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Self-taught artist Rudy Rotter of Manitowoc, Wisconsin, produced an estimated
seventeen thousand works of art from 1955 until his death in 2001 at the age of 88.
Rotter, a dentist by trade, embraced the act of creation and worked in a variety of
mediums from three-dimensional carvings to two-dimensional paper-clipping mosaics
and drawings.
This thesis explores the woodcarvings of Rudy Rotter. It interprets selected
carvings related to the theme of interconnection and uncovers how Rotter used
woodcarvings to express his ideas about ideal relationships, his own personal reality, and
his hopes for society. An extensive collection of newspaper clippings, archived
interviews with Rotter and his family members, and newly conducted interviews with
people closely connected to Rotter and his work inform the project.
Rotter openly talked about the ideal nature of his work. His commitment to
furthering the ideal stemmed from personal struggles to rectify the difference between his
expectations of marriage and the reality of his failed first marriage. Rotter referred to his
woodcarvings as memorials. These memorials explored both the ideal and the reality of
relationships. Growing up, Rotter was a part of a close-knit family. His parents openly
expressed their love towards him and his siblings. This family unit, bound by closeness
and love, became Rotter’s ideal model for what a family should be. This model was
shattered with the realization that his first marriage was failing. Rotter turned to the
creative process to rectify and explore the differences he saw between the reality of
which he was a part and the ideal model of a family unit that was inspired by the love of
his parents.
Rotter created a vast body of work over the course of many years but at the core
of his artistic output was the theme of family and interconnection. While the majority of
Rotter’s work promotes ideals of harmony and balance between individuals in society, a
select few of his carvings bring to light the personal turmoil he experienced in his own
life. This turmoil served as a motivating factor to solidify in Rotter the importance and
the beauty of a harmonious relationship. It confirmed how a balanced relationship works
to support and nourish all people in society for generations to come.
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THE WOOD CARVINGS OF SELF-TAUGHT ARTIST RUDY ROTTER:
MEMORIALS TO FEELING AND PROPONENTS OF VALUE

I am blessed with having the love of my family and the closeness of my
family, that means more to me than almost anything.
As you can see from my artwork, I have thousands of family groupings.
Love of man for a woman, the love of father and mother for children I mean what can be more than that, there is nothing.
Rudy Rotter1

Rudy Rotter was a prolific self-taught Wisconsin artist who worked in a variety of
mediums over the course of the latter forty-five years of his life. During those years he
created an estimated seventeen thousand pieces of art ranging from carved stone and
wood sculptures in the 1960s, to colorful and playful assemblage pieces made of old
foundry patterns, fur, and trophy scraps throughout the 1980s and 1990s.2 Rotter explored
a variety of themes in his work, but he often returned to the most basic themes of
interconnection among humanity and among members of the family unit.

The carved wood sculptures of self-taught artist Rudy Rotter had multiple
personal influences, helped the artist rectify differences between his personal reality and

1

Rudy Rotter, interview by Anton Rajer, Manitowoc, WI, May 24, 1996.
Anton Rajer, Rudy Rotter's Spirit-Driven Art: The Odyssey and Evolution of an Artistic Vision (Madison,
WI: Fine Art Conservation, 1998).
2
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ideal reality, and served as a means to convey his hopes and ideals for society. This thesis
first explores the multiple influences in Rotter’s personal life that affected his work. It
then interprets the idealized relationships and connections among individuals, which were
depicted in the vast majority of Rotter’s carvings. By way of contrast, a small selection of
carvings is analyzed to illustrate the more disconnected and strained relationships that
were shown in some of Rotter’s work. These carvings represent the artist’s internal
struggle to rectify the ideals of his childhood with the realities of his early adult life.
Finally, Rotter’s artworks are interpreted as emblems to convey the message of hope and
connection for a society ravaged by multiple wars.

The sources for this thesis include a rich archive of newspaper articles that
chronicle the life of Rudy Rotter from when he was a boy in Milwaukee until his death in
Manitowoc in 2001. This extensive collection of articles outlines Rotter’s connections
with the community and provides insight as to how Rotter interpreted his own work. In
addition to the newspaper articles, transcripts of interviews that Rotter and his family did
with both Anton Rajer and Don Krug were utilized to give further context to Rotter’s
biography, personal influences, and motivations for the creation of his artwork. To
complete Rotter’s biography and to aid in the interpretation of his work, new oral
histories were conducted with Karen Rotter, Rudy Rotter’s second wife; Debra Brehmer,
curator of the John Michael Kohler Art Center’s show of Rotter’s work; and Julie
Lindemann, Rotter’s friend and author of multiple articles on Rotter’s work.

Previous scholarship on Rotter only marginally connects his biography with the
subject of his artwork. Rotter’s work has been interpreted as the portrayal of generalized
2

hopes for a more connected society, not as the expression of personal turmoil. To
strengthen the latter interpretation, it was necessary to access additional secondary
sources on memorials, memory, art as therapy, the fundamentals of Jewish and Christian
beliefs, sensory engagement, and military service.

Throughout his entire artistic career, Rudy obsessively dealt with the subject of
the family unit (Figure 1). Titles for his pieces ranged from “Family Grouping” to
“Family Totem” to “Mother, Father and Child.”3 Rudy saw the husband and wife as the
primary foundation for the family and so his exploration of the family unit was ultimately
an exploration of the results of what a husband and wife created together. These
explorations of the family were curiously side-by-side with explorations of “Grief,”
“Sleeping Figures,” and an impressive body of work inspired by his religious beliefs.

On the surface, Rotter’s vast artistic body varies greatly in terms of medium and
subject matter. In an interview, Rotter was asked if there were any overarching themes
that ran throughout his work. Rotter explained how all of his later artistic creations
related back to and further explored the themes that he first expressed in his wooden
carvings.4 Rotter explained, “These are what I call like in music, variations on a theme.
See the basic theme is the same, man and woman, mother and child, family… and the
basic unit is a wooden carving, but all these additions then are like I say variations on a

3
4

Newspaper/Magazine/Flyer Clipping Collection of Anton Rajer, 1950-2000, in possession of the author.
Rudy Rotter, interview by Anton Rajer, July 5, 1996.

3

Figure 1. “Woodcarving – The Interdependence and unity of the family is depicted in this
wood carving executed by Dr. R.P. Rotter, whose originals are being displayed at Holy
Family College. After the two-month showing, the collection will be returned to the Fine
Arts Gallery, Manitowoc.” [Handwritten date1963] Newspaper / Magazine / Flyer
Clipping Collection of Anton Rajer, 1950-2000, in possession of the author.

4

theme.”5 The sheer volume of work that dealt with the theme of husband, wife, and
therefore family, shows the importance of those subjects in Rotter’s life. Rotter used his
work to express his ideas about marriage, family, and religion all through the depiction of
the human form and the relationships people had with each other. He explored personal
values by representing the dualities inherent in core relationships between man and
woman; man, woman, and child; and finally man as part of humanity.

Influences

Rudy Rotter was born in 1913 in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, to an immigrant family
from the Ukraine; he was the youngest of five siblings. Rotter often talked of the
closeness he had with his family during his childhood and how his parents were so open
in expressing their love and support for their children. Rotter’s parents, Herman and
Leah, were hard working and despite the Depression, managed to send their children to
college (Figure 2). Rotter’s older sister, Rebecca, went on to college to formally train to
be an artist. Karen Rotter, Rudy’s second wife, remembers Rudy explaining that some of
Rebecca’s motivation in pursuing an artistic career stemmed from their mother’s ability
to create art on the dirt floors of their home in the Ukraine.6 After immigrating to the
United States, the family owned a variety of businesses in Milwaukee, one of which was
a florist shop. Rotter recalled making numerous floral arrangements throughout his

5
6

Ibid.
Karen Rotter, interview by the author, Manitowoc, WI, May 31, 2012.

