Gertrude Degenhardt, 1940-2025

In the late nineteen-seventies, Gertrude Degenhardt, already a distinguished artist from Mainz, was
commissioned to illustrate a German language edition of Liam O'Flaherty’s short stories. Most of the pieces were
based on the Aran Islands, so she and her husband Martin came to Ireland for the first time on a research trip.
They found their way into our gallery on that visit, and we have been enthusiastically showing her work ever
since.

The Degenhardts quickly fell in love with the West of Ireland and began to return two or three times
each year. In time they bought a cottage near Spiddal and made it a true second home. For almost
fifty years she lived and worked between Germany and Ireland, her life shaped deeply by both places.
Some of her major cycles were first exhibited in Germany, while others, such as Fiddle & Pint, were
first shown here before travelling back to the Continent. From those early visits grew a long friendship
with Kennys, and over the decades Gertrude became a cherished part of our artistic life. Her
exhibitions gathered musicians, painters, collectors and friends, each show bringing something
surprising and unmistakably hers. In many ways she became a resident artist of the West, her work
holding an affectionate, revealing mirror to ourselves.

Gertrude’s style was personal, mannered and instantly recognisable. She was an artist's artist with an
almost effortless facility. Her work was always keenly observed, often very funny, and sometimes
sharply and necessarily satirical. Her endearing West-of-Ireland characters - the drinkers, gamblers,
musicians and vagabonds - appeared across etchings, drypoints and prints just as vividly as in her
paintings. Her imagination translated itself onto paper and canvas in a completely individual way.
Across the decades she developed a number of significant series. Rondo, with its musicians, dancers
and wanderers, showed her early mastery of movement and character through line. This was followed
by the Vagabondage cycles, wild women drawn in watercolour, brush and drypoint across sub-series
such as Vagabondage en Rouge and Vagabondage Ad Mortem. She also created the Ireland cycle Farewell
to Connacht, further deepening her connection to the west. And among her most iconic works stands
Women in Music, a celebration of female musicians whose strength, elegance and presence
encapsulate much of what she brought to the Irish artistic landscape.



The Irish influence grew steadily stronger in her work, and we were proud to host many exhibitions
over the years. Each one was fresh, inventive and full of life. Music featured again and again,
particularly Irish traditional music. As Bob Quinn noted, she brought “elegance to Irish music”, and he
recognised in her work the precision and wit of a rare observer of Ireland and of life itself. Her fluency
and sense of movement, especially in her musicians, recalled something of the dark vitality of Goya's
Caprichos, that blend of movement, insight and moral clarity, drawn with a line that never hesitated.
Her cast of characters spoke to us intensely, sometimes seriously, sometimes cheerfully, sometimes
erotically, sometimes soberly or drunkenly, but always with humanity.

Gertrude herself was a striking presence, tall and distinctive, her dark, mascaraed eyes and her hair
almost always tied with a scarf. Her English was very good, yet she was slightly self-conscious speaking
it, a kind of modesty that never left her. She was modest in her art too, but if she hesitated in speech,
she never once hesitated in the work, carried always by a quiet confidence that sustained her
throughout her long life in art.

Trude’ had a warm personality and a great sense of humour. She lived for good company, good food
and a good drink, and we loved her.

Much of her spirit left her when Martin died in 2002, and when their only daughter Annetta passed
away a few years later she quietly stepped back from exhibiting. Her absence was deeply felt, and we
feel it all the more at her passing.

Gertrude Degenhardt died on 12 November 2025.

Solas na bhFlaitheas da h-anam dilis.
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Des Kenny and artist Gertrude Degenhardt dance together at Kennys High Street gallery, 1980s
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