
   KATHY BUTTERLY – (1963 - ) 
 
New York Times writer Ken Johnson described Kathy Butterly’s small forms as “…goofy yet 
irresistibly enticing little odalisque(s).”1  Starting with a simple shape, Butterly pokes, pulls, adds 
until the form becomes what it is meant to be – a process she calls a “Rorschach test combined 
with exquisite corpse”2  - followed by layer upon layer of rich glazes and multiple firings.  The 
finished pieces are beautifully crafted, stunningly finished, and lushly physical, although what 
they represent is open to the viewer’s interpretation.  Butterly’s creations have evoked a string 
of adjectives: zany, convoluted, discreetly lascivious, humorously grotesque; but all agree the 
pieces are both wonderful and impossible to ignore.  In her newer work Butterly has begun 
moving in a different direction.  Her latest pieces are less inward looking and more outward 
focused, and their sizes have also expanded.  Originally planning to pursue a career in painting, 
Butterly was inspired to take up clay after watching Viola Frey work.  “I actually thought 
(ignorantly) that clay was for making (only) pottery,” she said.3  Clearly she has discovered 
otherwise. 
 
1.  Ken Johnson.  “Art in Review: Kathy Butterly.”  The New York Times (December 31 1999). 
2.  http://blogs.walkerart.org/ecp/2009/10/08/interview-with-american-ceramist-kathy-butterly/ 
3.  Quoted in:  “Kathy Butterly Lecture.”  http://www.mica.edu/x2217.xml 

 
 
  ARTIST’S STATEMENT – KATHY BUTTERLY 
 
“I’m trying to be as honest with myself as possible and to trust my instincts…humor, sexiness, 
and other qualities become natural parts of the work.”1 
 
1. http://americanart.si.edu/luce/artist.cfm?key=344&artistmedia=0&subkey=7250&object=2060 
 

 
   RESUME – KATHY BUTTERLY 
 
1963   Born, Amityville, NY 
 
1986   B.F.A., Moore College of Art, Philadelphia, PA 
 
1990   M.F.A., University of California, Davis, CA 
 
1993   Evelyn Shapiro Foundation Grant 
 
1995   Empire State Crafts Alliance Grant 
 
1999   New York Foundation for the Arts Grant 
 
2002   Anonymous Was a Woman Grant 
 
2006   Ellen P. Speyer Award, National Academy of Art, New York, NY 
 
2007   The Artist’s Legacy Foundation Grant 
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       BIOGRAPHY – KATHY BUTTERLY 
 
Born in New York, Kathy Butterly grew up in New Jersey.  As early as kindergarten her teachers 
recognized she had a special talent, and she began taking lessons in art. She entered Moore 
College of Art as an interior design student; however, she very quickly realized that art was her 
real calling, switched majors, and received a B.F.A. in 1986.  Butterly credits her teachers, Jack 
Thompson and Ken Vavrek, who gave her a solid grounding in ceramic art and encouraged her 
to extend her world through travel, and Viola Frey, whose demonstration at Moore inspired 
Butterly  to seek a career in clay rather than pursuing painting as she first planned.  “…Viola 
was there at the right time/right place for me.  She enabled that bulb to go off over my head,” 
Butterly said, pointing to Frey’s confident way of working, adding that “…[I] couldn’t believe that 
this woman who’s about my height could make these big macho things.”1  After graduating, 
Butterly spent some time traveling and working before continuing her education at University of 
California, Davis, one of Robert Arneson’s last students. After receiving her M.F.A. she 
remained in California about a year before returning to the east coast where she has been 
working as a studio artist ever since and raising a family with her husband, painter/sculptor Tom 
Burckhardt. 
 
While most of Butterly’s work is very small, she initially made large pieces, emulating Viola Frey 
in both size and approach.  “…after witnessing [Frey] in action, making her monumental pieces, 
I began to also work very large…4-9 feet tall.  Now my works are 4-9 inches tall.”2  She first 
began making the small pieces at Davis, and it was Arneson who recognized that in these tiny 
forms she had found her artistic voice. Using a mix of earthenware and porcelain, she begins 
with a shape – a sphere, cylinder – often slip-cast, and then begins to poke, pull and otherwise 
work the piece until it becomes what it is meant to be. While she originally coiled each shape, 
she found that the time freed up by using molds allowed her to take more risks, to push the 
edge in her work. Often pieces are added to the main form, multiple firings are the norm.  
Butterly describes her pieces as being similar to collages, a main body with added pieces and 
different clays joined together and all fused in the firing. Her pieces, in a sense, are self-portraits 
in that they arise from what she is experiencing at a moment in time. While no sketches are 
made beforehand and no pre-conceived ideas direct the process, Butterly emphasizes there is 
always a balance.  She states that clay is a living thing and knows what it wants to be, but adds 
that the artist cannot cede control to the clay or there would be nothing of the artist in the 
finished piece. Thus balance is always maintained between the creator and the creation.  “I 
never know what a piece will be/look like until it is completely finished…I can explain my 
process – both thought and making – like that of a Rorschach test combined with exquisite 
corpse.  I start with a form, react to it, add to it, fire it, react, fire, react…so on.  At a certain point 
I understand where the piece wants to go and after it is complete, I understand the meaning…”3   
 