5

Figure 2. “Mother Learns Her Lesson - When Mrs. H. Rotter and son Peter, a tackle at
the University of Wisconsin, dropped in at Marquette stadium yesterday afternoon
another son, Rudolph, discus and shot put ace of the Badgers, was on hand and
immediately the three of them got off in a huddle where Rudy, right, explained some of
the fine points of the art of discus tossing. Rudy is training for the National collegiate
meet in Chicago this weekend.” Newspaper / Magazine / Flyer Clipping Collection of
Anton Rajer, 1950-2000, in possession of the author.

6

childhood.7 It was from this strong close-knit and artistically inclined family base that the
values of hard work, education, love, creativity, and support were engrained in Rotter at
an early age.

The World War II years were especially important for Rotter, both personally and
professionally. In 1941, at the age of twenty-eight, after nine years of higher education,
he opened his first dental practice in his hometown, Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Because of
his Jewish faith and the ongoing Holocaust, Rotter was willing to give up his practice and
started a two-year deployment with the Army Dental Corps in Camp Claiborne,
Louisiana, despite an ear injury that inhibited him from joining without a waiver.8 In
1942, Rotter’s mother died, and he married Beatrice Solomon. His service in Louisiana
came to an end in 1943, and that year he moved his dental practice to Manitowoc,
Wisconsin. In 1944, Rudy’s first son, Randall, was born and five years later, in 1949, his
first daughter, Linda, was born.

Rotter’s marriage to Beatrice also introduced him to artist Lester Schwartz,
Beatrice’s cousin, who was an integral source of motivation and inspiration to Rotter.9
Schwartz was the one to buy Rotter his first set of carving tools, and he encouraged him
to work artistically. Rotter would share his progress with Schwartz, and in return
Schwartz would encourage him further.10 Like Rotter, Lester Schwartz was the son of

7

Rudy Rotter, interview by Anton Rajer, August 25, 1995.
Ibid.
9
Rudy Rotter, interview by Anton Rajer, May 24, 1996.
10
Rudy Rotter, interview by Anton Rajer, August 25,1995.
8
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immigrant parents. Both were Jewish, shared a love of traveling, and had a passion for
learning about the greater world around them.11

In 1955, at age forty-three, Rotter was motivated by both Schwartz and his sister
Rebecca to dabble with the creative process.12 His son Randy recounts his first memory
of his father carving:
I remember one night…as a very young child, I don’t recall the age
unfortunately, hearing a bit of verbal arguing and then that ended and
then I remember hearing banging down in the basement, and so I went to
sleep and I got up the next morning and I snuck down to the basement,
went past the furnace, around the corner, into this little workshop and
there was a hammer and a chisel and a head; the beginnings of the
outline of a head. And that, I believe, is the first time he ever made
anything, ever sculpted anything. This was just post his piano playing
and his inventing stage.13
From that fateful night in 1955, Rotter experimented with a variety of mediums
including stone, metal for jewelry, clay, plaster, and ultimately wood. Despite the variety
of mediums, the general theme of human connection was explored exhaustingly. Wood
was not Rotter’s first medium but became his medium of choice early on in his artistic
production (Figure 3). Woodcarvings represent a sizable percentage of his overall body
of work, and therefore are most representative of his early explorations of the themes of
family and interconnection. His woodcarvings emerged during a difficult marriage. There
is little doubt that the argument Randy overheard was between his mother and father. As
Randy Rotter recalled, Rotter’s first foray into carving was spurred by an intense

11

“Lester O. Schwartz (1912 -),” Museum of Wisconsin Art, accessed February 22, 2013,
http://www.wisconsinart.org/archives/artist/lester-o-schwartz/profile-150.aspx.
12
Rudy Rotter, interview by Don Krug, Manitowoc, WI, 1993; Rudy Rotter, interview by Anton Rajer,
August 25, 1995.
13
Randy Rotter, interview by Anton Rajer, Manitowoc, WI, July 5, 1996.

8

Figure 3. “The Rotters’ son, Peter, age three, often ‘works’ side by side with his father in
his studio. Figures at lower left were carved into a portion of a tree which had a loose
knot, revealing the beginning of a body formation to the imaginative artist.” (Photos by
Lou Fandrick) [handwritten date 1969] Newspaper / Magazine / Flyer Clipping
Collection of Anton Rajer, 1950-2000, in possession of the author.
9

argument with his wife Beatrice. This argument was most likely not the first dispute and
must have been merely one of an escalating series of disagreements. These differences of
opinion ultimately led to divorce in 1964 after 21 years of marriage.14 To work through
the mental hardship of a crumbling marriage, Rotter turned to carving, in stone and wood,
to create art that explored positive and negative aspects of humanity and relationships.

The theme of family and the importance of interpersonal connections originated at
a time when Rotter was having trouble rectifying his experience as part of a close family
during his childhood with the reality of his crumbling and troubled marriage. Rotter
recounts:
I came from an extremely warm and supporting family with a mother
and father who were strong, hard-working immigrants. I said, by golly, if
this is so good at home, when I get married and have kids it’s really
going to be something! Then it was a big flop. These [carvings] were
projections of my dreams and hopes for what couldn’t be.15
Rotter described his sculptures—his physical projections of his hopes and
dreams—as “memorials.” In these personal memorials, Rotter depicted a variety of ways
for individuals to interact and connect to each other. In a newspaper article from 1969, a
reporter explained Rotter’s interpretation of his woodcarvings of interrelated figures:

Called Memorials: His family groupings touch, fuse and intertwine.
They are basic units of man-woman, man-woman-child, love of man
for woman and woman for child. Calling these figures a
“psychoanalysis,” Dr. Rotter said they depict the “interrelationship and
interplay between family groupings.” He feels that they are eternal and
don’t set any time. “They are memorials of man’s feelings.”16
14

Rudolf P. Rotter v. Beatrice F. Rotter, Divorce Proceedings, Manitowoc County Court, Family Court
Branch, State of Wisconsin, No. 2-279C (Apr. 27, 1964).
15
J. Shimon and J. Lindemann, “A Museum of One’s Own,” Art Muscle Magazine (September 1990): 17.
16
Newspaper/Magazine/Flyer Clipping Collection of Anton Rajer, 1950-2000, in possession of the author.
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Rotter explored, through his creations, both the good and bad aspects of
relationships. Through this exploration of opposing emotions, Rotter worked to find the
perfect shade of gray between the white of his ideals and the black of his reality.
Although the majority of his sculptures depict harmonious relationships, a select few
carvings illustrate the more negative emotions associated with relationships. It is in these
exceptions, depicting the problematic relationship, that we find evidence of Rotter’s
personal struggle to define the ideal forms of human connection.

The word memorial has strong connotations related to remembrance, loss, and
yearning. Erika Doss, in her book Memorial Mania: Public Feeling in America, defines a
memorial at its most basic level as something that recognizes and preserves memories.17
The specific memories that are chosen to be preserved and how they are depicted lends
great social power and influence to memorials.18 In this way, memorials work to both
define and reflect the social values of a community.

Clifford Geertz argues that memorials are, in a fundamental sense, sacred symbols
which “function to synthesize a people’s ethos – the tone, character, and quality of life,
its moral and aesthetic style and mood – and their world-view.”19 A memorial, therefore,
is a reflection of the collective ethos of the community that creates it. Richard Morris
adds “a memorial’s cultural significance derives from its status as a sacred symbol to
those for whom it is literally significant, not from its status as an aesthetic object.”20

17

Erika Doss, Memorial Mania: Public Feeling In America (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 2010), 7.
Ibid., 9.
19
Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York, NY: Basic Books, 1973).
20
Richard Morris, Sinners, Lovers, and Heroes: An Essay on Memorializing in Three American Cultures
(Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1997), 30.
18

11

Rotter’s “memorials to man’s feelings” should therefore be interpreted as sacred symbols
that not only reflect the ethos of his time and place generally, but also specifically reflect
Rotter’s personal values.

