disgusting, disgraceful, and horrible to hear.”4 He blames the actors who were part of the club 
for this, in the main, but it becomes clear that the assembled company took full part – including the 
Prince.  

Thirty years later after his death, one of England’s great nineteenth-century novelists, William 
Makepeace Thackeray, took it upon himself to write a history of this line of monarchs, and in The 
Four Georges he undertakes a character assassination of George IV so complete there is little left but 
the “bow and grin” with which he starts.  Describing the man variously as a “fribble”, a “dribble”, 
an “old mummy” and “poor game”, Thackeray wonders how anyone could ever have thought 
anything of him: “He sleeps since thirty years: do not any of you, who remember him, wonder that 
you once respected and admired him?”5 

Thackeray, of course, was writing from the safe haven – constitutionally speaking – of the Victorian 
period, from the heart of an Empire upon which the sun would never set. The anti-Catholic Gordon 
Riots of the 1780s, and the 22 years of war with France, which had so appalled his parents' and 
grandparents' generations, were faded memories. Secure in the embrace of a British monarchy 
which had allied the House of Hanover with that of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha when Victoria married 
Prince Albert of that dynasty in 1840 in a union which must indeed have looked as if it would last 
an eternity, Thackeray's withering dismissal might be thought to have brought down the curtain on 
an embarrassing episode in the history of the British monarchy. 

But that period had seen a significant shift in the concept of monarchy. In 1867, only a few years 
after Thackeray's death in 1863, the constitutional theorist Walter Bagehot felt able to describe the 
monarch as the "dignified part" of government rather than the "efficient part". This is about as clear 
a statement of constitutional authority one might expect in Britain, given the prevarication, 
posturing, and fudge which has marked this country's slow, painful progress – hobbled by the 
shackles of tradition, convention and the ingrained servility of the British class system – towards 
something resembling a modern, accountable, parliamentary democracy. A case in point: the prime 
minister of the day meets the sovereign once a week. No notes are taken, no-one else is present, and 
the content of the meeting is never discussed. Any attempt to use present statute – such as the 
Freedom of Information Act 2000 – to discover anything of what was said is doomed. Terrorists and 
drug cartels would welcome that level of protection. 

So Thackeray's writing effectively completes a significant transformation in the concept of monarchy 
– and perhaps the caricaturists can take some credit for that, if due credit is to be awarded. There 
was a period during which the monarch not only had constitutional power, but was held to embody 
the nation state. As one might expect, Shakespeare both articulates this concept and, arguably, 
contributes to the process of its deconstruction in a play which examines the concept of kingship at 
several points. In the opening scene of Henry V, the new king of England is considering the invasion 
of France as a natural consequence of his claim to that crown. His enquiry of the Archbishop as to 
the legitimacy of his claim elicits one of the most enjoyably ornate disquisitions on English law 
Shakespeare ever penned – a symphony of parody – which assures Henry he has every right to 
follow his ambition. But the point of interest in this scene is a matter of crucial importance in the 
establishment of Henry's character. Recall that Henry V was well-known to the Elizabethan audience 



as Prince Hal in Henry IV, parts 1 and 2. With Falstaff as foil to his worst instincts, the young prince 
had cavorted his way around the low-life haunts of the dispossessed for two plays in succession. 
Now he discovers traitors in his court. In sending them to their deaths, he says: 

…you would have sold your king to slaughter, 
His princes and his peers to servitude, 
His subjects to oppression and contempt 
And his whole kingdom into desolation. 
Touching our person seek we no revenge; 
But we our kingdom's safety must so tender, 
Whose ruin you have sought, that to her laws 
We do deliver you. Get you therefore hence, 
Poor miserable wretches, to your death.6 

