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Call it a union of happenstance or a random act of chance. After attending a single class in sculpting, Cheryl Ekstrom discovered her artistic élan, dreamed of 6-foot-tall bronze warriors and billy goat women with tea-caddy heads, only to be asked by a friend to sculpt his likeness, which she completed in less than three hours. The result? A prominent and prodigious career in the world of abstract sculpture. “I realized as soon as my hands starting hitting the clay that there was a talent that I didn’t know I had,” admits Ekstrom.

Heralded of late for her mid-century modern chair sculptures—she fashioned her Stable Inhabitants of a Changing World exhibition on the designs of Charles and Ray Eames, Fritz Hansen and Herman Miller—Ekstrom uses fanciful, fairy tale-esque drama to capture her mood and methodology. Choosing a Laguna Beach bus bench contest as the catalyst for her iconic reincarnations, she sculpted authentic replicas from over thirty, time-intensive, well-constructed molds to produce a symbolic, awe-inducing show. “It’s really quite beautiful the way it happened,” she says. “If you have any faith in how things work— or if you have any doubts—then this is proof right here that they do.” 

Though Laguna Beach proper didn’t go for her Butterfly or Marshmallow benches, the Eames Office, Herman Miller, Inc., and the Republic of Fritz Hansen did—each championing the effects of her stainless steel art and nod to utilitarianism. “When I was 23-years-old I saw my first Eames chair and it blew me away,” says Ekstrom. “I couldn’t believe someone could design something so functional yet so sculptural.” 

The celebrated sculptor is genuinely thrilled with her work’s influence and appeal. Art enthusiasts and the everyman flock to her openings, devouring each piece for its illusion and meaning, only to sigh sadly as the mold is broken (a common practice found in sculpture), her former concept relinquished to a crop of new and exciting schemes. “I can’t see myself ever doing anything else,” she admits. “And of course that spurs me on to the next thing I do.”
