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Johnny Eck, untitled self-portrait, watercolor, circa 1925.

Johnny Eck and friend Jack Gaylin on Eck’s miniature train, circa 1957.

It is a great pleasure to present The Amazing Johnny 
Eck in MICA’s Decker Gallery. From the collection 
of the Johnny Eck Museum in Baltimore and curated 
by Jeffrey Pratt Gordon, this exhibition is the largest 
public showing of works created by one of our city’s 
most famous icons of the 20th century and features a 
staggering amount of Johnny Eck’s never-before-seen or 
published drawings, paintings, sculptures, photographs 
and personal belongings.

Baltimorean Johnny Eck’s life as a performer is one of 
mythic proportions, inspiring legions of fans across the 
globe. In Tod Browning’s now classic film Freaks, Johnny 

rose to cultural icon status. As Robert Ripley’s “Greatest 
Act of All Time,” Johnny enjoyed a success that very 
few people could imagine and traveled the world with 
a host of incredible characters and friends. Aside from 
the biology that identifiably set him apart, he was also 
a “normal” Baltimorean – and a prolific, talented artist, 
deeply connected to the culture of his hometown and his 
East Baltimore neighborhood. He had a deep love for his 
family, who never treated him differently than their other 
children, but rather empowered him to actively pursue 
happiness using his gifts of imagination, wherever his life 
took him.

Special thanks to Ripley’s Believe It or Not! Odditorium Baltimore.



Johnny considered himself an artist early on and started 
drawing and painting at a very young age. At the age of 
14, he began construction of a miniature circus made 
out of found objects, most of it seen in this exhibition. 
As a boy, he and his twin brother Robert (who would 
spend his whole life alongside Johnny) worked at 
William Oktavec’s Art Shop in East Baltimore, where 
Johnny learned from Oktavec himself, the skills of screen 
painting. Johnny also took pictures: of his family and 
sideshow friends, of his neighborhood chums and the 
children he loved to read to and gives rides to on his 
miniature train. He painted screens and signs and made 
sculptures and stage puppets. He loved cars but couldn’t 
drive a normal-sized one, so he built his own racecar - by 
hand. 

Aspiring artists seek a unique and new way to 
communicate; artists that are already established in their 
practice may seek refinement of their voice and vision. 
Regardless, most will agree that ultimately it is through 

Johnny Eck, embellished letter illustration, circa 1986.

embracing our own uniqueness in the world, that we 
attain creative freedom. Johnny understood this and he 
realized very early that, although his life would not be 
easy and there might be only a few pathways for him, he 
would navigate them with passion and sensitivity.

Artists and non-artists alike will be inspired by this 
collection of works and thanks to a wonderful collection 
and keen curatorial eye, we are able to see the many sides 
of an incredible man – a man who was not confined to a 
role given to him by nature, instead choosing to work for 
his dreams and to who felt at ease with the world enough 
to share his gifts.

Gerald Ross 
Director, MICA Exhibitions

(clockwise from left) Johnny was about 10 years old in this pic. Taken by a studio photographer in Baltimore; Johnny Eck with his hand-built miniature race car and his fellow circus 

“freaks,” circa 1936; Johnny Eck, untitled self-portrait, watercolor, circa 1925; Johnny Eck, Punch and Judy Puppets, hand-carved wood and paint, circa 1940.


