
 1- I learned to use Lactaid if I wanted milk or ice cream. 
 2- that it is possible to squeeze tangerines.
 3 - honey is a pleasant sweetener after all & strawberries dipped in it are splendid.
 4- that I must have my privacy to keep from becoming unstrung.
 5- that if people really want to write a book they do.
 6 - that some people
                                                               - from the journals of Carolyn Gorton Fuller

I never met Carolyn Gorton Fuller, never sat with her over coffee at Pepe’s Cafe while she trimmed the fat from her rare steaks with a pair of 
gold, heron-shaped sewing scissors or had my likeness sketched by her pen.  Until now, I knew very little of the multi-faceted artist and feisty 
woman who became most known for the Bottle Wall she sculpted on the corner parameter of her yard on Angela and Margaret Streets across 
from the Key West Cemetery.  
Made from precarious columns of multi-colored bottles held crudely together by mortar that resembled melted wax, the Bottle Wall included 
angels— not stoic ones with eyes closed and hands in prayer but roly-poly puttoes—winged infants that were once believed to influence human 
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lives. Intentional or not, the combination created 
a message of beautiful contradiction—  keep out 
and bless you and your path— which I will learn 
is fitting for the woman that she was. 

The ornamental spirits also feature prominently 
in the eclectic menagerie of sculptures in her 
yard, nudging up against starfish and holding 
miniature bottles of their own.  These iconic and 
ironic bare-bottomed guardians may be playful 
but they also indicate an essence of protection—
why we build walls in the first place, really. Why 
Carolyn may have built hers—above and beyond a 
boundary for pedestrians that insisted on passing 
over her porch during heavy rains that flooded 
the corner she lived on.  

It is speculation only. As I said, I did not know 
her. What I know of Carolyn is what can be gath-
ered from the relics she left behind, the stories 
taken from what she made or loved and saved: 
glass flowers in a window, life-sized plaster sculp-
tures of kangaroos and monkeys in her back yard, 
a wall of mirrors and marbles where her infamous 
bottles once were. A dime from her only child 
and daughter who earned it from selling her first 
drawings and taped it to a piece of paper in 1962, 
with instructions to ‘keep always.’  

Which she did.  

,,,

When I call Carolyn’s daughter Rebecca Fuller for 
an interview, the first thing she tells me about her 
mother is that she was divorced. It seems a funny 
place to start, as her mother’s life was surely more 
than a broken marriage, but it will make sense 
later, as most things do.   

The daughter of an artist and an artist herself, 
Becca begins and ends the stories of her mother 
in images—first, in tropical print shorts from the 
40s on a roof in the Pacific Northwest, building a 
house with her husband when she was 20, last, in 
her 80s in an bi-plane wearing a mumu and gog-
gles, getting the perspective she needed to paint 
the background of an exhibit at The Customs 
House Museum Becca had hired her mother to 
assist her with.

“She would do anything,” says Becca. “She was 
liberated a generation before women’s lib was in-
vented. She could swing a hammer as well as dad.” 

The family of three moved to Lynchburg, Virgin-
ia where her professor father eventually became 
head of the Art Department at Randolph-Macon 
Women’s College.  The move initiated an ex-
tremely disciplined and dutiful phase of her life 
where she produced hundreds of canvases, pri-
marily commissioned portraits in which she stood 
at her easel for 14 hours in a row with only ten 
minute breaks on the hour.  

“I think if just stifled her,” says Martha Barnes, 
former Director of Programs and Exhibitions at 
The Studios of Key West whom Becca gave carte 
blanche after Carolyn passed, allowing her to 
excavate through more than eight decades worth 
of paintings, letters and other archives from Car-
olyn’s Key West home for an exhibition held the 
following spring.  

“Before she came to Key West, she was a very 
different person,” says Martha.  “She was very 
middle class, very conservative, doing her por-
traiture commissions, having her hair proper and 
wearing gloves to the right functions. Suits and 
pearls and being a middle class housewife.  I think 
she just suffocated.”

Becca recalls her early childhood as one surround-
ed by her parents’ creative impulses and family 
life as defined within the walls of their studio, 
were they painted and she played piano.  

“When they were happy, Mom and Dad were just 
really sparkly and creative,” she says.  “I remem-
ber a party in Lynchburg that they gave where 
it was just after Sputnik and the beginning of 
rockets and all of that space exploration. We cut 
out probably five hundred stars out of tin foil 
and taped them to the ceiling and Mom took a 
garbage can and jammed it into the front yard to 
make it look like a rocket had crashed. She was 
whimsical and funny.”  

The divorce, however, left her bitter.  

“She raised me with the idea that if I worked hard 
enough, I could accomplish anything I wanted,” 
says Becca. “I assume she lived by that.  So to 
have her marriage fall apart was something she 
failed at— and she hated the idea of failing.  

“It was like some bad movie— College Professors 
Behaving Badly,” she continues.  “The funny thing 
is, after she died, we found in the back of her 

closet, behind everything, a painting she did of 
my father when I was quite young. I didn’t even 
remember it. I was probably ten years old.  

“It was so weird that she’d kept that, because she 
did throw away a lot of that stuff.  In a way think 
her heart was broken, but she was just so bloody 
proud that she acted like she was ticked off.”

,,,

Carolyn built her Bottle Wall during the early 70s 
to keep people out of her yard and garden.  In-
stead, the wall drew more to it— curious tourists 
and locals or vandals eager to take or leave their 
own mark.  The wall did little to deter the cars 
that continued to clip the corners of it as they 
sped by.  Eventually, after twenty years of main-
taining what had been broken and sweeping up 
the mess left behind, the wall became more work 
than it was worth.  

