
In rural western Wisconsin, on the edge of a lazy
tributary of the Mississippi River, stands a color
ful art fantasy that enchants adults and children
alike. The Prairie Moon Sculpture Garden &
Museum was created by farmer, fiddler, and artist
Herman Rusch who had no formal training in
either construction or the arts. Perhaps, both
R u s c h ' s d r i v e t o b u i l d t h i s a r t e n v i r o n m e n t —
and his l()()-year life span — can be attributed to
his belief that "beaut\' creates the will to l ive."

P n i i r i e M o o n

Sculpture Garden
& M u s e u m

Fountain Cit>'

Located in Buffalo Count)' between the communities of
Fountain Cit)' and Cochrane, Prairie Moon Sculpture Gar
den & Museum can be reached by taking Highwa)' 35
northwest from Foimtain Cit)' about 6 miles. Just past the
Cochrane-Fountain City School, turn left onto Prairie
Moon Road; site is located yk mile on the left. When travel

ing on 1-90, take the L;i Crosse Highway 53 exit north to
Highway 35, then north to Fountain City. Wlien traveling
on 1-94, take the Eau Claire Highway 37 exit south
through Mondovi continuing on towards Alma, then
Highway 35 south to Cochrane and Fountain Cit)'. Infor
mation: Town of Milton, S2921 County Road G, Fountain
City, WI 54629 or caU (608) 687-9874.

^W^sconsinArt Environments and Historic Architecture
Preserved by Kohler Foundation, Inc. of Kohler, Wisconsin:
1 . U ' a d d c r l u u ! . , K o h l e r ( 1 9 2 9 - 1 9 3 J ) .

Owned iiiid Dpt'mtfd hy Knhtcr
i ' o u n d i i i i o n .

2. Vir tdc
l icMori 'd i ind pficd (o'Hic Sci ic l l i .v
loriciil S<K'ict\- tjnX'iscDiisin by Ki>h)cr
rcHmd:ili()n in 19S3.

3. Wif>am>»in Concrete ftiri:, I'hillips
(19S0-I964). Acquired and gil'ted c«
Price {:<nint>' hy Kohler foundation
i n I 9 7 « ,

4 . ' n j c I ' - . t i n i cd Fores t , V j l ton (1896-
19(K)). c;onscr\'ed and pfted to Siuik

County l>>' Fi>liler R^undation in 1982.
5 . M e c i k a t s k i S i o \ ' c \ V ( M > d H u i l d i n } ; .

Jennings (1899-1905). Restored smd
yifjed n> Town of Schcxfpke by
Koliler I'tHindaiion in 198^.

6. I>aul and Matilda Wtgner Grolto,
( i ) ta rac i (1929-19 i<6) , Coasmcd and

({ifted to Monroe Cotitity by Kohler
r o i m d a t i o n i n 1 9 8 7 .

7. Prairie .M<x)n Sculpture (iarden &
Miuscum,(:(>chrane(l958-1974). C:<)n-
M.'r\ ed and Rifted to'l'own of Milton by
Knhler Foundation In 19'W.

P r a i r i e M o o n

Sculpture Garden & Museum
The Art of Herman Rusch



lUi.sch's piiinied concretc self-
p o r t r a i t a t h i s s c x i l p t u r c
i^aaiai.'IliL' artist mucd: Til
slill see wliat's going an licre
w h e n I ' n i n o t a n ) i i i i d . "

Farmer, Fiddler, Artist
Some remember Herman Rusch for his curious view
of t l ie n i i tun i l wor ld, made mani fest in h is roadside
museum. Others recall with fondness his lively fid
dling at barn dances and weddings. But Rusch is most
widely acclaimed for his Pniirie Moon Sculpture (iar-
den & Museum — and for the powerful vision, lire-

less labor, and organic sense
of rhythm, form, and color

^ that made such a feat possi-
ble. Today, this extraordi-

\ H j j , , j j . j i m p o r t a n t
part ofWisconsin s cultural
heritage.

H e r m a n R u s c h w a s b o r n

in 1885 to parents who had
emigrated from Eist Prussia
to Trout Run Valley near Ar
c a d i a i n n o r t h w e s t e r n W i s

consin. He began working
as a hired hand in his teens. Eventually he and his wife
Sophia took over the family farm where they raised
three children. Rusch loved to fiddle at community-
events and fiddling contests.

In 1952, after 40 years of working the land, Rusch
retired. "To kill (jld-age boredom," he first rented, then
purchased the Pniirie Moon Dance Ri\'ilion in order to
t r a n s f o r m i t i n t o a m u s e u m . R u s c h fi l l e d t h e a r c h e d -

roof building to the bursting point with natural phe
nomena, curios, unusual machines, and personal
mementos. Among them were a tree grown around a
sc>the, a washing machine powered b\' a goat on a
treadmill, and taxidermy specialties such as a hollow
k)g in which a fox and rabbit had been trapped.

