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Marlin rotach

By Brandon Rosas

Silver Linings
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Made in the USA, watercolor, 24” by 30”

“This saddle painting displays my homage to the Baroque still life painters of the 17th century. It is a technique they developed called chiaroscuro. It 
focused on the drama created by strong contrasts of light and shadow. At the same time, I view this subject in terms of abstract qualities with an emphasis 
on diversity of shapes, colors, and textures. Like snowflakes, this subject comes in endless varieties.”

“I always thought when you went 
blind, it was black. It wasn’t,” 
says watercolor artist Marlin 

Rotach, who noticed changes in his 
vision in the spring of 2018. “It was 
flesh-toned, and it was just like a cur-
tain going across my eye until I had 
no sight at all.”

 After visiting a specialist, Rotach 
learned that he was suffering from 
a detached retina, a condition that 
required two surgeries and left him 
blind in his right eye for five months. 
Unable to paint, but still able to use 
a computer, Rotach decided to try 
writing biographical vignettes about 
historical artists for his new book 
with Don Weller, “The River Flows: 
Watercolors of the American West.”
 To his surprise, Rotach discov-
ered a deep enjoyment of painting 
pictures with words. “If you’re faced 
with a dark cloud, there always 
seems to be a silver lining,” he says.
 Rotach is no stranger to dark 

(Left) American Anthem, watercolor, 31” by 
23”

“This is a symbolic portrait of a tried and true 
American. As the national anthem blasts from 
the PA system, rodeo wrangler (Jason Stewart) 
doffs his Stetson and pays tribute to the Land of 
the Free—a goose-bump moment.” 

clouds. He was born and raised in 
Salina, Kansas, the home base of 
the United States Strategic Air Com-
mand during the Cold War. “We were 
a target,” says Rotach, whose father 
worked for the Bell Telephone Com-
pany on the many missile silos that 
surrounded the base. “When things 
were intense, we’d hear those jet en-
gines warming 24 hours a day.” 
 During those trying times, Ro-
tach found comfort in his close-knit 
family, which included his father, 
mother, and sister, Connie, who 
remains his best friend: “She’s two 
years older than me and brilliant,” 
he says. “She gave me my competi-



68 ART of the WEST • September/October 2021

“[Art] really added to his life, and he 
saw this could be a good thing for 
me.” Dick involved his children in 
the process of painting billboards, 
which paid dividends for Rotach’s 
creative development. From an early 
age, Rotach knew he wanted to be 
an artist and would often draw 100 
horse heads in a day.
 At school, Rotach quickly be-
came known as the class artist 
when his first-grade assignment to 
illustrate “The Three Little Pigs and 
the Big Bad Wolf” came shockingly 

tive spirit.” 
 Rotach’s father, Dick, was “very 
Western in nature,” Rotach says, and 
worked on the side as a commercial 
artist, square dance caller, and horse 
trainer. Dick exposed the family to 
Western culture through his con-
nections to local ranchers as well as 
through Western films and televi-
sion programs. 
 “It was the greatest time for cow-
boys in television and movies,” says 
Rotach, who fell in love with the visu-
als—and the values—he saw on the 

screen. “The great thing about those 
shows was that they were teaching 
you right from wrong, to always do 
your best, and to take pride in being 
American.”
 Besides a love of the West, Dick 
also passed on to his son an interest 
in art. As a child, Rotach was sickly, 
suffering from chronic asthma that 
caused wheezing attacks the mo-
ment he exerted himself and that 
left him unable to play sports. 
 “The silver lining was that my 
dad encouraged me,” Rotach says. 

Ridin’ Down the Canyon, watercolor, 16” by 20”

“Since I was visiting the Red Rock country of Utah, I have started painting cowboys in definitive Western landscapes. I love composing with a camera and 
intentionally look for unusual shooting angles. This overhead trail ride scene, as the cowboy picks his way between boulders, really spoke to me.”
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close to the Disney version. “It was 
a big deal,” he says. “The teachers 
couldn’t believe that somebody that 
young would have that kind of facil-
ity.” 
 Despite his artistic talent, Ro-
tach’s mother preferred that he 
pursue a more practical career as a 
surgeon. By the time he reached col-
lege, however, his mother agreed to 
his plan to become an art professor. 
Rotach enrolled at Kansas State Uni-
versity, where he studied art, played 
drums in a country rock band, and 
met his future wife, Carol. Although 
his art classes were geared heavily 
towards abstract expressionism, he 
still found a way to complete his as-
signments with a basis in realism. 
After earning his undergraduate 
degree, he and Carol married and 
moved to Lincoln, Nebraska, where 
Rotach completed his graduate stud-
ies, which would allow him to teach 
at the college level.
 Later, after Rotach earned his 
Master’s Degree, the couple moved 
to Kansas City, Missouri, where he 
took a job as an art instructor at the 
University of Missouri, Kansas City. 
The university also hired Carol as a 
phone receptionist, but she worked 
her way up to director of Financial 
Aid before retiring after four de-

(Top right) Footpath Through the Rockies, wa-
tercolor, 20” by 16”

“I have just recently begun painting landscapes 
of the West, though I have been in love with 
the Rocky Mountains since childhood. This is 
a view of Long’s Peak along a hiker’s trail in 
Rocky Mountain National Park. I tried to cap-
ture the beauty, the quality of the air and, with 
a little imagination, even the smell of the pines 
in this special place.”