A typical memorial has dual intended audiences: the person or people directly
affected by the loss and the general public. Elizabeth Hallam, in her book, Death,
Memory, and Material Culture, explains “mementoes, memorials, words and artifacts can
be understood as external cultural forms functioning to sustain thoughts and images that
are conceived of as part of the internal states of living persons.”21 She adds, “memories
operate to render present that which is absent”; the “capacity of a memorial to physically
endure time, is equated with the persistence of living memory.”22 Paul A. Shackel, editor
of the book, Myth, Memory, and the Making of the American Landscape, argues that a
memorial makes the personal and intangible memory public, and it serves to legitimize
the past and the present.23 Authors Michael Samuels, M.D. and Mary Rockwood Lane,
R.N., argue in their book Creative Healing: How to Heal Yourself by Tapping Your
Hidden Creativity that the creative process has physically therapeutic properties and that
the act of creation allows people to work through troubles by way of personal
expression.24 The creation of the memorial therefore has two differing functions: one of
therapy and healing for the individual and one of remembrance for society. In this way,

21

Elizabeth Hallam and Jenny Hockey, Death, Memory, and Material Culture (Oxford, UK: Berg, 2001),
4.
22
Ibid., 3 and 51.
23
Paul A. Shackel, ed., Myth, Memory, and the Making of the American Landscape (Gainesville, FL:
University Press of Florida, 2001), 3.
24
Michael Samuels, M.D. and Mary Rockwood Lane, R.N, Creative Healing: How to Heal Yourself by
Tapping Your Hidden Creativity (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1998).
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Rotter’s sculptures were both therapeutic for Rotter and worked as an outward reminder
of the values of family, interconnection, and support for society.

Those who have studied self-taught artists widely recognize the role artists’
personal experiences and search for order and relevance in their own lives play in their
art. Rodger Manley wrote in his 1989 book Signs and Wonders: Outsider Art Inside
North Carolina about the motivation to create: “It is a search for understanding, of
forming one’s identity, a healing process related to one’s self-worth or self-esteem and/or
some control over one’s own life, that often prompts people to seek new ways to
understand their world and sense of reality.”25 In the article “The Self in Self-Taught
Art,” Rodger Cardinal defines the essence of self-taught artwork as the artist’s personal
influences.26 Like the work of other self-taught artists, Rotter’s work shares this personal
element. The artist remarked:
All this love and everything comes by way of my experience and my
feelings from my parents… You’ll see a whole series of
interrelationships. All this, this whole series, is on this love and this
family strength. This shows that all humanity is interwoven and
interrelated. And how each one is holding someone being held, being
supported, loving, and being loved. This is the dream.27

Rotter held his childhood family dynamics as the ideal to which he strove in his
own marriage and family.28 In 1964 Rotter’s ideals of closeness through marriage were
shattered when he filed for a divorce from Beatrice.29 Additionally, he found his

25

Rudy Rotter, interview by Don Krug, 1993.
Joseph Jacobs, A World of Their Own: Twentieth-Century American Folk Art, edited by Vajra Kilgour
(Newark, NJ: Newark Museum, 1995), 33.
27
Rudy Rotter, interview by Don Krug, 1993.
28
Rudy Rotter, interview by Anton Rajer, May 28, 1996.
29
Rotter v. Rotter, Divorce Proceedings, No. 2-279C (Apr. 27, 1964).
26
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adolescent children’s growing desire to individuate from their parents to be
disheartening.30 Rotter memorialized the cherished dynamics of his childhood as a way of
both dealing with the breakdown of the ideal in his life and as an outlet to address his
more broad concerns for the interconnectedness of humanity and the social family unit.
Rotter’s work was born of his personal experiences with particular people, feelings, and
moments, but also projected a universal promotion of his values and hopes for society
(Figure 4). In this sense it was a memorial on both a personal and societal level.

Rotter primarily created his work for himself; he refused to do commissions,
refused to let others directly shape the content of his work, and did not actively sell his
pieces.31 Although his actual work was sacredly held as personal, once created, Rotter
openly shared it with his community. One of Rotter’s first public workshop spaces was
the basement of his dental office where he regularly invited customers to come and see
his work in progress. In 1962 Rotter opened the “Manitowoc Gallery of Fine Arts” at his
dental office to further allow the community access to his creations.32 In 1979 he
renamed the gallery the “Manitowoc Museum of Sculpture.”33 As the years progressed
and the size of his collection of artwork grew, Rotter leased a portion of an abandoned
factory downtown and moved his artwork, studio, and museum to that location. Rotter
particularly enjoyed bringing school groups to see his museum to encourage a universal
love for the process of creation in any medium. Rotter saw children as the hope for the
future, and they were therefore key subjects of his artwork.34
30

Rudy Rotter, interview by Don Krug, 1993.
Rudy Rotter, interview by Anton Rajer, August 25, 1995.
32
Rajer, Rudy Rotter's Spirit-Driven Art.
33
Ibid.
34
Ibid.
31
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Figure 4. “Family Life Is a Major Inspiration for Dr. R.F. Rotter, the
Manitowoc dentist turned sculptor who will be the featured artist at the
Appleton Gallery of Arts midwinter art show at the H.C. Prange Co.
starting Feb. 22 for a week.” [handwritten date 1965] Newspaper /
Magazine / Flyer Clipping Collection of Anton Rajer, 1950-2000, in
possession of the author.
15

Ideal

The most basic unit represented in Rudy Rotter’s art was what he felt all other
relationships built upon: the relationship between a man and a woman, a husband and
wife. Rotter’s art presented the ideals of this relationship as defined by the attributes of
the relationships of his childhood: openness, closeness, the molding to each other to form
a greater whole, and the closeness that results from the physicality of human touch.
Through the expression of these ideals, Rotter depicted values in his woodcarvings that,
if heeded, would ultimately lead to a greater level of interconnection and harmony within
society.

Rotter’s woodcarvings that deal with the interconnection of man and woman are
largely about the standards and values to strive for in a relationship. These ideal values,
which shaped Rotter’s concept of marriage, were presented obsessively throughout his
body of work. Countless carved artworks feature a nude male and female figure
intertwined and shaped to not only fit together but to fit harmoniously with the medium
in which they were created. Rotter’s carved figures worked with the grain and character
pre-existing within the wood. This focus on the interconnection of the subjects and the
subject–ground relationship shows both a yearning for balance and a belief in the overall
harmony of humanity and also between humanity and the environment. Carved surfaces
vary from deep, three-dimensional renderings to shallow inscribed lines on the surface of
the wood.

16

Rotter carved his subjects to appear similar in features. He did not individuate
each subject extensively beyond gender and general age. Rotter did not include clothing
but rather portrayed his subjects in the nude, as clothing would have differentiated and
provided further insight into the characteristics of the individuals. The qualities that made
people individuals were not what Rotter wanted to express in his art; instead he
generalized and repeated common male and female forms to explore reiterations of
connection. In this way Rotter moved beyond a personal conveyance of particular
instances and brought to light more universal themes of interconnection within humanity.

The 1976 carving of a male and female embracing each other is a prime example
of Rotter’s portrayal of the ideal relationship between man and woman (Figure 5). The
figures are depicted as facing the same direction; both their bodies and heads are in sync
with each other. Through their positioning Rotter portrays a sense of unity. The two not
only fit together physically but their entire beings are aligned to each other. Their arms
organically reach for each other, and they hold each other close. In order for this close
physical alignment, the woman is depicted as standing on the man’s feet. The woman’s
feet perfectly fit atop the man’s as if made for that very spot. In this placement of feet,
Rotter suggests that the male is a base or foundation for the woman to spring from. This
concept of support is reiterated by the act of the figures embracing each other. Both reach
to support the other and through this embrace they become one unit, stronger than either
of them singularly.