Deciding that the grounds of the museum were bar
ren, Rusch built his first concrete and stone planter
circa 1958. That eifbrt led to two new engrossing in
terests: the creation of huge .sculptures and related
llower beds. Rusch said that he "just kept on building.
You don't ever know where it will end up when you
stJtrt." He became a consummate cniftsman, searching

lUisch's sigtiatiia* picxx* is the graccfiilly archetl fcncc that ains ov er
2W) fet't: "You could go an)und the wortd five limes and never see
a n o t h e r l i k e i t . "

local quarries for appropriate stone, and developing
exceptional masonry skills.

Rusch built the 26()-foot arched fence that spans the
north perimeter of the site in just one year. Its pre
cisely aligned conical posts were constructed with al
ternating bands of chiseled white rocks and
pie-shaped red bricks, while the arches were molded
with concrete over the iron wheels of old grain drills
that had been cut in half and stretched.

Otlier sculptures include a "Rocket to the Stars," a
Hindu temple, dinosaurs, even a miniature mountain.
At times, Rusch added color to the freshly mixed con
crete: at other times he painted the surfaces. He em
bellished the sculptures with seashells, bits of broken
bott les, and shards of crocken' and mirrors.

Circa 1959, Rusch purchased four sculptures creat
ed in the 1930s by Halvor Uindsverk of Minnesota,
and added them to the garden. By 1974. at the age of
89, Rusch had built nearly 40 sculptures; he conclud
ed his project with a 13^ -foot watchtower He col
lected rocks for the tower from a quarr)' high in the
nearby bluffs, then pieced them together like a jigsaw
puzzle. Rusch died in 1985, but his art remains a visu
al testament to his claim that, in lile, "a fellow should
l e a v e a f e w t n i c k s . "

P r e s e r v a t i o n :
A Unique Collaboration
When, at the age of 94, Herman Rusch sold Prairie
Moon at auction, nearly the entire contents of the
museum were dispersed. Tlie new owners of the
site turned the Pa\'ilion into a dog kennel.Thirteen
years later, in 1992, Kohler Foundation, Inc. pur
chased Prairie Moon as part of its ongoing com
mitment to the preservation of significant art
environments by self-taught artists. The efforts that
followed were undertaken through an extraordi
nary collaborative process. The Foundation
brought together a team of professional conserva
tors with area contractors, and the communitv' pro
vided a host of enthusiastic volunteers, from
government officials to student groups and the
local historical societ)'.

Conser\'ation of the sculptures involved: struc
tural stabilization; surface repairs and cleaning;
paint anitlysis including stereoscopic microscopy;
and painting to reestablish the original palette. Tlie
Pavilion, too, was restored, and an interpretive
exhibition was developed that ijicludes documen
tary photographs, museum arti
facts, and personal keepsakes.
Landscaping revived the garden
e n v i r o n m e n t .

In late 1994, Kohler Founda
t i o n , I n c . d o n a t e d t h e P r a i r i e
Moon Sculpture Garden & Muse
um to the Town o f M i l ton to be
maintained as a public art site. A
joyful opening celebration in
1995 brought die communit)' and
Rusch family together with
preservationists, artists, and art
historians from throughout the
country, an affirmation of the na- c:onscnators
tional significance of the art of
H e r m a n R u s c h . c o n c r e t e i m p r e s s i o n s .
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i s l x > m n e a r

Arcadia, Wsconsin.
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Rusch marries, after
w h i c h h e a n d w i f e

Sophia take over the
family farm and raise
t h r e e c h i l d r e n .

1 9 5 2

Rusch retires fn)m

forming and begins
col lect ing nat i i r i i l
oddities, uniLSUitl farm
machines, and other
n o v e l t i e s i n c a m e s L
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H e r e n t s t h e P r a i r i e

M(M)n Dance Ri\'ili<>n,

transforming it into a
r o a d s i d e m u s e u m t o

h o a s c h i s c o l l e c t i o n .

1 9 5 8

Kusch purchases the
P r a i r i e . M o o n D a n c e

Pavilion and builds the
Tirst of approximately
•iO sculpturcs.

1 9 7 4

Minneapolis'Walker
A r t C e n t e r i n c l u d e s
Rusch's art in tlie major
exhibit ion, "Naivcs and
V i s i o n a r i e s . '

1 9 7 9 1985

P m i r i e M ( X ) n i s M > l d a t

auction so that Ruscli
can "liave a little more
time for fishing and
Jiddling."

H e r m a n R u s c h d i e s

eleven da>"s after
celebrating his ltK)th
birthday.

1 9 9 4

Kohler Foundjt t ion. Inc.
donates Prairie Moon

Sculpture Garden & .\Ulsc-
uni to the Town of Milton
after having purchased the
site in 1992 and restoivd it
for the public.