That crucial distinction between the king as mere mortal and the king as embodiment of the nation 
state is here dramatised to chilling effect. But Henry himself questions it later in the play. The night 
before Agincourt, Henry wanders about the camp, anonymously, and engages in a debate with a 
common soldier called Michael Williams. Unaware that he’s actually talking to the King, Williams 
wants to hold the monarch responsible for all the deaths and injuries which are the inevitable 
consequence of war, simply because he is the King. Henry disputes this, and the conversation is a 
fine demonstration of the dramatist's skill in putting two opposing arguments with equal force. But, 
left to himself, Henry muses in a famous soliloquy upon the nature of kingship: “What have kings, 
that privates have not too / Save ceremony, save gentle ceremony?” He holds this “ceremony” up 
for scrutiny, and the relentless repetition of the word seems to chip away at its substance: “O 
ceremony, show me but thy worth! [...] Art thou aught else but place, degree and form?” Observing 
the “awe and fear” it seems to engender in other men, the “poison’d flattery” it too often elicits, 
Henry finds little of meaning or use in the trappings of monarchy: “Canst thou, when thou 
command'st the beggar's knee, / Command the health of it?” is the masterly rhetorical question 
directed at the pointless pageantry of power. Mercilessly listing the sovereign’s appurtenances 
(sceptre, ball, sword, mace, crown, robe, title, throne, pomp) he finds the state of kingship – “idle 
ceremony” – nothing more than a “proud dream” which, to borrow another Shakespearean coinage, 
murders sleep. And, perhaps mindful of those common soldiers who have just left the stage, he 
envies the restful peasant.7 

That soliloquy steals attention from the earlier exchange which effectively laid the groundwork for 
its argument: Michael Williams’ first question to the disguised Henry had asked what Sir Thomas 
Erpingham (one of the king’s lieutenants, whom Henry pretends to serve) thinks of their chances in 
the coming battle. Henry affects pessimism, but is quick to argue that no such taint should come 
near the king who – like any other man – would feel fear and thereby “dishearten his army”. Henry’s 
assertion that “the king is but a man [...] his ceremonies laid by, in his nakedness he appears but a 
man” is a striking part of his disguise at this point in the play, but it skilfully prefigures the soliloquy 
in that first use of the word “ceremony”, and  it begins the deconstruction of the concept of kingship. 

By the end of the play, of course, Agincourt is won, English supremacy is asserted, and Henry’s 
kingship is affirmed. Furthermore, as if to sever Henry’s ties with his irresponsible youthful past, 
Falstaff was pronounced dead at the start of the play and, towards the end of it, we learn that two 
of his sidekicks, Bardolph and Nym, have been hanged whilst the last of them, Pistol, slopes off back 
to England in disgrace. But something has been said about monarchy to which, about 150 years later, 
the late 18th-century caricaturists may have contributed. 

There are two particularly expressive visual representation of the conceptual embodiment of 
nationhood in monarchy. The historian Linda Colley references one whilst discussing the other. 
Introducing James Gillray’s “The French Invasion, or John Bull Bombarding the Bum-Boats” (1793; 
Figure 2), Colley has this to say: 



At first glance, [this] seems little more than a blatant piece of scatological disrespect, 
George III’s patriotic pretensions reduced to a capacity for directing shit at the enemy. 
Yet the dirt misleads. Rarely since the ‘Ditchley’ portrait of Queen Elizabeth I had the 
fusion of monarchy and kingdom been so expressively articulated in art.8 

 

 

2. James Gillray, The French Invasion , or John Bull Bombarding the Bum-Boats (published in London 
by Hannah Humphrey, 5 November 1793). Hand-coloured etching on paper, 35.3 × 25 cm. 

Courtesy of New Haven, Yale University, Beineke Rare Books and Manuscript Library, Image 
no. 11811485 

The ‘Ditchley’ portrait (Figure 3) she invokes is an older articulation of this identification of monarch 
with kingdom. This painting, by Marcus Gheeraerts the Younger (1561/2–1636) was commissioned 
by Sir Henry Lee, who had fallen foul of the queen when he retired from courtly service in 1590 and 
went to live with his mistress at his estate in Ditchley, Oxfordshire. Anxious to regain the queen’s  
favour, he put on an extravagant entertainment in 1592, of which this portrait was an extraordinarily 
flattering feature. Elizabeth I is standing astride a map of the world, her feet planted firmly in 



