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September 10th
Beautiful butter

By Sam O'Brien
Senior Editor, Gastro Obscura

Last week I found myself standing in front of a large glass case
containing priceless pieces of art. The sculptures depicted women’s
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faces, with long hair framing round cheeks and big smiles. As I
admired the artist’s work, my reverie was interrupted by a server
barking out orders for malts and ice cream cones. 

The Louvre this was not. It was the Dairy Building at the Minnesota
State Fair. Sure, the Louvre may have the Mona Lisa, but the fair has
butter sculptures.

While making busts of butter might sound like a modern gimmick, the
tradition of butter art goes back centuries. From the gorgeous,
colored New Year’s sculptures of Tibet to the intricately molded
animals and flowers of 18th-century Pennsylvania, the Minnesota
event is part of a long line of artful churned dairy. 

This week we’re looking at some of the world’s best butter-based art.
In the right hands, a humble block of butter can be transformed into
everything from a life-size cow to a colorful dragon.

1) Princess Kay of the Milky Way
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There are other events that celebrate butter sculptures, but few rival
the spectacle of the Minnesota State Fair. The artist, Gerry Kulzer,
live-sculpts each model in a refrigerated glass chamber so fairgoers
can watch as he transforms a 90-pound block into a human form. 

The “butter booth” is the culmination of a contest in which young
workers in the local dairy industry compete for a chance to be
Midwest Dairy’s official ambassador for the coming year. Only one
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winner can be crowned “Princess Kay of the Milky Way,” but all the
finalists get their likenesses sculpted in the booth—and get to keep
the results. 

During the fair, each completed butter bust graces a rotating ring
inside the refrigerated chamber, allowing the crowd to admire the
finished art as well as the work in progress. 

Read More >>

2) Tibetan New Year Sculptures

Photo:  Hemis / Alamy Stock Photo

While the cow reigns supreme in the United States, most of the butter
in Tibet comes from yaks. During Tibetan New Year festivities, also
known as Losar, sculptors tint their butter with pigments then shape it

https://www.atlasobscura.com/places/minnesota-state-fair-butter-heads
https://www.alamy.com/stock-photo-china-gansu-province-amdo-xiahe-monastery-of-labrang-losar-exhibition-70340308.html?pv=1&stamp=2&imageid=A0DDC6BE-1D9B-4396-8228-58C82CA569E3&p=73486&n=64&orientation=0&pn=1&searchtype=0&IsFromSearch=1&srch=foo=bar&st=0&sortby=2&qt=butter%20sculpture&qt_raw=butter%20sculpture&qn=&lic=3&edrf=0&mr=0&pr=0&aoa=1&creative=&videos=&nu=&ccc=&bespoke=&apalib=&ag=0&hc=0&et=0x000000000000000000000&vp=0&loc=0&ot=0&imgt=0&dtfr=&dtto=&size=0xFF&blackwhite=&cutout=&archive=1&name=&groupid=&pseudoid=&userid=&id=&a=&xstx=0&cbstore=1&resultview=sortbyPopular&lightbox=&gname=&gtype=&apalic=&tbar=1&pc=&simid=&cap=1&customgeoip=US&vd=0&cid=&pe=&so=&lb=&fi=0&langcode=en&upl=0&cufr=&cuto=&howler=&cvrem=0&cvtype=0&cvloc=0&cl=0&upfr=&upto=&primcat=&seccat=&cvcategory=*&restriction=&random=&ispremium=1&flip=0&saveQry=&editorial=&t=0&edoptin=&login=1
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into animals, flowers, and symbols such as the dharma wheel. 

The sculptures are a highlight of the New Year’s Butter Lamp Festival.
Along with yak butter–fueled candles, the art celebrates the
enlightening power of Buddhism and the beauty of impermanence.
Like a snuffed-out flame, even the most intricate masterpiece will
eventually be melted down or fed to animals. 

