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 Gertrude Abercrombie 
By Stephanie Braucht 

With Halloween approaching, it seems appropriate to consider the 
surreal art of Gertrude Abercrombie. Known as the "queen of the 
bohemian artists," she was a widely recognized artist in the middle 
of the 20th century.  Even though she spent most of her life 
elsewhere, Gertrude lived for a while in Aledo.  She also used 
Aledo and the surrounding area to inspire many of her rather eerie 
paintings.  
 

Gertrude was born in Austin, TX, on February 17, 1909, the only 
child of Tom and Lula Janes Abercrombie.  Her parents were opera 
singers, and they happened to be 
performing in Austin when Gertrude 
was born.  Due to the nature of their 
work, Tom and Lula took Gertrude 
with them when they traveled to 
perform.  They were living in Berlin 
when the start of World War I 
necessitated their return to the United 
States.  Tom's parents, Joseph and 
Emily Stevens Abercrombie, were 
living on NW 5th Street in Aledo, so 
Gertrude and her parents came to 
Aledo.  Then, in 1916, Tom and Lula 
moved with little Gertrude to the 
Hyde Park area in Chicago.  However, 
she often spent her summers in Aledo 
with her cousins. 
 

Time spent in other countries as she traveled with her operatic 
parents gave Gertrude a love of languages and wordplay.  She also 
loved music, with jazz as her favorite.  It is reported that she had 
perfect pitch.  She took many art classes in college, but earned her 
degree in Romance languages from the University of Illinois at 
Champaign-Urbana.  After that, she studied at the School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago, and at the American Academy of Art.  She also 
worked as a commercial artist for various department stores.  By 
the 1930s she was creating and selling her own paintings.  In 1934 
she was hired by the Works Progress Administration's (WPA) 
Federal Art Project.  The Federal Art Project was a Depression-era 
program that paid artists to produce paintings and photographs 
with an emphasis on small-town and rural life in America.  
Gertrude turned to her Mercer County experiences for subjects.  
(Another Mercer County artist, Doris Emrick Lee, also rose to 
prominence from the Federal Art Project, but she will be the subject 
of an article in a later edition of this newsletter.)   
 

Gertrude acknowledged that she suffered emotionally, and most of 
her paintings appear to reflect that.  They are dark and stark, with 



foreboding themes.  Interestingly, a sense of humor 
is sometimes evident.  She tended to use the moon, 
cats, owls, barren trees, Victorian furniture, and 
emblems of enchantment in bare interiors or 
shadowy landscapes. Her style is considered 
surreal, and she was one of the earliest female 
surrealists in the United States.  She cultivated the 
impression that she was a witch.  The pointed hats 
she liked to wear only added to that perception. 
 

In 1940 she married lawyer Robert Livingston, and 
in 1942 she gave birth to a daughter they named 
Dinah.  That marriage lasted only eight years. In 
the same year she and Robert divorced, Gertrude 
married music critic Frank Sanford. They were 
active in the jazz scene and bohemian lifestyle of 
Chicago, but they divorced in 1964. 
 

Beginning in the 1940s Gertrude enjoyed holding 
parties and jam sessions at her Hyde Park row 
house, hosting popular jazz musicians such as 
Dizzy Gillespie, Sonny Rollins, Charlie Parker, Max 
Roach, and Sarah Vaughan.  Indeed, Dizzy 
Gillespie performed at Gertrude's wedding to 
Sanford.  Having inherited her parents' musical 
talents, Gertrude played piano and sang along with 
her guests at the jam sessions.  Reportedly she was 
the inspiration for Richie Powell's song "Gertrude's 
Bounce."  She also was the subject of James Purdy's 
novel, Gertrude of Stony Island Avenue.  The 1940s 
and 1950s were her peak years in both her lifestyle 
and her painting.  By the 1960s she was having 
financial problems, and years of alcohol abuse were 
taking their toll on her health.  She died on April 3, 
1977, at the age of 68.  
 