Oxfordshire. It is an expression of ambitious dominion, of absolute rule – and apparently, it had the 
desired effect. Gillray’s caricature is rather less flattering, but just as uncompromising in its depiction 
of monarch-as-nation. He shows George III personified as the country: Gillray has fitted the contours 
of England and Wales to the person of the King. The relationship is intimate in more ways than one: 
as Colley points out, the nation gives the king shape, but he gives it identity. Typically, this identity 
is taking the form of a peculiarly patriotic agression, as George III defecates in the general direction 
of the French but this, Colley argues, was an important part of the British definition of identity: more 
a matter of what we were not than what we actually were. It should also be noted that this image is, 
for George III, rather kinder than it might at first appear: to eighteenth-century English eyes, George 
was doing something thoroughly constructive. Colley goes on to note that Gillray’s conflation of 
King-with-nation could be seen as a deeply conservative image, reinforcing the sense that the 
monarch is the kingdom. As a vehicle by which the elite view of things is once again affirmed, this 
picture achieves something deeply respectful, albeit in Gillray’s distinctively disrespectful style. 

 

3. Marcus Gheeraerts the Younger, Queen Elizabeth I (The Ditchley portrait; ca. 1592). Oil on canvas, 241.3 × 
152.4 cm. London, National Portrait Gallery, NPG 2561. Bequeathed by Harold Lee-Dillon, 17th Viscount 

Dillon, 1932. Used by permission. 



No such respect was accorded the future George IV, and the hundreds of satirical prints we still 
have testify to what was arguably the most cruel treatment to which any public figure has ever been 
subjected in all the long history of British caricature. Figure 4, The Prince of Whales, represents the 
future King as the world’s largest mammal spewing streams of water from each nostril, one labelled 
‘The Liquor of Oblivion'; the other, 'Dew of Favor', to anoint the courtiers who were in or out of the 
Prince’s chosen circle. Yes, it’s a comment on Royal Patronage—but it’s also merciless in its 
treatment of the man’s physique, which increased in bulk, remorselessly, as the years rolled by. 
Recalling Figure 1, this description by the historian J. H. Plumb inspired the title of this article: 

With the passing years George IV himself became an immense hulk of a man, strapped 
into shape by corsets when occasions of state demanded a dignified appearance. In 
consequence he and his enormous mistresses became the favourite targets for the 
caricaturists who catered as obscenely as they dared for the vulgar taste […] it was a 
misfortune that the needs of his nature and the absence of any self-discipline should 
have led him to a life that was – pictorially speaking – so ludicrous.9 

 

4. George Cruikshank, The Prince of Whales or the Fisherman at Anchor (published in London by M. [or W. 
N.] Jones, 1 May 1812). Hand-coloured etching on paper, 22.2 × 53.2 cm. New York, The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, 17.3.888-128. Harris Brisbane Dick Fund, 1917. 

One result of this “needs of his nature and the absence of any self-discipline” – apart from the obesity 
– was that string of affairs. There were many, and the caricatures lampooned them with gleeful 
alacrity. And although they were not afraid to depict George in his bedchamber with them, a 
common activity in which he engages with his current fancy in these images is dancing. 
Contemporary commentators seem to agree that George could sing, quite well. Unfortunately, if the 
images are to be believed, when he took to the dance floor the future King never looked as good as 
he sounded.  

In one print from 1820 by Charles Williams, the (recently crowned) King is depicted dancing with a 
fat cook. Low Life Above Stairs (1820, Figure 5) shows George waving his wig in the air as he cavorts 
about demanding brandy. Up in the musicians gallery – a gift for the caricaturists, who could make 
full use of the various levels thus available on a flat surface to pile on the satire – politicians of the 
day can be seen: a large organ is played by the Archbishop of Canterbury; Liverpool beats a drum 
with a rolled '[Bill of] Pains . . . Penalties'; Castlereagh plays an Irish harp. Canning (right), less 
conspicuous, blows the organ; and Sidmouth (left) squirts a clysterpipe at a man below. Whatever 
topical references may have been pertinent at the time are lost to us now, but it the King who is 
centre stage in a scene of untrammelled excess.  

