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I’m standing in a corral full of horses. It’s dark 

and after a hot summer day the air is still warm at 

eleven in the evening. There’s a huge horse on the far 

side, dark brown, almost black under the neck and 

rib. Through a window the moon casts shadows on 

the bold musculature, its shoulder and hip, while 

outside, meteors slip and fall. By morning I see 

more: five small ones, three large. My eye is drawn 

to the eloquent equine curve of the neck and back, to 

the blunt plane of the jaw, the tangled twigs that cup 

a shoulder and fall from the right back foot as if a 

tree had been taken root there. Heads are bent down, 

raised up, or tilted ever-so-slightly to one side as if  

to say, ‘I know you are there.’

I’m not really in a corral but in Deborah  

Butterfield’s studio at the Walla Walla Foundry in 

Washington where she is putting the final touches 

on the eight horses in this gallery show. Each horse 

is made of “found material”—some from the sticks of 

downed trees, some from the flotsam and jetsam that 

floated across the Pacific after Japan’s 2011 tsunami. 
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berries and deer, I gather sticks and plastic.”  

Butterfield can be seen scouring riverbanks, lakes, 

beaches and forest floors, retrieving tree branches, 

parts of trunks, and delicate twigs, bits of beach  

plastic with exciting textures and shapes. “I  

catalogue in my mind every piece of material,”  

she says as she walks between rows of found “stuff” 

in the 17,000 square foot space—a former green-

house—adjacent to her Walla Walla studio. “I’m 

never quite sure what I will use or when. Some 

sticks have been around for 20 years. I might throw 

them away. Or as I pick them up, I might see they 

could be useful.” Outside that enormous space,  

more accumulations of newly found pieces of wood 

are stacked. “Impossible as it seems, I don’t have 

enough room.”

Deborah is interested in matter. “I love how 

different materials find each other. How a composi-

tion emerges from a pile of sticks. The weights and 

densities, the history of what happened to it—water, 

lightning, fire, wind, old age. I’m interested in the 

friction between two objects, the morphology of the 

To stand in the dark in this huge space is  

to gain an intimacy with Butterfield’s sculptures. 

They are not representations of horses nor “about” 

them: they are the thing itself: true expressions  

of the nobility, gravity, power, and complexity  

of the horse, its mind, its “way of going,” its  

acute awareness of surroundings. “What I try to 

make is the all-knowing horse, the demeanor,  

posture, attitude, mood, energy, personality and  

sensitivity of the animal,” Butterfield says. She 

should know. She lives with horses and rides  

dressage. But just watching them eat are healing  

moments for her. 

The making of these horses begins with detritus: 

a forest’s fallen trees, the bits of trunks, branches, 

and twigs pushed downriver and washed onto the 

banks of a mountain stream, left behind after a  

high tide in Prince William Sound, or at the edge  

of a Wyoming reservoir. Two special horses  

contain debris from the 2011 tsunami that erased 

375 miles of coast in Japan. “Hunting and gathering. 

That’s what I do,” Butterfield says. “But instead of 
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I work. Each stick is different, each day in the  

studio, and I always try to arrive at a higher level of 

understanding of what I am doing. Every day is a 

fresh start.”

Yet nothing is as it seems. Glued and wired 

together, the driftwood and tangled twigs used to 

construct the horses are later cast in bronze. In the 

“lost wax” process, the wooden horse is actually 

burned away, the ash blown out. What is left behind 

is a cast surface that looks so much like wood you 

can’t believe your eyes.

 All week, Deborah restores the natural color val-

ues of the original wood and applies the patina using 

concoctions of rust and paint that is brushed on 

lightly and rubbed off hard, then torched, sprayed, 

wiped again to make the bronze lighter, warmer, 

cooler, less busy looking or more. One horse is pale, 

almost blue, another is a deep chestnut. When she is 

finished, bronze colors match horse colors. 

Butterfield has made a special place in the studio 

for the tsunami debris. We kneel down to examine 

the sole of a sandal, a torn soap bottle, two blue 
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material, the juxtapositions. Friction. Stress.  

Movement. Freedom. The angle of repose.”

A Butterfield horse is more than a horse. Within 

its formal structure there is also a wider context 

embedded in the materials that in turn, generates 

an emotional response. Encountering them, our 

minds are enlarged, our strange sympathies become 

entangled with the remnants of a living tree, whether 

pine, willow, cedar, or the indigenous Hawai’ian 

Ohia. Those elements combine to create what she 

calls its “horseness.” 