As in many of Rotter’s sculptures, the eyes of the figures are closed to the outside
world, which gives a personal and intimate feel. The lack of the sense of sight among the
17

Figure 5. Rudy Rotter, untitled woodcarving, 1976, teakwood, estimated size 4” x 14” x
1.5”. Gallery 3, Manitowoc, Wisconsin. Photograph by Matthew Robinson, 2013.
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figures portrayed, paired with the concept of memorials and memories, is noteworthy
because “sight has been understood as the primary sensual means by which memories are
generated and maintained.”35 The subjects, of the carving, are therefore depicted as not
building memory and therefore eternally in the present. At the same time, their function
to the open-eyed viewer is to promote the remembrance of the value of interconnection.
This quality of living in the moment is therefore a reoccurring and strong element in how
Rotter portrayed an idealized interconnected relationship. Because the figures were
depicted as closely interconnected, physically the sense of touch becomes primary when
interpreting the carvings. Touch is often deemed an earlier and more primitive sensory
mode than sight.36 But the figures are not depicted as outwardly yearning for their lost
sight. Instead they seem to choose to restrict this sense by closing their eyes. This choice
illustrates that Rotter viewed touch as integral to an interconnected relationship. The
closed eyes suggest that the carvings are not so much about the viewer’s relationship with
the subjects or even the subjects’ relationship with the world around them but rather they
are about the personal moment of connectedness that the two figures share together–
beyond all other social factors and influences.

Both figures in the 1976 carving were depicted with slight smiles. This, along
with the slight contour lines carved above their heads in the background, suggests a
happiness and contentment that radiates from them. This carved smiling couple
represents the ideal of human coupling. The two figures support and are in alignment
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with each other. From this arrangement emanates a positive and natural flow of energy
that benefits both participants.

The natural flow of positive energy that is generated between the man and woman
is not limited to their relationship, but rather spurs outward growth. The first natural
extension to this basic relationship is the addition of children. The relationship of parent
and child is a major theme in a subset of Rotter’s woodcarvings dealing with human
interconnection. He portrayed a variety of different dynamics between the figures to
illustrate and explore the nuance and actualities of being in a family unit. Rotter’s
carvings of this subject feel personal but are less realistic and more metaphorical
regarding the dynamics of connection between the figures.

As a child, Rotter was acutely aware of the feeling of support that a child yearns
for from his parents. Rotter recalled in a variety of interviews many times throughout his
life that his parents were the foundational and supportive solid ground from which he
grew. As an adult, Rotter was himself the parent and could see how children also served a
supportive role to their parents. After his divorce, Rotter married Karen Kimmes in 1965.
Rotter’s children from his first marriage lived with him and Karen until they were old
enough to go off to college and live on their own.37 Rotter and his new wife had two
more children, Peter who was born in 1966 and Jimmie who was born in 1968. As his
first marriage fell apart and Rotter re-imagined and re-formed his married life, his
children were the constant supportive elements who were there for him regardless of
anything else in life. It was through these role changes and family hardships that Rotter
37
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could see the full scope of the reciprocal relationship of support within the family unit.
His woodcarvings of the family unit express the importance of support and illustrate how
all members of the family rely on each other.

The most traditional or standard concept of the relationship between parent and
child is that of the parent supporting the child. Rotter depicted this dynamic in a carving
he created in 1978 of a man supporting both a woman and child (Figure 6). The
verticality of this piece emphasizes the idea of extension or growth. In this familial scene
the largest, strongest member of the family is the one from which all others grow. The
man sits upright with his legs pulled up to form a perch for the woman to sit upon. The
child is supported both by sitting upon the man’s head and by being held in the woman’s
arms. The woman and child seemingly stare at each other despite their closed eyes, but
the man turns to face the viewer. This suggests that the role of the man is both to support
the growing family and to face and deal with the external affairs of the family.
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Figure 6. Rudy Rotter, untitled woodcarving, 1978, teakwood, estimated size 4” x 18” x
1.5”. Gallery 3, Manitowoc, Wisconsin. Photograph by Matthew Robinson, 2013.
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In 1982 Rotter carved an interesting variation on the theme of family and familial
roles. He carved a family comprised of the traditional man, woman, and child but
arranged them so that the small child was the one on the bottom supporting both the
male, who sits directly on the child’s head, and the female, who stands on the man’s
thighs (Figure 7). This particular arrangement shows that these carvings were not about
the physical plausibility of the interconnections but more about the emotional
connotations of the different arrangements. This piece is about the idea of the child
giving support to the parents. It suggests that as much as children depend on and need
their parents, so do the parents depend upon and need their children.

Rotter’s idealized woodcarvings work as a social model of interconnection. The
idealized male-female relationship directly results in and furthermore affects the idealized
family unit. By presenting separate carvings dedicated to venerating the idealized
relationships of man and woman and of the family unit, Rotter showed the distinct
importance of both relationships in society. The similarity in how Rotter treated the malefemale relationship and the family relationship illustrates the overall connection between
both relationships. Looking at both relationships together directly correlates to the idea of
generational support. Rotter posited through his work that each generation
simultaneously supports and is supported by the generation that they formed. By carving
idealized relationships, Rotter memorialized his values of interconnection and promoted a
model of idealized relationships between husband and wife and the family unit for others
to follow and benefit from.
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Figure 7. Rudy Rotter, untitled woodcarving, 1982, teakwood, estimated size 3.5” x 26” x
1”. Gallery 3, Manitowoc, Wisconsin. Photograph by Matthew Robinson, 2013.
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Reality

Even though the majority of Rotter’s work dealt with the value of interconnection
among members of the family in an idealized fashion, Rotter’s woodcarvings of
intertwined figures can be read as reflections of his less-than-ideal adult relationships. Art
and the creative process are often used to work through areas of life that are not readily
explainable by simple correct or incorrect answers.38 Artistic creation allows for the
exploration of many sides of an issue.39 In Rudy’s case, the creative process allowed him
to work through his various feelings, particularly about his first wife, Beatrice, and his
subsequent divorce, by creating memorials to those feelings. In the idealized
woodcarvings, Rotter focused on memorializing the dynamics that directly resulted from
and surrounded his ideas of his childhood family. Although the majority of his work
focused on memorializing and therefore remembering the ideal nature of those
relationships, examples can be found where Rotter also memorialized painful emotions
and failed relationships. In these examples, Rotter recognized and reminded both himself
and the viewer that not all relationships can achieve the ideal that he put forward as a
model. In that sense, the carvings of the unharmonious relationships serve as memorials
and reminders that reality can often vary from the ideal.

While only a select few of Rotter’s works complicate the straightforward ideal of
interconnection, the complications often occur within the depiction of the relationship
between a man and woman. This aspect of his overall body of work suggests the difficult
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nature of his first marriage and consequently the difficulty Rotter had in defining and
depicting an achievable ideal reality in his carvings. An example of an unharmonious
relationship between a man and woman is illustrated in a carving of a man on his knees
naked before a clothed woman (Figure 8). This carving was created in 1962, around the
time Rudy’s first marriage was crumbling. The man’s arms are wrapped around the
woman with his face buried in the nape of her neck. The woman is facing the viewer,
although her body is almost completely blocked from the viewer by the male. The
woman’s left arm wraps around the back of the male and reveals that she is wearing a
bulky sweatshirt. Her eyes are closed and her face is fixed in a solemn expression of hurt,
sadness, and perhaps even hints of anger. Aside from the base of the carving, which
wraps slightly up and around the legs of the male, the figures are depicted as existing
without a background or context to ground them.