Color is applied to the piece in layer after layer of glaze, giving a richness of depth to the finish, 
and elements such as beads and textures may be added.  Just what her whimsical objects 
represent is open to interpretation if indeed they are identifiable at all, if indeed it matters.  That 
many of her works are “about flesh,” as she has said, is obvious, and that they are both 



beautiful and odd, graceful and klutzy, is equally obvious.  The forms are vaguely 
anthropomorphic but also abstract, humorous and at the same time a little disturbing, and a 
string of adjectives – among them zany, playful, chaotic, voluptuous – have been used to 
describe them.  However, the quirkiness of the objects does not overshadow the skill of the 
artist who created them.  “Kathy Butterly is a genius in clay, stoneware and glaze, a miniaturist 
of Fabergé refinement and in her own way one of the best artists of our time,” stated New York 
Times writer Roberta Smith, 4 and Janet Koplos wrote that “Butterly’s glaze colors are 
exquisitely controlled, and the delicacy of her workmanship is extraordinary.”5   
 
More recently her work has begun to shift.  Her latest exhibitions have featured works that are 
somewhat larger, more solid, and rather than focused on the body they are looking more to her 
surroundings and to the larger world.  The psychological aspect is still there but it is expanding 
from looking inward to also looking outward.  The larger forms and surfaces require a change in 
surface treatment as well, and Butterly uses paint in addition to glaze because it allows her to 
incorporate colors not possible with glaze and also offers the opportunity for contrast in the 
piece.  While it is perhaps not surprising that Butterly’s work is often compared with that of 
George Ohr, Ken Price and Ron Nagle, the work of Kathy Butterly is uniquely her own, the 
product of her fertile subconscious brought into being through her gifted hands. 
 
Kathy Butterly has received awards from the Evelyn Shapiro Foundation, the New York 
Foundation for the Arts, and the National Academy of Art.  Among the institutions that hold her 
work in their collections are the Museum of Modern Art, New York; the Carnegie Museum of Art, 
Pittsburgh, PA; the Mint Museum of Craft and Design, Charlotte, NC; the Renwick Gallery, 
National Museum of American Art, Washington, DC; and the Everson Museum of Art, Syracuse, 
NY. 
 
 
1.  http://blogs.walkerart.org/ecp/2009/10/08/interview-with-american-ceramist-kathy-butterly/ 
2.  Ibid. 
3.  Ibid. 
4.  Roberta Smith.  “Art in Review: Kathy Butterly.”  The New York Times (March 1 2002). 
5.  Janet Koplos.  “Kathy Butterly at Franklin Parrasch – New York, New York.”  Art in America 
(June 2000) 
 
 

 SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY – KATHY BUTTERLY 
 
Book and Catalogs 
 
Berry, Ian, and Kathy Butterly.  Kathy Butterly: Freaks and Beauties.  Saratoga Springs, NY: 
Frances Young Tang Teaching Museum and Art Gallery, Skidmore College, 2006. 
 
Butterly, Kathy, and Charles Long.  Kathy Butterly: Fall into Spring.  New York: Tibor de Nagy 
Gallery, 2004. 
 
Butterly, Kathy, and Gregory Volk.  Kathy Butterly: Between a Rock and a Soft Place.  New 
York: Tibor de Nagy Gallery, 2007. 
 
Del Vecchio, Mark.  Postmodern Ceramics.  London: Thames and Hudson, 2001. 
 

http://blogs.walkerart.org/ecp/2009/10/08/interview-with-american-ceramist-kathy-butterly/


Faberman, Hilarie.  Fired at Davis. Palo Alto, CA: Iris & B. Gerald Cantor Center for Visual Arts 
at Stanford University, 2005. 
 
Re-inventing Pleasure: Ornamentation in Contemporary Ceramic Art.  San Diego, CA: 
University Art Gallery, School of Art, Design and Art History, San Diego State University, 2003. 
 
Servis, Nancy M.  The Eve Aesthetic: Contemporary Figurative Clay Sculpture by Artists from 
TB-9.  Davis, CA: Memorial Union Art Gallery: Pence Gallery Association, 2004. 
 
Periodicals 
 
Adkins, Gretchen.  “The Pots of Kathy Butterly.”  Ceramics Art and Perception no. 23 (1996): 
29-31. 
 