The same title appears on another item in the British Museum: a broadside ballad sheet topped off 
with an image by Lewis Marks dated a year later, 1821. Its full title is Low life above stairs; or, the 



Humours of the Great Baby at Brighton (BM 1935,0522.12.208). Here, the King is once again dancing 
cheek to cheek with another member of the servant class, as one of his mistresses, Lady Conyngham, 
looks on in dismay. Her pictorial position instantly shows that her place in the Prince’s affections 
has been usurped: Lady Conyngham is placed at the  left-hand edge of the picture, looking upset at 
the King’s very obvious interest in the plump serving maid. The man behind Lady Conyngham is 
her husband, instantly identifiable by the cuckold’s horns sprouting from his head. As he watches 
the King transferring his affections from Lady Conyngham to someone else, Lord Conyngham 
bewails (in words shown by the usual speech bubbles) his poor prospects – not, we might note, his 
wife’s adultery. 

 

5. Charles Williams, Low Life Above Stairs (published in London, 1819–1821). Hand-coloured etching on 
paper, 24 × 32.8 cm. London, The British Museum, 1868,0808.8426. © The Trustees of the British Museum. 

To our modern eyes, these caricatures wear their satire rather heavily. As with modern cartoons, 
they hammer home their points by means of grotesque exaggerations of physical features – of body 
shape, for example, though in George’s case they didn’t have to try too hard. Eighteenth-century 
speech bubbles, though, are far more dense, often containing hefty chunks of unsubtle dialogue 
making whatever points the satirist has in mind. Marks’ image sits atop the lyrics of the ballad: 
verses of doggerel which describe the scene, reinforcing the depiction of George as an immature, 
licentious libertine, quick to indulge his every lascivious whim, with no concern for prudence or 
dignity of office. This broadside ballad was the sort of song which was churned out by the 
bucketload for the consumption of a public eager for political gossip. Three verses (out of the 
twelve!) will have to suffice: 

Released from all the toils of state 
From care and sorrow free 
The humorous wag of pond’rous weight 
Gives way to mirth and glee. 
 
“Bring all your mistresses and wives, 
“Whom I so long have known, 



“Who serve with prostituted lives 
“The interests of the throne.” 
 
Great George at supper next attends, 
Amidst his new compeers, 
When drunk – “Low life above stairs” ends 
With thrice three times three cheers.10 

But the swiftest – and arguably the most damaging – punch is visual. The sight of this corpulent, 
ungainly figure cavorting about, all dignity abandoned, makes the ridicule clear. Apparently George 
loved to dance reels. This offered the caricaturists a golden opportunity to represent him in an 
activity which, in the kindest of hands, invites mockery. And the hands of Gillray, Cruikshank, and 
Rowlandson were not the most kind, where George was concerned.  

 

6. George Cruikshank, La Belle Assembleé, or, Sketches of Characteristic Dancing (published in London by 
S.W. Fores, 31 August 1817). Etching on wove paper, hand-coloured, plate mark 20.6 × 56.3 cm overall. 

Courtesy of the Lewis Walpole Library, Yale University, 817.08.31.01+. 

The potential absurdity of dance is a familiar trope in caricature. One picture makes this point very 
neatly: at first glance, Cruikshank’s La Belle Assemblée, or, Sketches of Characteristic Dancing (Figure 6) 
of 1817, seems to be just a gentle caricature: off to the left stands the dancing master, instantly 
recognisable by his fiddle, drooping in a posture of weary attentiveness. His pupils are 
demonstrating eight different dances: “Country Dance”, “Scots Reel”, “Irish Jig”, “La Minuet“, 
“German Waltz,“ “French Quadrille”, “Spanish Boliero” [sic.], and “Ballet Italienne”. Even within 
this main frame, the faint absurdity of the poses as dancers balance precariously on improbably 
dainty feet, attenuated limbs flailing, is an easy target for the cartoonist, and the presence of two 
small figures, easily missed, sounds a discordant sub-text to the picture: a somewhat menacing 
character (boy, or unkind dwarf?), drinks something whilst carrying a wooden club, and a little 
Italian greyhound mimicks the humans. But the various frames within the frame invite even less 
flattering comparisons. The musicians gallery, bearing the motto “On the light fantastic toe”, has a 
representation of Terpsichore propping up the drapery so that the musicians can be seen, beneath 
whom tiny caricatures of dancers, rendered as stick-like figures, further deconstruct the postures 
below them. The British Museum notes amongst these the presence of “a Red Indian, a Harlequin, 
and a Punch”, none of which archetypes would normally be seen in this elegant assembly.  More 
clearly, the room is decorated with pictures which hold the activity below up to frank ridicule: on 
the left, animals (several dancing dogs, a bear, and a horse) imitate the poses of dance. On the right, 
in the human realm, three other manifestations of this stylised endeavour are shown: in “Rope 
Dancing”, a buxom tight-rope walker demonstrates her abilities whilst fairground fireworks 
explode around her; “St Vitus’ Dance” shows a plump doctor taking the pulse of a victim of that 
unfortunate disorder identified more correctly as Sydenham's chorea, a neurological disease; and 