The nakedness of the male represents an openness and vulnerability to the
woman. This openness is contrasted by the clothed, and therefore protected and closedoff, woman. Her sweatshirt serves as a protective layer between the two and inhibits
touching, openness, and her vulnerability to the man. He is on his knees before her, but
she is carved to be a visually heavy and guarded presence that both suffocates and keeps
him down. All allusions to a regular context are gone as Rotter carved in close to the
figures leaving nothing but the irregular outline of the off-balanced subjects. Rather than
the heads appearing on a level and grounded plane, they are awkwardly stepped in
relation to each other. The feeling of unease is further emphasized by the woman’s lower
body, which is essentially erased from the field of study. This erasure makes the two

26

Figure 8. Rudy Rotter, untitled woodcarving, 1962, teakwood with varnish, estimated
size 3.5” x 18” x 1.5”. Gallery 3, Manitowoc, Wisconsin: object number RR0060.
Photograph by Matthew Robinson, 2013.
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subjects appear to be precariously stacked on each other, waiting to be thrown offbalance and separated but hanging on tight in the process.

The sculpture of the clothed woman and naked male speaks directly to a sense of
imbalance that Rotter was working through in his own personal life. This imbalance in
his artwork directly parallels the imbalance he found in his first marriage. There is a
certain amount of ambiguity in exactly who or what caused this visual dissonance
between the man and woman. Was she hurt and he is asking for forgiveness or was the
male continuously open to the woman but for whatever reason she grew to be guarded
and despondent? In either case a distinct discord is struck between the two figures. Try as
either of them may, they are at two different levels and unable to reach a common
understanding. As Rotter stated, his artworks were generally projections of his dreams
and hopes for what could not be. This sculpture shows that Rotter not only represented
the ideal—what could not be—in his work but also the dynamics and emotions that
complicated and made nearly impossible the ideal that he yearned for. It represents the
particular and therefore the personal aspects of Rotter’s carved intertwined figures, and it
complicates the notion that Rotter merely created art as a social reminder of his values,
hopes, and wishes for society.

Another sculpture, created in 1962, depicts a man and a woman bent backwards
over a log (Figure 9). Their heads are turned towards each other but again their eyes are
closed and their faces display little more than simply reserve for each other. Their legs
are bent over on themselves, and their arms protectively cross over their vital organs. The
figures are quite literally bent backwards. Both figures are depicted as naked, and
28

Figure 9. Rudy Rotter, untitled woodcarving, 1962, lignum vitae with varnish, estimated
size 12” x 12” x 6”. Gallery 3, Manitowoc, Wisconsin. Photograph by Matthew
Robinson, 2013.
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therefore unguarded, but importantly the hands and arms of the two do not reach for each
other but instead are clasped tightly to themselves. Interestingly the carving abruptly ends
before the feet would be depicted. In place of the feet are course carved marks that feel
violent and aggressive. The lack of feet denotes a lack of mobility and the figures’ lack of
an ability to change their current position.

This sculpture, like the previously discussed sweatshirt sculpture, illustrates the
frustrating and complicating dynamics of experiencing a failing marriage. These
sculptures do not pass blame on male or female but rather illustrate the fact that in a
variety of ways and situations the two partners could no longer interconnect and live
harmoniously. These sculptures represent the acknowledgement of reality within the
general theme of the ideal relationship. The carvings show that while Rotter worked on
the broad scale to produce pieces that promoted a yearning for a harmonious relationship
for all humankind, he also showed relationships that fell outside the scope of the ideal.
He illustrated that sometimes two people experienced a disconnect that could not be
rectified. This acknowledgement worked to strengthen the importance and beauty of
relationships depicted as harmonious and balanced. By depicting the failings, Rotter
made the successful examples all the more precious.

Seven years later, in 1969, Rotter revisited the more troubled aspects of malefemale relationships by carving a panel of a woman, with her back to the viewer, holding
her arms close to her chest coupled with a depiction of a man’s head that simultaneously
faces forward towards the viewer and also to the right, away from the woman (Figure
10). The one-inch base that grounds the artwork unnaturally crops both the man and
30

Figure 10. Rudy Rotter, untitled woodcarving, 1969, teakwood with varnish, estimated
size 10” x 12” x 1”. Gallery 3, Manitowoc, Wisconsin. Photograph by Matthew
Robinson, 2013.
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woman. The woman is cut off at her knees and the man, significantly larger, is cut off at
the neck. There is ample negative space surrounding the subjects, filled with vertical
carved marks that evoke a sense of tension. No longer are the figures depicted at the same
scale. They inhabit separate worlds but still strive to fit together. The motion depicted by
the man’s head, which appears to turn back and forth, could be read as either
indecisiveness or of literally being “two-faced.” When one compares this sculpture to the
other carved wooden sculptures that depict a discord within the relationship of man and
woman, the judgment and personal opinion of the artist begins to materialize. The
carving of the two-faced man complicates the relationship between the two individuals.
Previously, no clear blame for the disconnection could be read into the content of the
carvings. But in this example, the woman is naked and bent in to cup the man’s head with
the entirety of her body and yet the man turns from the woman.

In his woodcarvings, Rotter often depicted a grounding border to orient his
subjects in space. While many times the border signifies the orientation of the carving by
indicating the bottom, it also gives insight to the subjects’ mental status and overall
relationship with their surroundings. Kirk Savage, in his book, Monument Wars:
Washington D.C., the National Mall, and the Transformation of the Memorial
Landscape, wrote about the importance of the concept of the ground to humanity:
For human beings the tension between ground and space has existed for
millennia. To be human is to be shackled to the ground: the ground
nourishes us in life and absorbs our remains in death. The ground is
concrete, tangible, messy, diverse. Space is intangible, empty, abstract,
pure. We can smell and see and hold the ground, but space eludes us.40
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Through the addition of the thick border, the subjects of Rotter’s woodcarvings are
consistently tied to this concept of ground. In his woodcarvings, the border Rotter carved
serves as the ground that his subjects stand upon. The overall importance of the ground to
the subjects varies from carving to carving. At times the ground surrounds the subjects
and at other times it benignly supports. This acknowledgment of the ground in Rotter’s
work illustrates the reality of humankind as being tied to the earth. The earth supports but
ultimately consumes life. The tangible ground, just like the tangible subjects depicted in
Rotter’s woodcarvings, are inextricably tied to the messy dynamics of reality. In the 1969
carving of the two-faced man and vulnerable woman, the ground is a particularly active
element of the composition. It cuts the woman off at the knees and the man off at the
neck. In this way the subjects leave the purity of space and become consumed by the
messy reality of the ground.

The extreme difference in scale between the male and female figures highlights
the fact that the carving does not represent a literal space but rather a mental space. Fiona
Candlin posits in her article “The Dubious Inheritance of Touch” that “paintings that
have figures of different sizes, numerous light sources, and no horizon line are all
indicative of a world that is tangibly experienced through the body.”41 Candlin further
explains, “Touch remains subjective and limited, fastened to a world where space is not
continuous and measured but variable depending upon one’s own position.”42 The
processing of one’s world through the physical body and especially through the sense of
touch makes this artwork more dependent upon the ever-changing vantage point of the
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individual. Perspective and objects are often skewed to how the individual perceives
them to exist outside the precise and measurable scientific realm. A universal and
uniform reality is skewed to form an individual reality that exists uniquely in personal
mental space. The difference in scale between Rotter’s male and female figures
highlights the fact that this carving does not represent one standardized and
intellectualized moment but rather a convoluted moment based on the fluid perceptions of
the individual gained primarily through the sense of touch.