Read More >>

3) Iowa State Fair Butter Cow
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Minnesota’s showcase wasn’t my first glimpse of butter sculpting.
Last year I waited in a long, roped-off line to view a very special work
of art: the Iowa State Fair Butter Cow. 

A fair fixture since 1911, each year’s heifer starts with 600 pounds of
pure-cream Iowa butter. An artist then applies layers of the butter to a
frame made from wood, metal, wire, and steel. 
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To keep things fresh, the fair often pairs the cow with another
sculpture that honors a fair tradition or piece of pop culture. Last
year’s companion sculpture was a tribute to the fair’s giant slide, but
others have included Sesame Street characters, Neil Armstrong, and
Elvis Presley. 

Read More >>

Q&A With Gerry Kulzer, the
Minnesota State Fair Butter
Sculptor 

https://www.atlasobscura.com/foods/butter-cows
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For 50 years, a queen reigned over the state fair’s butter booth:
sculptor Linda Christensen. When Christensen announced her
retirement in 2020, she started training Gerry Kulzer, a local sculptor
and art teacher, as her replacement.

This year is the first time Kulzer has sculpted at the fair solo. We
chatted with him about what goes into sculpting butter, what it’s like
to take such an important mantle, and what the finalists do with their
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butter busts once the fair’s over. 

How did you become the fair’s butter sculptor? 

Way back, I saw Linda Christensen sculpt, and that was the only
place, besides knocking on someone's door and saying, “Hey, can I
visit your studio?” where you had a publicly accessible sculptor. 

It was fun to watch and I thought, “I think I can do this.” So I
contacted Midwest Dairy and said, “Hey, if she ever retires, maybe
think of me.” 

Years later, they got back to me. They gave me a 90-pound block of
butter, some photographs of one of the Midwest dairy workers, and
said, “See what you can do.” So I sculpted my first block as an
audition for the position. They liked what they saw, and the rest is
history. 

What tools do you use?

When we were working together, she [Christensen] said, “Get a nice
butcher knife. You're going to need that.” But last year, she handed
me hers, “Old Faithful.” It was like passing the baton, passing the
butter knife. 

I use a wood knife for the small details, but I do use her knife every
time to block it out. I had her sign a piece of leather and I just made a
little sheath for it. So when I'm not using it, I can put it in there and
safely store it. I love it. It is a treasure. 

I know the finalists get to keep their butter sculptures. What do
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they do with them? 

A lot of them will keep it in the freezer and save it. A lot of them will
use parts of it for community events like corn feeds. They'll have it out
and people will use it for buttering bread or buttering their corncobs.
Sometimes they'll chunk it out and donate it to food shelves. 

What’s it like sculpting something that you know will somehow be
used and eventually destroyed?

All pottery is meant to be used. So use it. Drink out of it. Eat off the
plate. Use that pottery. It’s the same with the butter here, I think. It's
butter. Let's use it. Take that and use it for what it's meant for. 

Indigenous Dishes of Turtle Island
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Join Mariah Gladstone of Indigikitchen to learn about Indigenous foods
and dishes, Native land management, and agricultural practices across
North America. Each session will introduce us to a seasonal dish, with the
aim of recognizing Indigenous wisdom from across the continent and
learning ways to incorporate foods from our environment.

Enroll today →

More of Gastro Obscura’s Favorite Things

Hmong Delights 

!

At the Minnesota State Fair, I waited in an incredibly long line for Union
Hmong Kitchen. The Hmong-style sausage, purple sticky rice, and
coconut-lychee colada were well worth the wait. If you missed them at the
fair, check out their permanent location.

The Art of Death 

"

With holidays such as Day of the Dead and All Souls' Day coming up, it's
a good time to dive into this comprehensive and fascinating course
on death and mourning rituals around the world. 

Pumpkin Perfection 

#

Yes, the PSL is back. Who cares? I'm far more passionate about this
vegan pumpkin loaf recipe from Joy the Baker.
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