Chambers, Karen S.  “Kathy Butterly.”  American Ceramics 12 no. 2 (1996): 50. 
 
_______.  “Next of Kiln.”  Art & Antiques no. 20 (January 1997): 60-67. 
 
Clark, Garth.  “Rising Above the Polemic: Organic Abstraction in Contemporary Ceramics.”  
Ceramics Art and Perception no. 22 (1995): 3-11. 
 
Faberman, Hilarie.  “Fired at Davis: Figurative Ceramic Sculpture.”  Ceramics (Sydney, 
Australia) no. 62 (2005): 52-53. 
 
Hixson, Kathryn.  “2004: 5 Carnegie International.”  ArtUS no. 5/6 (January/February 2005): 70-
71. 
 
Kalodner, Marge Brown.  “Dropping the Pebble.”  Ceramics Technical no. 15 (2002): 90-94. 
 
Kingsley, April.  “Kathy Butterly: Miniature Moments.”  American Ceramics 13 no. 3 (Spring 
2000): 16-21. 
 
Koplos, Janet.  “Kathy Butterly at Franklin Parrasch.”  Art in America 88 no. 6 (June 2000): 124. 
 
Koppman, Debra.  “’Fired at Davis.’” Artweek 36 no. 7 (September 2005): 29. 
 
Landi, Ann.  “Beautiful and Grotesque.”  ARTnews 104 no. 7 (Summer 2005): 128, 130. 
 
Mendelsohn, Meredith.  “Kathy Butterly: Tibor de Nagy.  ARTnews 106 no. 7 (Summer 2007): 
198. 
 
Piche, Thomas.  “Kathy Butterly: Tang Teaching Museum and Art Gallery: Skidmore College, 
Saratoga Springs, NY.”  American Craft 66 no. 1 (February/March 2006): 86-87. 
 
Rosof, Libby.  “Dirt on Delight: The Impulses that Form Clay.”  Ceramics Monthly 57 no. 3 
(March 2009): 24-25. 
 
Sherman, Mary.  “Tom Burckhardt and Kathy Butterly: Bernard Toale.”  ARTnews 99 no. 11 
(December 2000): 164. 
 



Silverman, Bobby.  “Ceramics and the Elastic Mind.”  Studio Potter 37 no. 2 (Summer/Fall 
2009): 14-17. 
 
Skobie, Ilka.  “Kathy Butterly: Tibor de Nagy Gallery New York, NY.”  American Ceramics 14 no. 
2 (2003): 54. 
 
Volk, Gregory.  “Report from Pittsburgh: Let’s Get Metaphysical.”  Art in America 93 no. 3 
(March 2005): 62-67, 69. 

 
 
 GALLERY REPRESENTATION – KATHY BUTTERLY 
 
Tibor de Nagy Gallery, 724 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10019 

 
 
   WEB SITES – KATHY BUTTERLY 
 
http://www.tibordenagy.com/#/artists/ 
Tibor de Nagy Gallery web site; represents Butterly 
 
http://www.sharksink.com/artists.asp?artists=43 
Shark’s Ink web site; short article on Butterly’s printmaking with link to full resume 
 
http://re-title.com/exhibitions/SHOSHANAWAYNEGALLERY.asp. 
“Shoshana Wayne Gallery presents Kathy Butterly: Big Gulp.”  With a brief biography and 
discussion of her work. 
 
http://www.franklinparrasch.com/exhibitions/2001_2_kathy-butterly 
Press release on Butterly exhibition, 2001. 
 
http://www.ceramicstoday.com/potw/kathy_butterly.htm 
Brief article plus photos of work 
 
http://blogs.walkerart.org/ecp/2009/10/08/interview-with-american-ceramist-kathy-butterly 
“Interview with American Ceramist Kathy Butterly.” October 2008. 
 
http://www.nyfa.org/level4.asp?id-375&fid=1&sid=1&tid=15 
“2009 NYFA Fellows & Panelists” 
 
http://www.cmoa.org/international/the_exhibition/artist.asp?butterly 
Kathy Butterly on Carnegie International site 
 
 
 
October 2009 

http://www.tibordenagy.com/#/artists/
http://www.sharksink.com/artists.asp?artists=43
http://re-title.com/exhibitions/SHOSHANAWAYNEGALLERY.asp
http://www.franklinparrasch.com/exhibitions/2001_2_kathy-butterly
http://www.ceramicstoday.com/potw/kathy_butterly.htm
http://blogs.walkerart.org/ecp/2009/10/08/interview-with-american-ceramist-kathy-butterly
http://www.nyfa.org/level4.asp?id-375&fid=1&sid=1&tid=15
http://www.cmoa.org/international/the_exhibition/artist.asp?butterly

