
IT’S BETTER THAN 
PRIZE FIGHTING 

by Richard R. Gehman 
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A painting may net $2,000 
for self-taught Joe Gatto. 
And once he was paid $1 
for getting knocked out! 

Joe Gatto, one of the foremost primitive 
painters in America, doesn’t look like an 

artist at all. He has deep brown eyes, a 

heavily-lined forehead, and a voice like a 

child with a whisky tenor. 
Mr. and Mrs. A1 Mayers, of Seattle, 

Washington, will never forget Joe Gatto. 
Some years ago, the Mayers happened to see 

one of his animal paintings in a magazine. 
They loved it, and wrote the artist that they 
hoped some day to own one like it. Months 
later, the Mayers sold a litter of puppies and 
sent a check for $100. "Pick out anything — 

any little drawing,” they wrote. Joe there- 
upon marched into the Charles Barzansky 
Galleries, New York, took down his biggest 
jungle painting, and expressed it to the 

Mayers the same day. The fact that the pic- 
ture was worth $2,000 meant nothing to him. 

“He’s that way all the time,” Mrs. Barzansky, 
who works in the galleries with her husband, 
says fondly. “He’s the most generous man I’ve 
ever known. Just gives away all his money." 

Since he first began to paint, Joe has had 
phenomenal success. Critics have been unre- 
strained in praise, and a partial list of people 
who own Gattos would read like a paragraph 
from the Social Register. Yet, at 54, because 
of his impulsive kindness, Joe is not much 
better off financially than he was in his early 
days. Furthermore, his eyes, weakened by 
the strain of painting his incredibly detailed 
pictures, are growing steadily worse. 

Joe isn’t worried. His cheerful spirit has 
never been broken, although it was dealt a 

severe blow by the death of his mother in 1944. 
He had taken care of her devotedly ever since 
his father died 20 years before. “She was my 
best friend,” he says, softly. “She give me 

encouragement.” Once, on a trip to Florida, 
Continued on page 14 

“NOAH’S ARK:” Scenes from 
the Bible, recalled from his 
childhood, are among Gatto’s 
favorite subjects. He has a 
fantastic memory, can still see 

clearly things witnessed as a 

baby. “I guess I'm better’n a 

elephant," he says. Sometimes 
his memory slips on a title 
(see bottom), never on a picture 
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“ROCKEFELLER PLAZA”: Joe's version of the famed Manhattan skating pond 
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IMTLON : She’s really Circe, but Joe prefers his own scriptural title 