“Dancing Mad” depicts two unfortunate gentlemen in the grip of some furious apoplexy whilst in 
the background a hanging man is shown dangling from the gallows in distressingly similar pose. A 
common euphemism for being hanged was “to dance upon nothing”. 

 

7. Henry William Bunbury, Lumps of Pudding (sheet 3 of 5), etching by W. Heath (published in London by 
Robinson, 15 August 1811). Etching on wove paper, hand-coloured, 34 × 51 cm. Courtesy of the Lewis 

Walpole Library, Yale University, Folio A 2016 22. 

Dance, it would appear, is a ripe subject for caricature; this is but one example of many. Henry 
William Bunbury created two long cartoon strips on the subject: one, bearing the unflattering title 
Lumps of Pudding, depicts eighteen couples (Figure 7 shows only the middle four) above a title 
bearing this merry piece of doggerel: 

What an elegant Set - What a bustling of Rumps!  
What a Sweet Toe to Toe-ing of Slipers [sic] and Pumps!  
At the sight my Old Drumsticks are ready to Prance  
There is nothing I love so as seeing Folks Dance. 

And dance they do, with expressions of effort, alarm, and dismay. His other essay on the subject 
(Figure 8), A Long Minuet, shows a slightly more aristocratic collection of couples in poses which 
show no greater gentility. And, later in the nineteenth century, George Cruikshank produced a series 
of four prints depicting dancing lessons in which the ubiquitous dancing-master, forever 
characterised as the foreign fop he was held to be, fiddles his way through lessons in which his 
miniature pupils do their best. Finally, by way of a slight diversion, it is worth noting that Bunbury’s 
Long Minuet probably inspired the little gem (Figure 9), The Prince’s Bow, by Frederick George Byron, 
showing people attempting to copy the much admired bow-to-the-throne of the (then) Prince of 
Wales in 1788. The sheer length of the material piece (190 cm) makes no small contribution to the 
mockery clearly intended in this scrutiny of the inelegant efforts of the aristocracy to emulate the 
Prince; such mimetic behaviour is held up to utter ridicule in contorted poses which flaunt the 



desperation of social ambition. 

  

8. Henry William Bunbury, A Long Minuet (published in London, 1787?). Etching on wove paper, hand-
coloured, sheet 23.4 × 34 cm. Courtesy of the Lewis Walpole Library, Yale University, Bunbury 

787.00.00.25+. 

 

 

9. Frederick George Byron, The Prince’s Bow (Published in London by William Holland, 17 March 1788). 
Engraving, hand-coloured, 22.9 × 190.5 cm overall. Courtesy of the Lewis Walpole Library, Yale 

University, 788.03.17.03++. 

Thus is dance weaponised in the caricaturists' engagement with a political figure for whom, it would 
appear, few apart from his courtly sycophants had much respect at the time.  Unfortunately, it is 
this image of George which has lasted, in the British imagination: a fat and ungainly figure whose 
physical appearance embodies a character which was thoroughly reprehensible in its living to excess 
in food, drink, leisure activities and sex. Two final examples serve to hammer the last nails into his 
his coffin: George Cruikshank's Merry-Making on the Regent's Birthday of 1812 (Figure  10) shows him 
dancing with yet another mistress, whose cuckolded husband, on the left, with monsters either side 
playing horns, is reading his own death sentence. The Prince is trampling on a plea for mercy, which 
he has rejected. Outside the brightly-lit room, in the world beyond his birthday party, the more 
subdued tones depict aspects of a life which is grim: poverty and destitution cry in vain for attention 
to their plight and, on the gallows in the distance, the motionless, hanging figures – no longer 
dancing – remind the viewer that this was the repressive response to even the most petty 
misdemeanours. The man holding the hand of the wailing child is making the caricaturist's point: 
"If Rich Rogues like poor ones were to hang it would thin the land. Such numbers would swing 
upon Tyburn Tree". Tyburn was London's most famous place of execution.  