This sculpture was created five years after Rudy’s divorce from Beatrice. Rotter
and his second wife Karen were happily married and had two children of their own. Yet
Rotter still created these artist memorials to feelings from his past. The work may have
been therapeutic and an attempt to rectify and explore what it meant to be in a
relationship. Rotter’s past failure plagued him even as he enjoyed new hope for an ideal
relationship. Rotter turned to the physical action of carving his emotions, good and bad,
into wood. Perhaps the carvings that featured a disconnected relationship further
reiterated to Rotter the importance and the value of a relationship that did offer balance
and harmony to both individuals. By depicting and memorializing the negative aspects
along with the positive, Rotter reminded both himself and society of how special and
valued an ideal relationship truly should be.

Rotter continued his exploration of the relationship between a man and a woman
by creating a three-dimensional sculpture of a woman draped over a crouched man in
1972 (Figure 11). The two figures demonstrate a physical connection and conformity to
their surroundings but in a fundamentally different fashion than examples that depict an
34

Figure 11. Rudy Rotter, untitled woodcarving, 1972, mahogany with varnish, estimated
size 12” x 18” x 4”. Gallery 3, Manitowoc, Wisconsin. Photograph by Matthew
Robinson, 2013.
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ideal relationship. In this example, the man is seated on the floor with his knees tucked
tight to his chest. His head is turned from the viewer and his hand is wrapped around his
head as if to support or perhaps protect it from the female form. The woman is lifelessly
draped over the man. Only her toes make contact with the ground leaving the viewer with
the realization that the full force of her weight is coming down upon the man. She is
facedown with her arms falling freely making contact with the man’s shins. There is
coarseness to how the man is depicted. Marks from the carving tool and the wood’s grain
are still readily found. The woman, in contrast, is carved smooth. This difference in
texture between the two figures suggests tension between the subjects and an overall
smothered sense to the relationship.

Blame has thus far been ambiguous or laid upon the male figure but in this
carving of the woman laying over the man, Rotter portrays the initiation of the discord to
lie heavily on the shoulders of the smothering woman. The only negative space
portrayed in the carving is the space between the male’s bent legs. In this space, carved
marks run vertically but waiver in intensity and visually work to merely depict negative
ground rather than an energized space of strength and potential. While the male might
have had the strength the fight back at one time, he is now reduced to merely the
elemental mass of his body serving as a support for the lifeless weight of another human
being.

It is interesting to consider how in both the sculpture of the harmonious couple
standing with arms wrapped around each other and the sculpture of the woman laying
over the crouched man, the entirety of the female’s weight is upon the man. These
36

separate explorations of different ways to support each other, both negative and positive,
show support to be an important aspect in Rudy’s concept of the male-female
relationship. Rotter depicted both extremes of support. He illustrated how when
unbalanced, support can be overwhelming, as in the sculpture of the woman weighing
heavily upon the man. But support was also presented as part of the ideal relationship in
the case of the woman standing upon the man’s feet. By exploring the different extents to
which support was deployed in relationships, Rotter showed that it was crucial to
maintaining a harmonious relationship but could also cause the relationship to crumble.

In 1989, Rotter carved a unique addition to his body of work depicting human
relationships. The ultimate foil to the ideal of intertwined figures is two figures
completely cut off from each other. It was not until twenty-five years after his own
divorce that Rotter created a carving that could be directly interpreted as a divorce
between a man and woman. Rotter carved two figures divided from each other by a thick
wall of “x”s lined up one over the other (Figure 12). Both figures face the viewer with
their backs up against the wall. A border surrounds and connects the two figures, but an
additional thicker line aggressively cuts between the two subjects.

The border, which typically represents connection in Rotter’s work, takes on a
new more suffocating meaning. With the harsh division, the space that the figures are
depicted within takes on a coffin-like form. The eyes of both figures remain closed but
the expressions of the man and woman differ. The man is depicted with lines deeply
carved into his face signaling sadness or turmoil. The woman’s face is depicted as almost
serene in its smoothness. The lines that surround them are no longer active and vertical
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Figure 12. Rudy Rotter, untitled woodcarving, 1989, teakwood, estimated size 18” x 24”
x 2”. Gallery 3, Manitowoc, Wisconsin. Photograph by Matthew Robinson, 2013.
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but horizontal and fairly regular in their appearance. This suggests that despite the
unnatural feel of the separation, the potential for order and reason lurks in the
background. This piece represents a final separation or the death of the relationship and
connection that the figures might have once shared. It is through this extreme example
that the body of work dealing with interconnection is framed.

Although representing only a small sampling of Rotter’s overall work, the
carvings of failed relationships between a man and a woman are integral to understanding
Rotter’s base motivations. Along with his drive to disseminate his positive ideals, his
work was a medium for reconciling the disconnect between his ideals and his reality.
Throughout his body of artwork the dualities of connection and disconnection are
represented and played out in the dynamics of how the male and female interact with
each other. The carvings help to explain why he held the family unit and the idea of
connection as so crucial when exploring the dynamics of relationships between human
beings. The failure of his first marriage brought with it an innate understanding that not
all relationships could reach the ideal status that his parents once modeled to him. That
realization spurred a quest that lasted the rest of his life. Rotter strove to use his art to
provide positive and negative models of what humans mean to each other, how people
can support or crush one another, and how every generation both supports and is
supported by the previous generation. In his woodcarvings, Rotter showed that balance,
support, and connection are needed to break through the realm of reality and to truly
reach ideal status.
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Hopes For Society

To Rotter, all of society sprang from the marriage bond. It was through this
integral bond that societal values were formed. The majority of Rudy Rotter’s artistic
output revolved around the general idyllic themes of harmony and connection between all
people. Rotter’s commitment to the promotion of the ideal of interconnection was spurred
by both personal and societal factors. In the following excerpt from an interview by J.
Shimon and J. Lindemann for an article in Art Muscle Magazine, Rotter discussed why he
so often portrayed the ideal models for human interaction:
This [my artwork] is one man’s cry against the alienation that seems to
exist today. This is a kind of hope that all people will love each other.
This is the ideal… I feel that I’m a preacher in a sense in trying to depict
this love. Love of man for woman. Love of mother for child. Love of
man for humanity. So this is what I am trying to say and what I am
trying to do… I realize we don’t have a perfect situation with humanity.
We’re mean and nasty and ornery. You can tell by all the wars and
killings going on all over the place. Nevertheless, we still have to hope
for the best, hope for the future, hope for the beautiful, hope for the
family, hope that all of humanity will be able to get along. Otherwise,
you might as well throw in the towel and bury yourself.43

Rotter enlisted and served his country during the Second World War from 1941 to
1943 as a stateside dentist whose role it was to attend to all of the soldiers’ dental needs
before they were shipped off to war. Rotter commented that he felt as though he was
prepping an endless line of men to go off and die.44 This experience was an integral
factor that prompted Rotter to promote peace and harmony among humanity.
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Rotter’s consciousness was further shifted to the troubles in the world around him
and to the issues surrounding war and peace during the Vietnam War. The war raged a
staggering twenty-one years from 1954 to 1975.45 An estimated 58,000 American
soldiers and 600,000 Communist soldiers lost their lives fighting.46 In addition, over one
million people fled Vietnam after the war as refugees and another estimated 50,000 were
held hostage as political prisoners in South Vietnam.47 Michael Kammen, in the book
Mystic Chords of Memory: The Transformation of Tradition in American Culture,
characterized the years from 1945 to 1990 as an “age of anxiety: a time when concerns
about national security, swift social change, and a profound sense of historical
discontinuity troubled people deeply.”48 It was during this time of war and deep
anxiety—of student protests, Civil Rights, and the Cold War—that Rotter started his
artistic career, a career built upon the ideal of interconnection among humanity.

