





vines and meager bunches of posies were set off none
too attractively against a cloth backdrop; at the center
of the grouping were stiff silhouettes of a cow and
churn made over wooden forms in the manner of conti-
nental cuisine. Perhaps this somewhat attenuated and
tasteful style represented an effort to redeem butter-
carving from the realm of overt sensationalism, since at
least one fairgoing critic of a lumpish sculptural ensem-
ble remarkable solely for its construction in several tons
of pure Colorado sjlver and gold, declared that
“Whether butter or gold, the ‘phenomenal’ statue is
lacking in interest.”™

NEITHER the public nor the promoters of the dairy
industry were immune to blatant sensationalism, how-
ever. Despite the caveats of art lovers, the Louisiana
Purchase Exposition of 1904 witnessed a resurgence of
butter sculpture in a massive, fully three-dimensional
form openly derived from Minnesota’s seminal archi-
tectural “gem” of 1901, Daniels's statue of the capito}
building. lowa, for example, delivered three effigies in
butter: a small model of the first creamery in the state
(built in 1872); a somewhat larger rendering of the new
dairy school and creamery at Iowa State College in
Ames; and a bust of “John Stewart, First lowa Cream-
ery Man." California entered the lists for the first time
with a multifigural butter tableau that included a huge
goddess, a steer, and a bear.”

Wisconsin, after an acrimonious debate, bought
600 pounds of local butter of the cheapest grade and
installed, in a chilled case at the entrance to the state
bailiwick, a life-size statue of a milkmaid attending to
her life-size special-purpose dairy cow. William Demp-
ster Hoard, president of the Wisconsin Board of Man-
agers, was anxjous to participate fully in the dairy dis-
play in order to revive an industry compromised, after
a winning performance in 1876, by widespread water-

A LIFE-SIZE tableau, in butter, of Father Hennepin
and companions discovering the Falls of St. Anthony
was part of the state’s exhibil at the St. Louis fair. 1904,
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ing of the milk sold for butter manufacture. But he was
also sensitive to mounting complaints about butter art.
“Butter is butter,” wrote a disaffected tourist in St,
Louis. “Gracefu] and ethereal as its forms may be, one
would not hesitate long to slice off a nose or a finger to
butter his pancakes.” Another wag presented an ironic
critique of the economics of the situation: “Butter is
now becoming so rare as compared with other forms of
‘oleaginizing’ the statf of life, that it seems entirely suit-
able that it be employed in the fine arts. It is too valu-
able to eat. . . . Butter in this country is becoming like
roast beef in the British Isles, something to be indulged
in only on Fridays or Tuesdays.”*

For his part, Hoard found many of the images
carved in butter at odds with its hoped-for reputation
as a healthful food, free of impurities and tubercular
infection. “I am not very enthusiastic about putting a
hairy cow into the butter,” he told the functionary in
charge of the Wisconsin exhibit.

In the end, Hoard relented, but Wisconsin’s hairy
cow was no match for two eye-popping butter master-
pieces from Minnesota. One was a simulated bronze
statue at an immense scale—a mother and child atop a
lofty plinth guarded by life-size allegorical figures and
adorned by a bas-relief of the state seal. The other
consisted of a highly realistic rendering of a birch-bark
canoe, steered by a doughty voyageur, from which de-
bouched Father Hennepin and an Indian guide (with a
remarkable butter feather sticking straight up from the
crown of his head).”

The heyday of butter sculpture coincided with the
development of table rituals involving the consumption
of butter and with a widespread cultural preference for
shaped foodstuffs. Rich butter had long stood for liber-
ality and luxury in American cooking. In the 1890s

* Minnesota Day. 13, 20; Ives, Dream City, portfolio 7,
no. 16. Although she was not widely credited, Mary E. (Mrs.
George H.) McDowell of Minneapolis sculpted the Minnesota
display. which sat on a “marocon cloth placed over ice”;
Northwest Magazine (St. Paul), Oct., 1893, p. 16.

¥ Freeman R. Conaway, comp. and ed., Report of the
lowa Commission to the Louisiana Purchase Exposition (Des
Moines: Register aud Leader Co., 1905), 198, 202; Walter B.
Stevens, The Forest City, Comprising the Official Photo-
graphic Views of the Universal Exposition {(St. Louijs: N. D.
Thompson Publishing Co., 1904). n.p., plate of “Jowa’s Corn
Trophies™; The History of the Louisiana Purchase Exposition
(St. Louis: Universal Exposition Publishing Co., 1905), 646.

* Here and below, see quotations in Grant, “Wisconsin at
the . . . Exposition,” 295.