George Cruikshank worked with Charles Dickens in later years, on projects such as the latter's 
Sketches by Boz in the 1830s and Oliver Twist in 1838. Knowing this earlier work of Cruikshank's, it 
comes as no surprise to learn that he shared Dickens' passion for social reform, to the point where 
Cruikshank produced several long series of illustrations for the Temperance Society in the 1840s.  

 



 

10. George Cruikshank, Merry-Making on the Regent’s Birthday (published in London by J. Johnston, August 
1812). Hand- coloured etching on paper, sheet 24.3 × 35.1 cm. Washington, D.C., Library of Congress, PC3-

1812—Merry making. 

Such social comment is the easy reading of many of these prints, but one last example makes – 
perhaps unwittingly – a more profound comment on the British constitution. In Lewis Marks' The 
Benefits of a Northern Excursion, or R[oya]l Pastime at Home (i.e.) Fiddling and Dancing! N.B. Brimstone, 
&c. is the only Cure (Figure 11), the Prince – now Prince Regent, in 1822 – is dancing with a little less 
enthusiasm. Obese as ever, he looks even more ridiculous in a kilt as he hops about, but he is very 
ostentatiously rubbing an itchy hand – a sure signifier of a sexually-transmitted infection – while his 
former mistress, Lady Conyngham, behind him on the sofa, suffers her own irritation, rather more 
obviously around her nether regions. The Prince's speech bubble makes reference to the slang term 
for venereal disease: “Damn the Scotch Fiddle,” he says irritably, “I never had such an itching after 
Lady Cunning-one” (a lewdly suggestive corruption of Conyngham). Meanwhile, the new mistress, 
“Lady E.” (Elphinstone) looks on. As the antlered (i.e., cuckolded) Lord Conyngham walks off  with 
Benjamin, Baron Bloomfield, gloomily reflecting once again on his declining political fortunes, and 
Sir William Curtis does his own solitary dance of discomfort, Viscount Sidmouth reassures George 
that “This comes of being too closely associated with Lady E. – but it is of no great consequence to 
the Constitution!!!”11 

This is a deeply damaging remark. After the profound symbolism of the images examined above – 
the 'Ditchley' portrait of Elizabeth I and Gillray's scatological representation of George III – this 
caricature ruptures that identification of monarch with state in the most devastating pictorial 
language. Ludicrously obese, ungainly, and showing all-too-human signs of a life lived to 
gluttonous and sexual excess, this monarch-in-waiting could not cut a more reprehensible figure. 
But Sidmouth is right: the monarch's constitutional position is undamaged.  

Arguably, however, its reputation took a fairly serious blow, from which it needed considerable 
time to recover. These prints speak to us now of a time when the monarchy was held in its lowest 



esteem, at its most alienated from its subjects. Eventually, George, as newly-crowned King in 1820, 
bribed the caricaturists to stop, in what Gatrell calls “The Silencing”12: “A Windsor receipt records 
that the king paid Cruikshank £100 on 19 June 1820, ‘in consideration of a pledge not to caricature 
his majesty in any immoral situation’.”13 Gatrell records thousands of pounds’ worth of bribes from 
1820 onwards to artists, publishers and print-shops in a determined drive to succeed where 
prosecutions had failed: to eradicate a trade the king loathed. Marks' Northern Excursion was one 
such casualty: the British Museum notes on this picture say “According to a note in an old hand the 
print was ‘suppressed’.”14 In fact, for a change, the march of history was on the king’s side: the social 
temper was moving in favour of a monarchy which epitomised stability and an old order, however 
risible the incumbent. 

 

J Lewis Marks, The Benefits of a Northern Excursion. or- R—l Pastime at Home. (ie) Fiddling and Dancing! NB 
Brimstone &c is the only cure (printed in London by J W Trust, 1822). Hand-coloured etching on paper, 24.6 

× 35 cm. London, The British Museum, 1935,0522.11.205. © The Trustees of the British Museum. 