After enlisting during World War II, and being a father through the Vietnam War,
Rotter had a deep-seeded desire for humanity to find peace. Rotter, like many others in
America, could have found it easy to just, as he said, “throw in the towel and bury”
himself, but instead he fought for society to hold onto the values he deemed as
foundational: the family unit and love for one’s fellow human being. It is by embracing
these foundational universals that Rotter believed society could find harmony, balance,
and peace. The concept of interconnection between all people was the theme and
therefore the overall hope of Rotter’s artwork.
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During heated societal discussions of war and peace, Rotter carved the majority of
his woodcarvings dedicated to finding balance and connection within the marriage unit,
family unit, and society in general. His carvings that dealt with the interconnection of a
multitude of people conveyed messages of support, growth, and a general fitting together
to form a greater whole. There are fewer memorials to personal feelings and more hopes
for systems of support and societal growth within this body of work. The majority of the
carvings move beyond the singular family unit into the realm of how people generally
interact, support each other, and grow together.

Rotter’s woodcarvings take on a sense of the universal in the presentation of the
figures. Rotter’s exploration of feelings is pared down to the most elemental unit:
connection. The figures appear to the viewer stripped down and exist without any
reference to their setting. They convey the main theme of connection and the feelings that
often go with different levels of connection. Author Anton Rajer argues in the book Rudy
Rotter’s Spirit Driven Art that “Rudy’s work is deeply personal but broadly human in
scope.”49 It is in this duality that the needs of both Rotter and the public were served.
Because of the universality of the figures, they are open to broad interpretation beyond
the bounds of particular personhood and beyond a certain period in time. The carvings
evoke a sense of the classical in their nudity and move beyond the fashion choices of any
particular day to speak to a more universal interpretation dealing with primary human
interactions and feelings. The figures can be argued to represent Rotter’s personal
exploration of various social interactions, but, because of the elemental nature of the
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figures, they are open to abstraction and readily evoke a connection to many instances
and people.50

Rotter not only depicted humanity through the content of his work, but he also
consistently shared his work with the public throughout his artistic career. When Rotter
first started creating he entered a variety of art shows at local institutions. He donated
pieces to the local YMCA and also to the Manitowoc Public Library. Rotter regularly
invited school and community groups of all ages to come to his studio space to see his
work. Additionally, Rotter established first a gallery space and then a larger “museum”
space with open visiting hours. Rotter entertained newspaper reporters and took the time
to discuss his work with anyone who came to see it. This commitment to sharing his
work with the public illustrates how his work was meant for more than personal
gratification; it was also meant to be an inspiration and a reminder to Rotter’s broader
community.

From November to December of 1968, Rotter’s work was recognized and
included in an exhibit at the John Michael Kohler Art Center in Sheboygan, Wisconsin,
which was entitled “Grass Roots Art: Wisconsin.” His work was beginning to be noticed
beyond his local community. The Grass Roots exhibit contextualized Rotter as selftaught rather than part of the more professional fine arts community. 51 During this same
time period, Rotter renamed his gallery the “Manitowoc Museum of Sculpture.” Rotter
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saw himself as part of the people creating work for the people.52 Mitch Wilder, the first
director of the Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Museum, explained the wide appeal at
the time of art that came from “grassroots” America: “many people saw for the first time,
the inheritance which was theirs – without strings and without ideas borrowed from
abroad. Moreover, this insight was comprehensible in American terms, for it spoke of a
grass roots America which was part of our common experience.”53 Growing up in a
family and larger community of immigrants, Rotter was acutely aware of all that could
potentially segregate a society. The grassroots mentality of embracing a common
“American” identity and focusing on commonalities rather than differences therefore
appealed to Rotter as well as many others at the time.

In 1971, not long after the Kohler Grassroots exhibit, Rotter carved a piece
depicting multiple figures standing one upon the other (Figure 13). On the bottom a male
and a female figure stand and face each other with their knees touching and hands
clasped together. On their clasped hands stands a small child who faces forward with
arms draped over the top of the parents’ heads. From this formation, seven additional
figures balance themselves on the head of the child and therefore indirectly on the
clasped hands of the male and female figures on the bottom.
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Figure 13. Rudy Rotter, untitled woodcarving, 1971, teakwood with varnish, estimated
size 4.5” x 36” x 1”. Gallery 3, Manitowoc, Wisconsin. Photograph by Matthew
Robinson, 2013.
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The clasped hands of the parents combine with the overarching arms of the child
to form a frame around the male and female. This framing of the two figures separates
them from the other figures and highlights the importance of the basic quality of the
relationship that they share. From this basic unit all of the other figures balance and grow.
If the couple let go of each other and the child could not bear the weight alone, all the
figures would crash down. This composition highlights Rotter’s conception of the
importance of marriage in a society. Although marriage is a personal choice and a
personal act between two people, Rotter demonstrated how that personal choice to stay
together or to separate could send ripples that affected more than merely the immediate
family unit. In this way Rotter showed that all people affect each other, and all are
interconnected and share the repercussions of the choices of individuals.

In 1979, Rotter carved “Reflections” (Figure 14). Rotter framed the main subjects
with a circular cell-like border. Within the frame are four sets of male and female figures
embracing each other. The figures appear as if they are, like the title suggests, merely
reflections of each other in each quadrant of the cell form. Expressions vary slightly
among the figures, but the overall gestalt of the figures remains consistent.

The use of the organic cell form to encompass the figures is important on many
levels. The cell provides a safe and protected space to grow and develop. It connects the
viewer to the idea of organic and natural growth. A cell is the primary building block of
the human body and so the idea of the relationship between these couples is therefore
portrayed as the primary building block of society. Like a cell, the couples come together,
in essence, to make copies of themselves to form the next generation. The egg-like border
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Figure 14. Rudy Rotter, “Reflections,” 1979, teakwood with varnish, estimated size 18” x
18” x 2”. Gallery 3, Manitowoc, Wisconsin. Photograph by Matthew Robinson, 2013.
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gives the carving a feeling of primacy in so far as all life is encompassed and grows from
this form.

“Reflections” connects the ideas of cellular growth to the concept of couplehood.
By the male and female coming together they reproduce themselves multiple times over.
“Reflections” can also be read as four different couples who are more similar than
different and who all work together to form the fabric of society. In a 1995 interview,
Rotter remarked of humanity, “It takes everybody, all colors, all ages, and … shows the
movement of life.”54 In this example, Rotter shows that people are more similar than
different and that it takes multiple couples to form one complete cell. This carved artwork
advocates for a harmonious, balanced society; through this piece Rotter extended his
beliefs and values for individuals to all society.

In 1985 Rotter carved a sculpture that included figures layered in multiple ways
throughout the piece (Figure 15). The figures no longer appear to be on a single plane but
rather are stacked one on top of the other. In this carving the figures both kneel and lay.
There is more attention to depth, as some of the figures appear merely as heads emerging
slightly behind the others. The subjects fit together to fill the traditional two-dimensional
space that Rotter often utilized, but they also seem to recede and continue back in the
same density endlessly. The figures are not traditionally arranged and separated into
pairs. They all interact with each other, care for each other, and show support and
openness. The connection between the human figures transcends the traditional family
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Rudy Rotter, interview by Anton Rajer, 1995.
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Figure 15. Rudy Rotter, untitled woodcarving, 1985, teakwood with varnish, estimated
size 48” x 4” x 1”. Gallery 3, Manitowoc, Wisconsin. Photograph by Matthew Robinson,
2013.
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unit and is the ultimate expression of Rotter’s concept of the supreme interconnection of
humanity.