“ Report of the Minnesota Board of Managers for the
Louisiana Purchase Exposition (St. Paul: Pioneer Press Mfg.
Depts., 1905). 16-19; the report notes that other states cov-
ered plaster statues with a thin coating of butter, Only Min-
nesota displayed sculpture of solid butter. See also David
Francis, The Universal Exposition of 1904 2 (St.Louis: Ben-
nitt, Mark Co., 1913):181.



specialized service dishes for butter, with compart-
ments for ice and intricate hinged tops designed to keep
the lid off the napery, were indicative of its high sym-
bolic status, as were butter knives, used only to transfer
portions from such vessels to individual “butter pats’ or
bread-and-butter plates.®* Like the treatment of salt,
the presentation of butter emphasized the preciousness
of the commodity.

And so the Minnesota State Fair proudly exhibited
big, bold butter statues that were the state’s gift to the
repertary of exposition display techniques. Indeed, in
Minnesota, where women had begun to regain the cus-
tody of the art even before the turn of the century, the
fair kept the genre going as an indigenous folk art long
after it had succumbed to changing foodways and slick
advertising elsewhere. The Milton Dairy Company of
St. Paul, makers of “Star Brand Butter,” constructed an
octagonal glass refrigerator in the Dairy Building to
spotlight a series of annual surprises in butter, by turns
topical, old-fashioned, or openly sentimental in their
appeal. In 1898 E. Frances Milton, wife of owner
Thomas Milton, carved therein what was said to be
“the most elaborate piece of butter statuary ever
exhibited”—a tribute to the recent Spanish war sur-
mounted by an allegorical Victory “taking the banner
from a falling soldier” and decorated, at the base, with
reliefs showing “Dewey at Manila” and “Roosevelt's
Rough Riders.””

In 1903 Mrs. Milton retired frorn competition, and
the firm hired John Daniels to continue her work. His
first statue for Milton Dairy was a seven-foot tribute to
the farm mother, watching “Her Son’s First Errand.”

® On the value and status of butter, see Evan Jones,
American Food, The Gastronomic Story (New York: Vintage
Books, 1981), 115-116; Williams, Savory Suppers, 120-121;
Mary Sears Rhodes, “More About Butter Chips,” Hobbies
{Chicago), May, 1942, p. 55; Mary E. Monze, “Please Pass
the Butter,” American Home (Garden City, N.Y.), Oct., 1958,
p. 36-37. For a recent use of butter sculpture at a public
event, see Time, May 12, 1986, p.37.

# Here and below, see “Cream of North Star Stock: Art in
Butter,” Pioneer Press, Sept. 10, 1898, MSF Scrapbook; Pio-
neer Press, Aug. 29, 1903, p. 2: Milton Dairy advertisement.
St. Paul Dispatch, Aug. 29, 1903, p. 5; 1910 trade card, in
collection of the author; Ray P. Speer and Harry ]. Frost,
Minnesota State Fair: The History and Heritage of 100 Years
([St. Paul]: Argus Publishing Co., 1964), 48. For a fictional
account of a visit to the fair, see Grace H. Flandrau, Being
Respectable (New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1923), 123.
describing “the sheaf of wheat modelled in butter”

® Speer and Frost, Minnesota State Fair, 121, 128, 129,
134, 139. For the wide variety of displays at dairy expositions,
see Exhibition of Models for the Monument (o the Pioneer
Woman held at the Minnesota State Fair and the Northwest
Dairy Exposition, September 3-10, 1927 (New York:
Reinhardt Galleries, 1927), unpaginated promotional pam-
phlet; on the Canadian butter sculpture, see Allwood, The
Great Exhibitions, 128-129.

A 1920s State Fair butter display by the Milton Dairy;
the boy sits on a standard. 68-pound box of bulk butter.

The 1910 Milton offering was a six-foot Teddy Roosevelt
in a pith helmet, rampant above a defunct lion. The
1911 group consisted of a cow, her calf, and a barefoot
boy with trousers rolled above his knees, helping the
youngster to find his breakfast.