It still needed the reinvention of Victoria in the accompanying Age of Respectability to redeem the 
monarchy in the latter part of the 19th century. Further repair work became necessary during World 
War I, when the nation began to notice that the bombers dropping their payloads on London bore 
the same name – Gotha – as the dynasty into which Victoria had married. This was an uncomfortable 
reminder of the connection between the royal families of Britain and a rather less popular Germany; 
hence the invention, by a creative civil servant named Stamfordham, of the House of Windsor.  

The ability of Britain's monarchy to re-brand itself is remarkable, to the point where they now 
epitomise the great British export, Heritage. This carefully manicured product seems able to absorb 
the ridicule still hurled at it by present-day caricaturists such as Steve Bell and Martin Rowson. But 
as Linda Colley observed, laughter has its limitations: 

Laughter takes the sting out of criticism. And laughing at royal individuals led in 
practice very easily to amused tolerance for royalty itself. …  The shift in criticism of the 
monarchy which first became apparent in the 1780s, a shift away from anger at the 



institution to mockery of individual royals and their foibles, helped – as it still helps – to 
preserve it.15 

Along with that preservation, of course, goes that of Britain's centuries-old tradition of satirical 
caricature, and it is saddening to reflect that the relationship between the two may be more symbiotic 
than anyone would care to admit. Which begs a question: what is, or ever was, the point of all this 
satire?  

A few months after the EU Referendum ushered in the present Dark Ages of British politics, the 
Guardian newspaper ran a feature entitled Is Satire Dead? Various present-day satirists commented 
gloomily on the impossibility of negotiations with the self-appointed police of broadcast humour, 
especially when their bellowing is amplified through the unaccountable internet, and there was, of 
course, a plea for the return of the fearless venom of yesteryear. Although for this article ‘yesteryear’ 
might mean the 1780s, the Guardian was looking back only a decade or so, but the argument is 
essentially the same: satire should be free to deploy its weapons of deflating ridicule wheresoever it 
chooses and, yes, there may be collateral damage; people may be offended. Whether they should be 
is a moot point: Armando Ianucci’s argument was “If we have beliefs, religious or political, and 
they’re not strong enough to stand up to a joke, then they can’t be that good,”16 which is the kind of 
thing any satirist probably would say in support of his trade. More seriously, however, two 
witnesses for the defence of satire echo Linda Colley in identifying the weakness of the endeavour: 
John O’Farrell was one of the creators of the 1980s television show Spitting Image, which had the 
brilliant idea of turning caricaturists’ two-dimensional deformities into latex puppets which then 
starred in a series of sketches bringing to life, every week, the idiocies of politicians and royals. 
Despite its tremendous popularity, O’Farrell seems to feel the series was a failure:  

“Satire doesn’t work. It has the opposite effect. Our outrage turns into elation and a joke. 
It’s a release valve. [...] George Orwell said that every joke is a tiny revolution, which I 
like as a soundbite. But I think every joke is instead of a tiny revolution.17 

The other sobering comment comes from Jesse Armstrong, the British comedy writer best known 
for the wonderfully acerbic The Thick of It which aired on the BBC between 2005 and 2012. As we 
look back, now, at a splendidly contemptuous British expression of disgust for the eighteenth-
century ruling classes which was so very enjoyable for its iconoclastic bravado in order to ask – with 
a mixture of admiration and frustration – whether it actually achieved anything, it may be some 
small comfort to recall his verdict on such work: “Comedy is not good for anything, really. Apart 
from being one of the only things that makes life worth living.”18 

Since the focus of this article has been on the eighteenth century, it would be good to close with an 
eighteenth-century comment which might serve very well as both a reflection on the EU Referendum 
result and a comment on the satire directed at the political elite for the last three hundred years. The 
great historian Edward Gibbon (1737–1794), writing his monumental “Decline and Fall of the Roman 
Empire” from 1776 onwards, observed at the start of Volume I: 

The various tribes of Britain [which is to say, England; the Romans never did defeat 
Caledonia, or Scotland] possessed valour without conduct, and the love of freedom 
without the spirit of union. They took up arms with savage fierceness; they laid them 
down, or turned them against each other, with wild inconsistency.19 

Perhaps we should at least be thankful that the “arms” of recent centuries have been the words and 
images of satire, rather than the weapons Gibbon had in mind. 
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