(Bottom right) Buck and a Quarter, water-
color, 15” by 19”

“This painting is of a pair of quarter horses 
awaiting their turn at the women’s breakaway 
trials in Cheyenne, Wyoming. The foreground 
horse is a buckskin, and the other is a sorrel. 
They each display their rider’s attention to de-
tail and, for an artist, these touches just add 
to the painting experience. As I said, both are 
quarter horses, but I just couldn’t resist this 
title.”
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cades there. Rotach’s tenure, how-
ever, lasted only a year and a half, as 
a recession led the university to lay 
off some of its most recent hires. 
 Unable to find another profes-
sorship, Rotach briefly worked as 
a commercial artist, then found his 
niche managing art galleries in Kan-
sas City. He worked for 15 years at 
the Hilliard Gallery, where he met 
Yoko Ono while staging the John 
Lennon Art Show. Later, he moved 
on to the American Legacy Gallery, 
where he remained for 25 years and 

where he also showed his own work.
 Throughout his art career, Ro-
tach used nearly every medium 
available. While he had felt a con-
nection to watercolor while he was 
in college, it took the pursuit of one 
passion to discover another. In the 
mid-1980s, he fell in love with scuba 
diving while taking a snorkel les-
son in Bora Bora, and began to dive 
around the world. In 1992, when a 
frame distributor asked him to bring 
back a photograph from one of his 
excursions that he could use in a 

Ridin’ the Ridge, watercolor, 16” by 20”

“I loved the visual poetry of this single ridge-rider (Cory Paul) against this majestic landscape. It was one of the first paintings I did after recovering from 
retina surgery. I changed the time of day to dusk by exaggerated contrast, lengthened shadows, and going wild with the sky. I couldn’t wait to start painting 
again, and I think you sense my joy through the vivid use of color.”



September/October 2021 • ART of the WEST 71

to the ranch yet and I was going out 
of my mind,” he says. “I was looking 
at this landscape; it was all from the 
John Ford movies. I was like ‘Man, 
oh man, this is gonna be a whole 
new chapter in my Western work!’”
 A lifelong student, Rotach con-
tinues to be fascinated by the ways 
the real West surpasses both fact and 
legend. Despite his enormous suc-
cess, he has never lost sight of what 
matters to him. “I just want people to 
realize the West didn’t die,” he says. 
“The West is still out there.” 

Brandon Rosas lives in Parnell, Iowa.

framing competition, Rotach agreed. 
Instead of a photograph, however, 
he said he wanted to do a watercolor, 
and he’s been working in the medi-
um ever since. “It just felt right,” he 
says.
 At first, Rotach struggled to get 
the clarity and intensity of tone he 
wanted in watercolors. Then one 
day, while studying postcards from 
the early 1900s, he decided to paint 
his dark tones first and leave the 
white paper untouched for the light-
est ones. “The first painting I did, it 
worked like magic,” he says. “I be-
came so impassioned; I could not 
wait to be in the studio.” 
 Rotach’s paradigm shifted again 
about 13 years ago when he found 
his way onto the Western art scene. 
After a short time painting commis-
sioned watercolor portraits, which 
paid well but felt confining, Rotach 
was approached by a woman, who 
asked him to portray her two paint 
ponies. “I just went, ‘Wham! Would 
I love to paint ‘em!’” he says. “I went 
to her barn and, I walked in the door, 
and that smell hit me; it was just like 
homecoming.”
 Inspired, Rotach began attend-
ing and painting rodeos. He also 
started entering his paintings in 
Western shows, and his sales took 
off. “When you get into this Western 
thing—all Western things—it’s like 
a family,” he says. “They have big 
openings, and all these people come 
and want to meet the artist. It’s just a 
ball.”
 Today, nearly all of Rotach’s 
work features the living West. He 
draws inspiration from Caravaggio 
in his dramatic use of light, Frederic 
Remington in his faithful depictions 
of horses, and Frank Tenney John-
son in his glowing nocturnes. Rotach 
adds to the mix his own penchant for 
meticulous detail, which he sees as a 
product of his Swiss heritage. “The 
Swiss are noted for an enjoyment of 
very good craftsmanship and very 
detailed work,” he says. “If I wasn’t 
doing this, I’d be making watches or 
something.”
 Rotach’s works have earned 
him signature memberships in nine 
national watercolor societies and 
top awards in nearly every major 

A Summer Song, watercolor, 20” by 24”

“Living in an area that experiences all four seasons, what is more invigorating than the re-emergence 
of life and colorful blooms following a drab winter. Iris declares the bounty of spring and, for me, sun-
worshipping lilies are like nature’s bold, brass trumpets sounding the arrival of summer.”

watercolor competition. Among his 
crowning achievements is winning 
Best in Show at the 2013 Transpar-
ent Watercolor Society of America 
show in Kenosha, Wisconsin. “I 
got there, and people knew who I 
was,” he says. “People wanted pic-
tures with me and would pay for my 
meals,” he says. “[It was] like being 
a rock star.” 
 Three years later, Rotach’s early 
exposure to Western imagery on 
screen came full circle when his art-
ist friends, Weller and Cindy Long, 
invited him on a trail ride through 
Moab, Utah. “I hadn’t even made it 