Around 1920, in a slyly self-referential tribute to
butter, a little girl passes a piece of buttered bread
across a table to her baby brother, who shares it with
his eager pooch. And since the State Fair served as host
to both the National Dairy Show and the Northwest
Dairy Exposition during the early 1920s, it is not im-
plausible to suggest a Minnesota ancestry for the eques-
trian statue “of the Prince of Wales . . . made entirely
of butter” in the Canadian pavilion of London’s British
Empire Exhibition of 1924-25, said to have been “one
of the most widely remembered” attractions of that
event.®

What few bits of commentary on butter-modeling
in the 1920s exist tend to support the notion of a Minne-
sota style based on a state exhibition tradition of large-
scale realism. At any rate, work being done at the State
Fair by Daniels, Lu Verharen Lavell, and their succes-
sors stood in marked contrast to prize-winning displays
mounted between 1915 and 1927 at fairs and dairy
shows in at least 12 other states by Alice Cooksley of
San Francisco. A transplanted Englishwoman who be-
gan making flowers out of butter during a stint in her
husband’s Illinois creamery, she first showed her ver-
sion of the art at the Panama-Pacific Exposition of 1915,
where the riot of pink and red butter blossoms, tinted
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with food coloring, "made a sensation™ and took the
grand prize in the field of modeling. “Since then.” ac-
cording to a biographical article, “Mrs. Cooksley’s ser-
vices have been greatly in demand.”™

Although Mrs. Cooksley won a prize for modeling,
she did not take the sculpture award at the San Fran-
cisco Fair: butter carving had lost whatever lingering
connections with the fine arts had survived from its
1876 debut. Wornen could once more do it with impu-
nity, but in places far from the usual preserves of truth
and beauty. It had become a decisively popular kind of
art, and a down-home affair, despite the expensive re-
volving “studios”™ with their portable refrigeration
units. The peripatetic Mrs. Cooksley had devoted not a
little thought to what her butter bouquets really
meant. “Perhaps most people wouldn't think of my
work as art,” she told an interviewer, “but it brings
pleasure to many who couldn’t be reached in other
ways. To many a hard-working farm woman, butter
means churning, lifting heavy cans, cleaning endless
operators, backaches, and headaches. I would like to
have it mean more to those women. I would like them
to think of my flowers the next time the work seems too

hard.”

IF dairying is less arduous in the 1980s, it is no less
worrisome. But for a select few of the young women on
Minnesota’s 24,000 dairy farms State Fair time brings a
special reward. Every year they compete for the title of
“Princess Kay of the Mitky Way.” For the winner and
her court of runners-up a very special honor is reserved.
Swaddled in goose-down jackets, they sit in full view of

BUTTER SCULPTOR Linda Christensen at work
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passers-by in a rotating glass booth in the Dairy and
Meat Products Building, where their portraits are
carved from one of those 68-pound butter blocks.”
Scarved and booted, Linda Christensen of Minneapolis
has been doing the carving since 1973, unruffled by
surging crowds that Jong in the August heat for a blast
of wintry air to waft their way when the case opens
briefly, and a Dairy Princess emerges to offer the tail-
ings on a paper plate,

The current lieutenant-governor, Marlene Johnson,
is a butter-sculpture fan, known to spend long periods
in that particular corner of the dairy display. In truth,
it is easy to be caught up in the process, as sitter and
sculptor twirl slowly about, along with the finished
busts and 2}l the uncarved blocks, each one with a
studio photograph of its future subject pinned on its
buttery yellow face. Stephanie Dickey of Leonard, the
1985 Princess Kay, took her statue home with her. It
went on display in the cheese store in the mall in Be-
midji where Stephanie works.®

But if you can’t get to Bemidji any time soon, stop
by the fair some summer, watch the butter-sculpting,
and nibble for yourself on a rich hunk of Minnesota’s
heritage. Imagine the frontier bride learning to make
cookies without shortening; the farm wife printing but-
ter in ber dairy; the wheat grower hedging his bets by
building a herd; the legislator bursting with pride in his
new state; the turn-of-the-century fairgoer dazzled by
the sights and smells and tastes of a new world of
abundance—all gathered around the revolving case,
too, remembering what butter sculpture was like when
Minnesota was still “The Bread and Butter State”

" Here and below, see Marie Rowe Dunbar, "She Can
Make a Lump of Butter Look like a Garden of Flowers,”
American Magazine, July 1, 1927, p. 68.

 Minneapolis Star and Tribune, June 14, 1986, p. 3B;
Post-Bulletin (Rochester), Aug. 29, 1985, p. 11.

® See, for example, a photograph of Lt.-Governor John-
son, Leader-Record (Gonvick), Oct. 2, 1985; see also Thief
River Falls Times, Sept. 16, 1985, and Red Wing Republican
Eagle, Aug. 30, 1985—all in MSF Scrapbook.
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THE PHOTOGRAPH on p. 218 is from the author’s collec-
tion: that on p. 221 is from The Bread and Butter State, 21,
on p. 224 is from ].S. Ingram's Centennial Exposition, 704:
on p. 225 from Minnesota Day, 20; on p. 226 from David
Francis, The Universal Exposition, 2:181. The photo on p.
12'1238 is by Joe Bensen. All others are in the MHS audio-visual
ibrary.
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