


Enrique Juncosa, Director of The Irish Museum of
Modern Art (which has a Donleavy painting in its
permanent collection), describes the writer’s paintings as
“wildly funny, being sometimes dirty, violent, satirical,
charming or even lyrical, characteristics that have been
given to his literary style.... His works are a very
energetic celebration of humor and life, and manage to
create some analysis of the human condition.”

Donleavy’s first exhibition in 1948 at The St. Stephen’s
Green Gallery, Dublin, included still-wet paintings created
the morning of the show after he discovered there werent
enough works to cover the walls. Reaction to his early
shows was mixed — although his paintings sold. An early
champion was art critic, Gaelic scholar and Irish
philosopher Arland Ussher, who wrote: “I was at once
struck by his delicate and sensitive line — a little
reminiscent of Paul Klee, though he does not seem to have
been greatly influenced by Klee, or, indeed, by anyone
else.”

Born in Brooklyn, raised in the Bronx to Irish immigrant
parents, and expelled from Fordham Prep for founding a
fraternity that had its first and last meeting at a saloon,
Donleavy served in the U.S. Navy during World War II
and then attended Trinity College, Dublin, on the G.I.
Bill. At Trinity he began painting, encouraged and
inspired by Jack B. Yeats, brother of Nobel Laureate poet
William Butler Yeats.

Donleavy first painted in his Trinity rooms and then in
the studio of his Kilcoole cottage near the sea in County
Wicklow. Now, he alternates among several rooms in his
imposing Irish Midlands home, Levington Park, on the
shores of Lough Owel and built in 1742. Once visited by
James Joyce, it is where Donleavy has lived since 1972.
“I'm the painter who became the writer who’s been
rediscovered as a painter.”

Previous Donleavy exhibitions include The Langton
Gallery, London, 1975; Godolphin Art Gallery, Dublin,
1986; Tom Caldwell Galleries, Belfast, 1987; Anna-Mei
Chadwick, London, 1989, 1991 and 1994; Alba Gallery,
Surrey, England, 1991; The Lounge, Dublin, 1995; The
Walton Gallery, London, 2002; and The Molesworth
Gallery, Dublin, 2006.

Except for a short story published in April, after 1950
Donleavy’s earliest published writings were essays in his
exhibition catalogues and letters to the editors of
newspapers in defence of his painting. In the catalogue of
his fourth exhibition in 1951 he discussed the nature of
“art and artifice ... lie and compromise.” It was

soon afterwards that the struggling artist “with a lot to say
to a wider audience” wrote The Ginger Man. Begun in
Ireland, Donleavy continued writing it during a 1952 visit
to New York where he submitted it to Charles Scribner’s
Sons, receiving some praise but also rejection.

Disappointed, he returned to Europe in 1953 where
Brendan Behan encouraged him to keep writing:

“This book is going to go around the world and beat the
bejasus out of the Bible.”

Finally published in 1955, The Ginger Man has never been
out of print. Sales have topped 45 million and it has been
translated into two dozen languages. The Modern Library
ranks it among the 100 Best Novels of the 20th Century.

In 2005, on the 50th anniversary of its publication, the
novel was published for the first time in Ireland by 7he
Irish Independent newspaper as No. 6 in its Great Irish
Writers series. In the fall of 2006, a new Italian translation
was published and appeared on Italy’s best-seller list. And
there are discussions to bring the story finally to the silver
screen with Johnny Depp playing Sebastian Dangerfield.
To date Donleavy has had 24 books published and four
plays produced.

The Ginger Man play, which won raves at its 1959 London
world debut (“wind of genius”), closed after its third
Dublin performance when the playwright refused to make
cuts demanded by the Catholic Archbishop of Dublin.
The play then opened off-Broadway in New York on
November 21, 1963 — the day before the assassination of
President John E Kennedy. Despite packed previews, the
play closed after 52 performances in a nation in
mourning.

While his writing since 7he Ginger Man has remained his
main preoccupation, Donleavy has never stopped
painting. He is part of a long tradition of artist writers
that includes Victor Hugo, Hans Christian Andersen,
D.H. Lawrence, Jean Cocteau, James Thurber, Federico
Garcfa Lorca, Henry Miller, William Burroughs, Kurt
Vonnegut and Christy Brown.

Donleavy remains a dynamic and highly active cultural
force. In addition to his painting, he is writing the third
and fourth novels in what he calls his New York series —
The Dog On The Seventeenth Floor and A Letter Marked
Personal. These follow The Lady Who Liked Clean Rest
Rooms (1996) and Wrong Information Is Being Given Out
At Princeton (1997).

For further information about this exhibition,
photographs, or to request an interview with Mr.
Donleavy (by telephone or in person) please contact
Damien Matthews or Bill Dunn.
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