Several of Gertrude's paintings are owned by the 
Smithsonian American Art Museum.  One is 
Slaughterhouse Ruins at Aledo, 1937.  Many people 

remember those ruins, which this writer recalls still 

standing in the 1960s, just outside the north end of 
Aledo on the east side of NW 3rd Avenue.  In addition 
to the Smithsonian, other notable galleries that have 
some of Gertrude's works are: the Art Institute of 
Chicago, the Illinois State Museum, the Madison (WI) 
Museum of Contemporary Art, the Milwaukee Art 
Museum, the Museum of Contemporary Art in 
Chicago, and Western Illinois University.  Recently, 
some of her works have been featured in exhibitions at 
the National Academy Museum in New York, the Figge 
Art Museum in Davenport, and the Mongerson Gallery 
in Chicago. 
 

The Essley-Noble Museum in Aledo is proud to own 
several of her original paintings.  Images of two of them 
accompany this article. One is Owl in a Bathroom in 
Joy.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The other pictured here is Like Help.  We invite readers 
to visit us and see them, and others, in person.   

 

The pictures here, of necessity, show the paintings in 
black and while, while they are actually in color.   
 

Slaughterhouse Ruins at Aledo appears courtesy of 
americanart.si.edu/           
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Curator’s Corner 
Reminder of winter open hours starting in 
November-- We will be open on Saturdays only, 
from 12:00 to 4:00 pm.  This will continue until the 
end of March. 
We are fervently working toward getting our 
additional building built.  We appreciate all the 
items that have been given us, and we are of need 
for more room to display them.  So please keep us 
in mind if you have the urge to donate to your 
museum’s building fund. 
We have received some wonderful donations of 
artifacts and genealogy, and have many of them on 
display already.  So come to visit us.   
                Veda Meriwether, Curator 

�   �   �   �   �   �   �   �   � 
 
 

What is It? 
The previous item was a sewing bird. It would be 
attached to a table top with a clamp, and then the 
seamstress would attach a piece of fabric by 
inserting it in the bird's mouth.  The fabric was then 
held taut with one hand, which made stitching 
seams and embroidering easier.  This one was 
missing a small velvet-covered pincushion on the 
empty platform beneath the bird.  The cushion on 
the bird's back was an emery cushion to sharpen 
needles and pins.  
 

This item is about 7” tall and has a crank that turns 
a wheel adjacent to a row of wooden slats. 
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Annual Open Meeting 
“Hunt for the Sauk-Fox Trail” 

 

Join us on Monday Oct. 17 for the Annual Open 
Meeting, 7:00 p.m. at the Essley-Noble Museum. After a 
very short business meeting Brian Parkinson, a Mercer 
County native, will tell of his search to locate the exact 
Indian trail between Rock Island County and Oquawka. 
Brian has been investigating the route(s) Indians used 
when passing through Mercer County on their way to 
and from Iowa. By use of old maps and a rare book by 
John Hauberg from 1921 Brian is trying to locate the 
exact footprints of the trail. 
 

The meeting is free and open to the public. 
Refreshments will be served and you will have an 
opportunity afterwards to ask questions, chat, and visit 
the museum’s exhibits. 

�   �   �   �   �   �   �   �   � 
 

RMA Flag 
We are pleased to have received the flag from 
Roosevelt Military Academy (RMA). It went on 
display at the same time we learned of the passing 

of one of RMA's most noted former cadets.  The 
actor known as Hugh O'Brian attended RMA as a 
sophomore in 1940-1941.  He is best remembered 
for his portrayal of Marshal Wyatt Earp during the 
seven-year run of television's The Life and Legend 
of Wyatt Earp.  In 2002 he visited Aledo for the 
RMA reunion. We plan a longer article about him in 
the future. 

�   �   �   �   �   �   �   �   � 



Name that Tool … Mercer County Fair  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Name the Tool Answers 
1) Miners lamp  
2) Leather scribe 
3) Traveler   
4) Lawn waterer 
5) Paper lifter   
6) Spoke shaver 
7) Battery tester 
8) Scraper 
9) Clam shell holder 
10) Fleshing tool 
11) Horseshoe hammer 
12) Brace & extension bit 
13) Fence tightener 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Congratulations to Joe Vann for winning the 
random drawing for getting all of the answers 
correct. 
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Coming Events 
 

Oct. 17 Fall open meeting. Brian Parkinson “Hunt for 
the Sauk-Fox Trail” 7:00 p.m. at the Museum 

 

Oct. 29  Last day of summer schedule 
 
Nov.  5  Start of winter schedule: 
                             Saturday’s only 12:00-4:00 

 
 

 


