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With hands well trained in the delicate ministrations of filling
and extracting teeth, Rudy Rotter made the leap from dentistry
to sculpting with apparent ease. It was in 1956, when Rotter was
43 years old and operating a well-established dental practice in
Manitowoc, Wisconsin, that he began experimenting with various
art media in his spare time. Since then, Rotter, now 83, has
produced what he estimates at over 15,000 works of art, and he
has opened his own museum to house the burgeoning output.

Unlike his professional peers who generally turned to sports
such as golf for recreation, Rotter began making jewelry, but early
experiments with silver proved to be too much like making gold
inlays. “I wanted something more relaxing,” Rotter has noted. His
wife's cousin, Lester Schwartz, was teaching art at Ripon College
at the time and, upon request, sent him a box of clay and sculpting
tools. Rotter immediately turned to the human figure as subject
matter. As he explains it, his study of anatomy in dental school
provided a foundation which he augmented with visits to the
Manitowoc Public Library where he reviewed anatomy and
examined books on sculpting and casting. Rotter also read art
magazines, visited museums, and took an active interest in the art
world. Within his first few years of working in clay, plaster, stone,
and wood, Rotter began entering competitions and was quickly
rewarded with a first prize for a stone carving, titled Grief, in the
nineteenth annual Northeastern Wisconsin Art Exhibition at the
Neville Public Museum in Green Bay in 1959.

For the next twenty-five years, Rotter's primary medium was
wood. After completing a series of monumental panels and free-
standing sculptures based on the Old Testament of the Bible, such

as Genesis and David and Goliath, Rotter turned to
“interrelationships,” featuring groups of carved,
family figures. He tenaciously adhered to
of works, never seeming to tire of weaving
harmonious compositions. From his earliest
Rotter showed a facility for skillfully modeling the
exaggerating hands, feet, or limbs for expressi !
veering far from representational clarity.

Rotter says it was his own childhood that
to human relationships. He was the youngest o
to Jewish immigrant parents. The family ran a
on Milwaukee's Mitchell Street until opening a.
Eventually, the family added a dry cleaning est
repair shop, and several other small stores to
Rotter's strongest memory is of his close-knit
together to obtain a measure of financial secur
dental school at Marquette University (after
in zoology at the University of Wisconsin-}
his mother sell flowers to earn money for his sche
foundation gave him an unshakable belief in the
human relationships as well as a strong work et

Rotter used all his spare time from his dental

various types of stone and wood, including exotic
ordered from catalogues. Eventually, he made a
Burger Boat Company, a Manitowoc shipbuilder:
supply him with excess teak in exchange for an ¢
The long narrow shapes of the ship scraps get
vertical stacks of figures and horizontal lintel
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Initially, Rotter kept track of his productivity by numbering
each piece. An “interrelationship” carving from 1961 is marked
number “14,” while one from 1963 is numbered “558,” indicating
that Rotter carved at least 500 pieces in three years. These works
range from foot-high stacks of embracing family figures to rough-
hewn, eight-foot-tall white oak figure groupings such as Mother and
Children. At this time, Rotter also executed hundreds of drawings,
mostly related figure studies. Rotter's exaggerated productivity and
numbering of works resemble that of some other self-taught artists,
from Eugene Von Bruenchenhein of Wisconsin to Howard Finster
of Georgia. For example, Von Bruenchenhein was committed not
only to numbering but also to dating and titling each of his hundreds
of paintings. Finster initiated a numbering system in 1977 and by
1987 had achieved his goal of completing 5,000 works of art.
Rotter's numbering system was practiced less rigorously even in
the very early years of his production. At best, the numbers provide
a loose accounting of those years, and since then Rotter often has
not numbered, dated, or titled his works.

