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“I started going for walks in the woods, 

and I found the most wonderful things,” 

Dustin says. “An artist has to change and 

reinvent herself once in a while.” Over time, 

nature took up residence in Dustin’s imagina-

tion, and the resulting handbags and jewelry 

she makes is a testament to her profound 

change in perception. 

Dustin always liked making things, always 

liked working with her hands. “Other kids liked 

to draw,” she recalls. “I was always carving 

soap or gluing sticks together.” In her early 20s, 

Dustin temporarily veered away from art and 

attained a degree in mathematics in her home 

state of Michigan. But she soon corrected her 

course by earning a master’s in ceramics and 

sculpture from Arizona State University.  

For the first stage of her career as an artist, 

Dustin created three-dimensional ceramic wall 

sculptures. But as she was traveling the world 

and raising young children, Dustin decided 

to work with materials that were more easily 

transported, and she turned her attention to 

polymer clay. “It’s nice that it’s so approach-

able,” Dustin says. “Almost anybody can pick 

up a piece of polymer clay and make some-

thing out of it.” The tools Dustin uses are 

perfectly ordinary as well: a pasta machine for 

turning the clay into thin sheets and a convec-

tion oven for baking the clay. 

It’s what Dustin makes from the clay that 

is extraordinary — evening bags in the shape 

of a blooming hibiscus or zinnia bud. Widely 

considered a pioneer in the use of polymer clay 

as a fine art form, Dustin is asked to teach her 

techniques all over the world (from Australia 

to the south of France to Warner, N.H.) and 

sells her work at galleries on Madison Avenue. 

“This is art that you carry with you,” Dustin 

says. “Having worked in ceramics, I conceived 

of the purses as vessels — but not the kind that 

would sit on a mantel collecting dust.” 

It was a daring idea. The thought of a 

handbag constructed from clay is a difficult 

concept to grasp. But as Dustin notes, “Any-

thing worth doing takes risk.”  

If you have a chance to actually see the 

handbags — especially if you hold them in your 

hands and feel how unexpectedly durable and 

wearable they are — you’ll be glad Dustin gave 

nature a chance to shine through her work. 

Kathleen Dustin
Polymer clay artist
Contoocook, N.H.
www.kathleendustin.com 

By Diane Taylor
“Truthfully, I never wanted to be inspired by 

nature.” 

This is an odd confession for Kathleen 

Dustin to make. One glance around her studio, 

and you’ll see why. Her workspace overflows 

with depictions of the natural world — zinnia 

and hibiscus buds, seed pods and cacti, grass 

waving in the wind. Over time, Dustin will 

take those images and, working with polymer 

clay, transform each one into an elegant, one-

of-a-kind evening bag. 

For an artist who resisted the urge to be 

inspired by nature, clearly something went 

terribly wrong. 

“Living here,” says the Contoocook, N.H., 

resident, “I couldn’t help it.”  

For years, Dustin lived and traveled in 

faraway places like Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and 

Beirut, Lebanon. She lived in large cities — 

like Houston, Texas — and drew her inspira-

tion from the urban environment. But all of 

that changed eight years ago when Dustin 

and her husband, David, returned to David’s 

hometown of Contoocook.  

Kathleen DustinNot all fine art hangs on a wallwearable fine art


