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[ COMMENTARY ]

Will the real Ding please stand up?
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[conography (defined by the American Heritage
Dictionary as “pictorial illustration of a given
subject”) is an endlessly fascinating and some-

times imprecise form of study. Historians for

generations have relied on the written and
printed word for most of their insichts. however
some have studied visual images from the past
to see what they may reveal about our forebears.
T'he Palimpsest, being an illustrated magazine of
popular Iowa history, often presents the raw
materials of the iconographer, and we usually
attempt to say something about our illustrations
(for example on pages 3 and 4 of this issue).

We said something about the cover illustration
of the November/December 1975 issue which
proved to have been foolhardy or, at the least.
iIncautious. While preparing his article on “Politi-
Michael

attractive sticker from the 1936 campaign. The

cal Paraphernalia.” Gibson found an

image (reproduced above in black and white)
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Ding's farmer.

was a familiar one—the well-fed farmer with bib
overalls, rolled up sleeves, a floppy hat, and
white-whiskered chin was one of the most pow-
ertul symbols of Towa’s great political cartoonist,
J. N. "Ding” Darling. The drawing was un-
signed and the sentiments did not square with
what we knew of Ding’s political views, but we
hedged slightly in a caption that said the Demo-
crats “used the talents of” Ding to promote their
cause. This stopped a hair's breadth short of
saying outright that Ding drew it, but left a
pretty strong impression that such was the case.
Some of our readers were not long in setting the
record straight.

John Henry, now of West Branch, Iowa, a
close friend and editor of Ding, let us know that
he had been looking at Ding’s cartoons for half
a century and that our cover was not the gen-
article. Other Ding’s
daughter, offered the same opinion. Their rea-

uine readers, including



son for doubting the authenticity of the cam-
paign sticker was Ding’s fervent Republicanism.
As anyone who has looked over his cartoons from
the 1930s knows. Ding was no friend of the New
Deal; in fact, he was as staunch a Republican
as the party could boast. He was a friend of
Herbert Hoover, for example, and had a warm
personal and political relationship with the Presi-
dent. Even more telling was the fact that Re-

publican leaders urged Ding himself to run for

the U.S. Senate from Iowa in 1936 on the G.O.P.
ticket, feeling that he would be a shoo-in on the
strength of his popularity as a cartoonist (they
were |1[H]t)t11)t("(]]fx' correct ). Ding declined the
honor, but it seems unlikely that he would have
provided campaign material for the opposition.

Chastened by these expert opinions, we hur-
ried to re-study the iconography. A close com-
parison with verifiable Ding cartoons shows that
the New Deal drawing is very much like Ding’s
work, but it probably is from another pen. The
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Genuine Ding from October 1929, the day of the

Great Stock Market Crash "(!?':’H{'”E;j\' courtesy of /.
N. ("Ding”) Darling Foundation)
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from the Democratic version. The concept and
S5\ Ilr]HllI\rH JA1C I]It' Sl llll! Tllt' [.}E'III{I['I'.HH' Ver-
sion 1s slightly “ott.” The hat is okay and the
lettering is a good copy of Ding’s style, but the
details of eves, nose. and beard are nof (quite
right. As Mr. Henry points out, Ding’s style was
very clean, relying on light strokes ot the pen
to suegoest the ticures. The Democratic version is
too heavily lined and shaded with cross-hatching
In addition, the donkey is not a Ding donkey
comparison with a g¢enuine Darline x}m!m]
(drawn in 1936) shows that Ding was less literal
in his rendition of animal anatomy and much
lichter with the pen. And, as Mr. Henry says, the
lh'lrl{u I'.let VETrsS101] lltl‘w €010 11Tl ILH']{ it't’”].
Whether or not the Democratic Party really
employed Ding himself, the campaign promoters
recognized an extremely etfective symbol when
f}!l“. saw 1k, “HlL{ Ilw'{l ”I{ l.]|1l1:Er'~, f.ll".llt " S d
proto-lowan and made him so tamiliar to readers
{Ji !]H- f): S ‘”fufh 5 ”i aister *]Hf 110) Hf]tt I H.“HI!‘”I
has ever quite replaced him. Our hunch is that
Ding consciously or unconsciously transformed
“Uncle Sam —the traditional mage ot national
HII]T_'\ Immto a Hl}ill.i.l-l' x_'xtl]]:ri] tor Prosperous
lowa. Ding maintained that he did not model
f'lt' H‘._‘,I]l'l' OI1 dally “‘mﬂl‘_‘\ PCISOIL, Jlf!lfﬂl'_'!l SOTT I
have claimed to have inspired him. Whatever the
it was a stroke of
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