Walking among the eight horses in her studio, 

soon to be shipped to Seattle, she says, “The  

properties intrinsic to the wood have a direct  

analogy to the anatomy and character of the horse. 

As I make a horse, these explorations go deep.  

The history of the each piece of wood becomes  

the history of the animal. The old wood carries  

with it an entire universe: an environmental,  

historical, and cultural context that rides under  

and inside each horse, whether they were made  

in Montana, Hawai’i, or Iceland—all places where  
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put an altar on the wall behind. Keiko stood looking 

at the large horse whose stomach is part of a fisher-

man’s torn blue bin. Finally she shook her head, no, 

and said, “The horse IS the altar.”

Indeed. 

Stepping close, our noses stick into the intricacy 

of the living tree and into the body of the tsunami 

horse. It is made from ruined trees and the ran-

dom bits of plastic floating on an immense ocean, 

bumped across the ocean by tropical storms, hurri-

canes, and winter storms. We don’t need to actually 

see all this. It is tacit, implied in each bend of  

a tree limb, each bronzed neck, leg, tail, ear. There  

is no doubt: if we stand looking long enough at any 

of these horses, their essence emanates robustly,  

and the context of the materials springs out:  

mountain, river, lake, ocean, tsunami, cedar, spruce, 

willow, pine, and the bark beetle that kills them.  

Out of the blue Deborah says, “I’m not the boss of 

what happens.” 

Butterfield’s horses have no solid façade.  

The armature is skeletal. They seem to be drawn  
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buckets, a rusted can, several Styrofoam buoys, a 

green nylon fish net, and finally, a Japanese helmet 

marked with the name of a fishing company and the 

number “10.” Deborah picks it up. When she turns 

it around, we see that the back of the head has been 

partly smashed in, and our minds go to that horrific 

March day in Japan when thousands of people died. 

“Just by holding these things, I feel I’m honoring 

them, at least I hope I am,” she says, touching each 

piece reverently. When the containers arrived after 

being barged from Alaska to Seattle, the founder of 

Walla Walla Foundry brought a group of Japanese 

artists to Deborah’s studio so they could see the bins 

full of tsunami debris. All conversation and chatter 

stopped. The room grew silent. The visitors bowed 

and cried. 

The following day Deborah invited the Japanese 

painter Keiko Hara to ask if the two tsunami horses 

and the scattered debris on the floor were respectful. 

She worried that her use of this material might be an 

invasion of the survivors’ privacy. “I didn’t want it to 

be maudlin,” she said. She asked Keiko if she should 
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in space, bunched lines culminating in the  

unarticulated mysteries of the intestines, the open 

mouth, lungs, flank and withers. Surfaces are  

knotted, tangled, elongated. They are flat, smooth, 

coarse, striated, burned, clawed. On first viewing the 

horses seem to be all ligament, muscle, vein, artery, 

tube, organ, and bone, with enough surface to let us 

know what we are looking at, but open enough to 

allow us enter into unknown territory. By that  

I mean a kind of rare directness and truth that  

make it almost impossible to turn away from them, 

from all that horse-beauty, wild grace, skittishness, 

and sensitivity.

Deborah’s voice grows quiet. “The horses are  

a lot about death…oh, and about life too!” Look-

ing again you can see it: a certain haunted look, the 

tipped head, the elongated neck, the unmoving body 

so full of movement, but stilled…by what we can’t 

be sure. But Butterfield knows this: the same  

things that stop us in our tracks cause us to begin 

again and to work through whatever we are doing 

with a beginner’s mind. Entering this gallery, we 

understand that she has given us a chance to see a 

horse as if for the first time. 

When Deborah Butterfield talks about her horses, 

it’s sometimes hard to know if she’s referring to the 

dressage horses in her barn or the sculptures in her 

studio. She rides every day and speaks often about 

the covenant between horse and rider, the subtle 

feedbacks between them, the way union is achieved 

through the subtlest movements of body, mind, and 

breathing. Wander through this Seattle corral and 

your mind will be enlarged. “The horse is a mirror,” 

Deborah says. The open structure of her sculptures 

stands for something deeper: by seeing into the horse 

both anatomically and psychologically, we also see 

into ourselves. 

 Gretel Ehrlich 
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