British writer Roger Cardinal notes that “serial proliferation”
is not uncommon with self-taught artists. In such cases, he continues,
“quality arises out of sheer quantity.”! Finster once described his
apgroach to his art: “Do everything you can think of, and display
it.” Rotter's stance has been equally straightforward, although his
desire to exhibit his work has not been constant, He continued to
enter competitive exhibitions until the mid-1960s when he decided
it was demanding too much of his time. Not until he opened his
::“j?d'i“ of S:ltljllp[umlin 1988 in Manitowoc did his attitud§ f;bout

ence dramatically change. Today Rotter welcomes visiors

and is eager to give guided tours of the ever-changing museum. In
addition, the artist has had two solo exhibitions: at the Neo-Post-
Now Gallery in Manitowoc (1993) and at the Lawton Gallery of
the University of Wisconsin-Green Bay (1996).

For Rotter, his accelerated work pace provides a flowing
stream of creative potential. He states that if “you work continuously,
new things will develop, almost like variations on themes in
music.” He does not ruminate on completed projects. Rather, it is
the process of creating new work that generates new ideas.
Innovations and bursts of insight occur while his hands are flying
fast enough to detach his mind from a consciousness of self, much
in the way the European Surrealists of the 19205 courted subconscious
spontaneous expression.

Rotter's work took a sharp turn in the 1980s after arthritis in
his shoulders and arms forced him to curtail the strenuous physical
activity of woodcarving. Fortuitously, a cache of discarded mahogany
foundry patterns from a local company caught his attention.
Impressed by the quality of the wood and the intricate shapes of
the patterns, he subsequently produced hundreds of sculptures by
combining them with small carved figures, reassembling pieces
into abstract compositions, or adding relief carving and drawing.
Rotter moved from classically influenced carved figure studies to a
more abstract vocabulary and, at the same time, shifted from the
traditional medium of wood to employing highly unusual materials.

Since Rotter retired in 1975, he has been able to devote his
full attention to making art. The creative challenge of the fz?undry
pattern pieces stimulated him to employ other castoff ‘materials.
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Saul Margolis, a junk dealer friend, brought him scraps of reflective
metal from a sports trophy factory. Rotter snipped and bent the
scraps to form background patterns on two- and three-dimensional
works. For example, the shiny metal provided flashy scales for a
series of elaborately embellished fish. His sister's gift of an old
mink coat inspired a series of “imaginary mink creature” pieces.
Rotter cut, incised, and painted metal hospital charts. He carved
relief images in retired bowling balls, made columns from paper-
mill tubes and the beams from demolished houses, and undertook
thousands of drawings on fabric and wallpaper samples, carpet
pieces, linoleum, and cardboard.

For Rotter, the sheen of a synthetic carpet fiber holds as much
allure as the grain of a fine piece of mahogany. This fascination
with materials led to intriguing relationships between subject and
medium. For example, in several series of small works, Rotter has
transcribed sacred artifacts from other cultures—Indian, Egyptian,
Chinese, African, Inuit, Mayan, Kwakiutl—into his own trophy-
like sculptures made of cut-out sheet metal with felt-tip drawn
elements. Rotter's versions of the original masks, ceremonial
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costumes, and other artifacts, although rendered in the cut-and-
snip shorthand of a souvenir vendor, somehow maintain a resonance
of the sacred. Rotter has remarked that by studying these cultural
artifacts and recreating their forms, he absorbs a sense of their
spiritual context.

In recent years, the process of creation has been of paramount
importance to Rotter. The discipline and commitment with which
he approaches his work remains outstanding, and his output has
become even more prodigious. Today, Rudy Rotter's Museum of
Sculpture comprises three floors of a warehouse with more works
of art than the human eye can absorb.

Debra Brehmer
Guest Curator

' Roger Cardinal, “Toward an Outsider Aesthetic,” in Michael D. Hall and
Eugene W. Metcalf, Jr., The Artist Outsider: Creativity and the Boundaries of
Culture (Washington/London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1994), 36.

* Quoted in J.E Turner, Howard Finster: Man of Vision (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1989), 139.





image5.jpeg




