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Breakable Minimalism
As she creates earthy, minimalist tableware, Kelli 
Cain often muses on the people who will sip from her 
cups and slurp from her bowls. A visit with the many-
talented maker in the Catskill Mountains, New York.

Words by Winifred Bird 

Photos by Torkil Stavdal

What is a cup? Is it simply a container for our morning coffee or afternoon 
tea? Or is it a vessel for more ethereal brews as well—memories of hot 
chocolates past, aesthetic preferences, even our imagined ties to the 
person who shaped the cup and the patch of ground where its clay was 
dug? 

These are questions that potter Kelli Cain ponders often as she sits in a sun-
filled corner of her farmhouse in the Catskills, throwing cups and plates, 
coffee pour-overs, and lemon juicers. Cain is thirty-six and—though her 
earthy, comfortingly simple tableware belies it—just two-and-a-half years 
into a career as a commercial potter. Before that, she was (and still is) a 
video artist, composer, and industrial designer. With her husband, Brian 
Crabtree, she developed a highly successful line of electronic instruments, 
which the two manufacture under the name Monome from their eighty-
year-old refurbished dairy barn. Pottery is one form of creation among 
many for Cain, and she probes it with the same intense inquiry she applies 
to them all.

“I do believe in utilitarian beauty,” she said on a recent afternoon, leaning 
her red-brown curls against the bank of windows behind her dining table 
and fixing her clear gray eyes on me. Beyond her, willows, apple trees, and 
meadow grass formed layer upon layer of green, ensconcing us in a private, 
summery world that felt much more than its three hours from New York 
City. “I think it’s really important that we have a respect for everyday ob-
jects, and I think the more energy put into a thing, generally the more we 
have respect for it.” 

I had driven up to the farm earlier that day, winding into the mountains 
on Highway 10 past the little town of Delhi with its peeling Victorians and 
weekend vacationers, and finally down a gravel drive into a valley where 
a man with buzzed hair and a long red beard stood knee-deep in garlic 
stalks, clipping off their spiraled tops (this turned out to be Crabtree). Cain 
was inside, boiling udon noodles and ladling broth into handmade bowls 
for our lunch.

Pottery artist Kelli Cain
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“These are such magical little nuggets of flavor,” she announced, spoon-
ing a sweet-and-sour pickled shiitake from a Ball jar and slicing it into 
one of the bowls. She and Crabtree grew the mushrooms themselves in 
a stack of sugar-maple logs below the house. They also cultivate an apple 
and pear orchard for cider, grow vegetables, raise chickens, hold concerts, 
make music and art, and run their ceramics and electronic instrument 
businesses. On the wall of Crabtree’s workshop hangs a beach-towel-sized 
print by the Minneapolis-based artist Piotr Szyhalski that exclaims, “We 
are working all the time!” When I asked Cain if the slogan reflected her 
life with Crabtree, she replied, “If by work you mean doing things we enjoy, 
then yes.” 

That life of shared creation stretches back almost to the day they met, in 
their first week of graduate school at the California Institute of the Arts. 
Cain was studying film and experimental animation, Crabtree, musical 
composition; they met at the library, where Cain was checking out a book 
on papier-mâché puppets. Very soon, she said, they became “everything”—
friends, co-creators, romantic partners. Their first project together was a 
mechanical installation involving microsculptures and videos. Years later, 
a similar joint project led Cain to ceramics. 

For that project, she and Crabtree wanted to make a group of tiny robots 
tap on clay sculptures inspired by bee and wasp architecture. Despite 
Cain’s complete lack of ceramic experience, she decided to make the 
sculptures herself—which, she noted as we slurped our noodles, “was a 
hilariously naïve thing to do.” Her three-month crash course in ceramics 
went forward, however, and it turned out Cain was a natural. An elderly 
classmate even commented that she should do it for a living. Cain brushed 
the comment off: She was just starting to build up Monome with Crabtree, 
and couldn’t imagine a life making cups. 

Six years later, she reconsidered. By then she and Crabtree had fallen in 
love with the Catskills, bought their farm, and started to renovate its di-
lapidated buildings and plant its fallow fields. Around that time Cain fell 
seriously ill and was forced to spend an extended period in the hospital. 
“When I came out,” she recalled, “I had a little bit of an epiphany that I 
needed to do something physical, to make things out of physical materi-
als.” Encouraged by the comment from her former classmate, she decided 
to buy a wheel, kiln, and other equipment to set up a pottery studio. 

The first project she set for herself was throwing a series of bells. To get the 
tone right, she had to learn how to create continuous shapes with handles 
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“ I like minimalism. The variation of 
 one color is such a beautiful thing.”

“ I had a little bit of an epiphany that I needed 
 to do something physical, to make things 
 out of physical materials.”
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and walls of even thickness. From those she progressed to objects she 
wanted to use herself: deep, cone-shaped bowls to ladle her beloved udon 
noodles into, squat coffee pour-overs for her morning brew, glossy bottles 
to hold the milk from the goats she and Crabtree raised for several years. 

The day I visited, her orderly studio was filled with projects at various 
stages of completion. On a large worktable sat two custom-order bowls 
(commissions from studio visitors account for the bulk of sales, she said), 
an assortment of juicers, cups, and bowls to restock inventory, and several 
prototypes for a line of candleholders. Finished tableware glazed mostly 
in whites and earth tones lined two large shelves. 

Cain mixes her own glazes and combines them in her work with raw sur-
faces that rub pleasantly against the hand. Often, the farm’s landscape 
inspires her palettes. Cool whites evoke sky reflected off snow, and browns 
recall patches of bare earth (snow covers the farm for five months of the 
year). She told me she had recently tested sixty different shades of white, 
and had plans to try out more. 

“I’m going back to white,” Cain said, taking a small corked vessel into her 
hands and rotating it to show me the gentle play of textures and tints. “I 
like minimalism. The variation of one color is such a beautiful thing.” 

Despite her current absorption in utilitarian beauty, Cain sees tableware 
production primarily as a way to acquire the skills she needs in order to 
incorporate ceramics more fully into her art. She has already begun to do 
so. Over the past two years she has created a series of ceramic spheres for 
use by the Stockholm-based master juggler Jay Gilligan. In performances 
filmed against the gorgeous frozen landscapes of Iceland and set to music 
by Cain, Gilligan lets the spheres drop and shatter, toying with the audi-
ence’s nervous hope that he will preserve the fragile objects. “My whole 
point was to inadvertently be in the room with him and almost choreo-
graph his movement, because fear is now an element,” Cain said.

In a way, the concept echoes her fascination with ceramics as a secret 
bridge between herself and the people who use her cups and bowls in their 
daily lives. When I mentioned the parallel, she laughed. “Maybe it’s my 
obsession with being the invisible force in the room. I really think I might 
have a problem with needing to be the ghost,” she said. She was half joking, 
but as I said goodbye and drove away into the hills, I wondered: Perhaps 
the ghost was precisely what gave her objects their quiet, distinct beauty. 

048 — 049


