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Ding Cong and His Cartoons

Cg n 1985 Ding Cong published a collection of his cartoons entitled Wit and Humour
from Ancient China. It ridicules stupid officials, pokes fun at pretensions or follies and
records smart repartee, displaying much the same style of humour throughout two
millennia. The book was very well received. Readers have been suggesting that the artist
should produce another collection of cartoons reflecting the ignorance, stupidity and
other irrational phenomena that still exist in present-day Chinese society; so this present
collection Wit and Humowr in Modern China is a sister volume to the former book.

Seven years have passed since the publication of the former volume, and Ding Cong
is now seventy-six. He still enjoys good health and works hard, still signs his work Little
Ding. He first did so in his teens to distinguish himself from his father Ding Song, a
veteran cartoonist in Shanghai. Ding Song’s home was frequented by actors, writers and
painters, and from his boyhood Little Ding loved art. But an artist’s life was so hard in
those days thar his father did not want him to follow his steps; he refused to teach him.
Art was the youngster’s hobby and he learned from life, taking a sketch-book with him
wherever he went. His only formal training was a term of drawing classes ar the Shanghai
Fine Arts Institute.

Like virtually all Chinese arrists of his generation Ding Cong has had a wvery
chequered career. The Anti-Japanese War forced him to move from Shanghai to the
interior. Later, Kuomintang censorship and persecution of radicals drove him from
Shanghai to Hong Kong. After Liberation the Anti-Rightist Movement and the “cultural
revolution” robbed him for twenty years of the freedom to publish under his own name.
Under these circumstances it is amazing that he has achieved so much. On the other
hand, the ups and downs of his life have toughened him, enriched his experience and
deepened his sympathy for all underdogs.

Ding Cong started his career by drawing cartoons and helping to edit film magazines



and pictorials. In the interior and Hong Kong he also designed stage sets and costumes
experience which stands him in good stead when illustrating stories from the past. After
the outbreak of the Pacific War in 1942, he went back to the interior and contributed
to the exhibition “Hong Kong in Torment.” His travels with a repertory company
brought him in touch with social ourtcasts, whose sufferings he often took as his theme.
Thus his The Red Light District and other drawings of social phenomena portray the hard
life of prostitutes in Chengdu as well as the rampant corruption in wartime China. In
recognition of his cutstanding work he was made a member of the Modern Art
Association.

In 1944 he drew brilliant illustrations for Lu Xun’s masterpiece The True Story of Ah
(QQ, satirizing the landlord and Imitation Foreign Devil but showing sympathy for feckless
Ah (@, considering him as a victim of his times. This sympathy for the poor and ignorant
pervades all his illuserations.

Returning to Shanghai in 1945, and later when he returned to Hong Kong, Ding
Cong drew cartoons attacking the Kuomintang's reactionary regime. “Cartoons can be
compared to daggers,” he said. “Armed with them I have pierced through dark and
gloomy times.”

After Liberation Ding Cong came to Beijing, became an editor of the China Pictorial,
drew cartoons, illustrated stories and helped to design exhibitions. One of our earliest
recollections of him is when, like a smiling Buddha, he showed us round the fascinating
exhibition of the classical novel A Dream of Red Mansions which he had been instrumen-
tal in arranging. The wealth of material assembled shed light on the novel and its
historical background, the costumes and furnishings of that time, even the tricks resorted
to by desperate candidates to cheat in the imperial examinations.... That was one of
the best exhibitions we have seen.

In 1957, wrongly labelled as a Righrist, Ding Cong was sent to the Great Northern
Waste to work on the land. Though the temperature sometimes dropped to 30 degrees
below zero, he never complained but retained his sense of humour. In 1960 he was
cleared and given a job in the National Art Gallery. But in 1966 came the “cultural
revolution,” he was sent o a cadre school and then to the countryside to work as a
swineherd.



When rehabilitated in 1979, Ding Cong determined to make up for lost time. His
work is in great demand. His cartoons keep appearing in papers and magazines. He has
illustrated many books by such famous writers as Lu Xun, Lac She and Mao Dun, as
well as many others. After making a careful study of these works he faithfully reflects
and illuminates them with his meticulous drafrsmanship and his keen sense of character
and period.

Ding Cong is an all-round artist but above all a brilliant cartoonist and illustraror.
A good illustration should do more than simply reproduce what a writer has said: it
should give it a new dimension by adding the artist’s insight. This Ding Cong does most
successfully, using his carcoonist’s eye to select significant details and bring out salient
features without drawing caricatures. His illustrations in this book are not merely
amusing but forceful and thought-provoking. Over the years he has evolved his
distinctive style and simplified his <ompositions. His drawings can be recognized at a
glance. The speed with which he now works is based on painstaking practice.

Ding Cong's old friends still call him Little Ding, not simply because he won fame
under this name but because of his lovable childlike qualities. He is frank, enthusiastic
and straightforward, full of fun and with no malice in his make-up. Wherever he goes
we hear laughter. “The style is the man” this applies to both writers and artists.

Ding Cong now still advises the literary journal Du Shw. One of China’s prolific
artists, he is working tirelessly to delight the reading public.

Gladys Yang
and
Yang Xionyl

September 1992
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1. Leave Together

Wife: “This place is a wreck. I can't stand it anymore, I'm leaving.”
Husband: “You're right. This place is a wreck. Wair, T'll go with you.”
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