Rotter’s concept of human harmony and interconnection had a strong foundation
in his faith and spirituality. Rotter once commented, “There is a connectedness of all
things. Creating is a part of God. Part of whatever you perceive of God. It is our
energy.”55 The association between human connection and the divine runs throughout
Rotter’s work. Rotter perceived different religions as different social groupings, like
families. Religion was a way for him to identify himself and others. It was a chance to
further connect in different ways with the people around him. In an interview with Anton
Rajer in 1996, Rotter explained his all-inclusive take on religion: “I’m Jewish and I’m
proud of it and I do adhere to the basic principles that all religions teach.”56

Rotter not only spoke of the sense of connection that he felt with all religions, he
created and donated carvings to local synagogues and churches alike. On November 13,
1983, Rotter presented the carving “Mother and Child” to the First Lutheran Church in
Manitowoc, Wisconsin (Figure 16). In the newspaper caption, the mother figure is
described as the Madonna, hence, a Jewish artist is depicted with Christian art described
in Catholic terms and gifted to Lutherans.
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Krug and Parker, Miracles of the Spirit, 153.
Rudy Rotter, interview by Anton Rajer, May 24, 1996.
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Figure 16. “SCULPTURE DONATED – Dr. R.P. Rotter of Manitowoc has donated a
mahogany sculpture entitled ‘Mother and Child’ to First Lutheran Church, Manitowoc.
The Manitowoc dentist is self-taught artistically, but has studied intensely for 25 years.
His gift to First Lutheran depicts the Madonna and Child inside an egg shape – the
original cell unit. Their eye-to-eye contact denotes love which radiates outwardly, seen
by lines extending to the sculpture’s frame. This symbolizes the hope of the present
(Mother) for the future (Child), the artist explained. Above, making the presentation is
Dr. Rotter at right, with from the left, the Revs. Richard Lind and Bruce Hanstedt of First
Lutheran; Mrs. J.R. Jens, church council member and member of the furnishing and
property committee; and Mrs. Gertrude Turgasen, a member of the church.” (Photo by D.
Cornick) [handwritten date Nov. 13, 1983]. Newspaper / Magazine / Flyer Clipping
Collection of Anton Rajer, 1950-2000, in possession of the author.
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Rotter’s son Randy further explained in an interview how Rudy’s spirituality
united with his sense of both identity and community:
His spirituality revolves around Judaism to the extent that that’s what he
grew up with and the sounds of it and the sensations of it and the sense
of community. And community was really a strong sense here of
Judaism, I mean that’s how it played out, but the sounds in the
synagogue were very emotional…I think his Jewish references though
come out of a sense of identity in that’s who he is.57

Religion, for Rotter, was at the core of being interconnected. He saw religion as a
binding agent that worked across cultures and individual family units to form a greater
whole within society centered on the core values of spirituality. Despite his universalistic
take on religion, he thought of himself as Jewish. His son Randy helps to clarify the
relationship between his extensive spiritual beliefs and his particularistic self-identity.
Through the practices of Judaism, Rotter was able to connect not only to a specific
community around him but also to his fond childhood memories and to his parents.

In 1965, Rotter carved a piece that combined his hatred of war and death, his deep
sense of Jewish identity and community, and his deep desire to promote solidarity and an
embracing of the oneness of all people (Figure 17). The carving is in lignum vitae, a
dense wood known as the “tree of life.”58 It is of two figures, a man and a woman, who
are lying on their backs head-to-head, face up. Their eyes are closed and their faces fixed
in a solemn expression. Both of their left arms arch over their heads to cradle the other’s
chin. Their right arms are folded over their chests with their right hands tucked into the
napes of their necks. Below them, a layer of legs appear. Given their positioning, these
57
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Randy Rotter, interview by Anton Rajer, July 5, 1996.
Krug and Parker, Miracles of the Spirit, 49.
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Figure 17. Rudy Rotter, untitled woodcarving, 1965, lignum vitae with varnish, estimated
size 24” x 6” x 6”. Gallery 3, Manitowoc, Wisconsin. Photograph by Matthew Robinson,
2013.
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legs could not physically belong to either of the main figures. The two central figures
along with the legs that they lay upon are all disembodied and therefore represent a piece
of a no longer extant greater whole.

The two figures isolate themselves protectively by simultaneously comforting
each other and protecting themselves. There is a sense of resignation on their faces as
they square their heads off to the heavens and brace for whatever may come. Because of
the layer of legs, the couple seems to be lying upon a pile of other equally despondent
people. This realization brings to mind the piles of human remains found after the
liberation of death camps following the Second World War, the same war that Rotter
served in from across the sea. Rotter’s kinship and love for these figures is evident in the
smooth and refined beauty of the piece. The heaviness of the lignum vitae parallels the
heaviness of the subject. It would have taken great physical strength to carve so deeply
into the wood. Lignum vitae is equally strong and as difficult of a medium to work as
stone, but because it is wood it adds the connotations of growth and life.59 It is through
this medium of life that Rotter chose to depict the horror of mass death.

This carving presented a dichotomy between the horrors that humanity enacted
upon itself in the broadest sense with the comfort and unity that individuals could show
for each other. Rotter asserted that even in the face of horrific events, hope and strength
can be found when people connect to those around them. The ideal relationship is based
on harmony, balance, and support, but the reality of human existence is often conflict,
hurt, dissonance, and war. Rotter acknowledged both elements of humanity in his work
59

Rudy Rotter, interview by Anton Rajer, July 12, 1996.
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but further stressed the importance of clinging to hope and support no matter what the
situation.

Conclusion

Rudy Rotter’s woodcarvings of human figures represent both the personal
influences of family dynamics and Rotter’s desire to share his value set with society.
Rotter used the creative process to explore and work through the contradictions he faced
between his ideal hopes and his reality. Through his carvings Rotter illustrated that
connections between humans are rarely perfectly balanced but that it is in the act of
supporting each other and remaining connected that humanity finds the strength and hope
to continue on. It is in the balance between depicting real life complications and clinging
to an optimistic hope of connection between all individuals that Rudy Rotter’s carvings
demonstrate their true beauty and value for society. They represent one man’s plea for
humanity to find within itself interconnection and harmony.

Day after day for years, through the hardship of arthritis, and the general pains of
growing older, Rotter continued to create artwork that focused on the beauty and hope
that he saw in society (Figure 18). He recognized the dark aspects of personal
relationships and the dark side of society, but he continued in the hope that one day
everyone would find harmony by embracing the fundamentals of family, support, faith,
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Figure 18. “With his real love, Rudy Rotter smiles a lot: Manitowoc Museum of
Sculpture opens at a new, larger location - The happy sculptor and retired dentist holding
one of his family groupings, sculpted in teak wood.” (Photo by Sandra Kimball) [Sunday,
September 13, 1987] Newspaper / Magazine / Flyer Clipping Collection of Anton Rajer,
1950-2000, in possession of the author.
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and connection. Rotter valued his carvings as a way for his ideal of interconnection to
have a life beyond his personal confines and beyond the influence of his words.

Debra Brehmer, Director of the Milwaukee Portrait Society, described Rotter’s
work as akin to a Jewish mezuzah. A mezuzah is a small roll of parchment with a passage
from the Torah, commonly known as the Shema, inscribed on it. It is often placed into an
elaborately decorated case and hung on a doorpost to serve as a constant reminder of
God’s presence and God’s law.60 Brehmer explained that she has one of Rotter’s carvings
hanging in her cottage and for her it is a quiet but steadfast reminder of the blessing of
family and the value of being connected to each other.61 In this way, Rotter’s work both
served him and continues to serve others as a reminder that humanity is interconnected
and that every generation should continue to strive for harmony.
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“Mezuzah,” Jewish Virtual Library: A Division of the American-Israeli Cooperative Enterprise,
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Judaism/mezuzah1.html.
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Debra Brehmer, interview by the author, June 7, 2012.
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