“For 20-odd years, much of my time was influ-
enced by bad drivers and mean people,” she wrote 
in a letter to Key West The Newspaper.  “The 
last day the Bottle Wall stood, it was broken in 
five different places during a one-hour period.  I 
finally realized I had to get rid of it.  Life was just 
too short to keep cleaning up messes caused by 
other people.” 

According to what Carolyn wrote in the same 
letter, she dismantled the wall carefully and not 
with a sledgehammer others seemed to remem-
ber.  Either way, she built another wall, the next 
made of mirrors, marbles and “marl” and named it 
“Ripples and Reflections”—
dedicating it to the memory of her mother and to 
her father, who taught her over and over to really 
see beyond the scene.  

Look at this, he would tell her.  Look at this.  

,,,

Described as honest, stubborn and a woman of 
extreme constitution, Carolyn was admired by 
Key West friends and community until her self- 
directed death at the age of 88 in August of 2010. 
She’d been known to remark that she’d traveled 
where she wanted to travel and painted what she 
wanted to paint. A handful of years before her 
death, she wrote in an article in Key West The 
Newspaper called “The Right To Die,” jesting 
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about The Hemlock Society’s suggested method 
for exterminating oneself, which included lots of 
booze and a plastic grocery bag.  

“I can’t open one of those bags when I’m sober,” 
she jested. 

Carolyn had cared for her own ailing, paralyzed 
mother for four years “and wasn’t sure that by pro-
longing her mother’s life she’d accomplished that 
much,” says her daughter Rebecca Fuller.  

When she was ready, she was ready, and wanted to 
be in control of her own destiny. In the end, she 
quit eating.  

,,,

The house on Angela is still filled with whispers 
that speak in clear directives to those willing to 
listen. Carolyn’s artifacts are still very much there:  
portraits and photographs of family members, 
journals, a tin index card keeper with miniscule 
notes on ancient sculpture written in perfect cur-
sive.  A set of keys in the studio chapel, false teeth 
in a jar.  Glass bottles casting light both inside the 
house and out, glass flowers rising out of a window 
frame in the kitchen.  

“They’re mementos,” says Kim Narenkivicius, 
who helps care for the property.  “Sacred objects. 
I often wonder what kind of meaning each thing 
held for her.”  

For Kim, the space has given her a creative sanc-
tuary from “The Road”— the Camino de Santiago 
pilgrim trail— and time to figure out what she 
wanted to do next on the island she’d been part of 
since she was 11.  

“I came to live in the house after I’d returned to 
the island from the pilgrim trail in Spain. I was go-
ing to re-create myself.  I was done with salt,” says 
the artist & publisher who has since become the 
proprietor of salt island provisions, a shop that fea-
tures local artisan salt, honey and books. “I had no 
plans of reviving it. The house became a bit of a 
sanctuary for me – a place to regroup as well as to 
be creative. It’s interesting to live among some of 
her things. I can relate to most of what she includ-
ed on her list. What I have come to know about 
Carolyn through living in this house is resourceful-
ness, humor, the bitter sweet and the holy.”  

,,,

With two children under the age of two, I did 
not get to fully appreciate the magnificent 
month-long retrospective of Carolyn’s legacy at 
The Studios of Key West in the spring of 2011. I 
regretfully sped through the careful curation of 
over 70 years worth of paintings, sculptures, and 
historical archives during its initial opening, with 
every intention of making it back to take in more.  

I never did.  (Look at this. LOOK at this).  

What stood out is this: portraits— masterful 
renditions from her hired hands, and a quirky 
resin sculpture piece with a roll of toilet paper 
streaming out its mouth calling bullshit.  The con-
trast between her refined portraits and whimsical, 
sometimes crude sculptural pieces was striking.  
Could this really be the same artist?  

The piece that I remember most is the painting I 
will later find out Becca gifted to Martha Barnes 
in friendship and gratitude for so beautifully pull-
ing together her mother’s legacy.  

“As soon as I saw this painting, it spoke to me,” 
says Martha. 

It is a portrait of a woman in a tightly cinched 
green coat clutching the strings of a purse closely 
to her heart, a wedding ring clearly exposed on 
her finger.  Behind her are two empty chairs at a 

table, the wall behind it decorated with a painting 
of palm-fronded tropics and a burst of light, and 
beyond that, another figure—the backside of the 
same woman—walking away into her own future 
of golden light.  

I find it both peculiar and relieving to see my own 
angst defined so beautifully within the confines of 
a canvas.  

“It’s hard at any time to move on, to have the 
strength to leave a relationship, especially when 
you have a child,” Martha comments.  “The 
strength she had, the determination, the courage.  
She moved to Key West in 1965.  Nothing was 
here—there was barely a road.  It certainly wasn’t 
Miami.”

The daughter of a successful businessman in 
Massachusetts, Carolyn spent much of her youth 
in Coral Gables where the family owned another 
home.  She was familiar with the tropical land-
scape, attracted to the natural environment it 
offered which later inspired much of her creative 
work.  The move to Key West proved an oppor-
tunity to reinvent herself, an escape to a place 
where no one knew her.  

A place where she could live by whatever rules she 
wanted.  

,,,

Hit THIS with THAT the sign on her front 
porch said.  

,,,

Where does glass come from?  How are mirrors 
made?  I am a poet.  I cannot help but see and 
feel the world through a poet’s heart.  When I ask 
Becca if the materials her mother used to create 
her art later in life might possibly be a metaphor 
for the way she might have felt inside, she took 
her mom’s lead and did not mince words.  

“I think that’s a stretch.  She used what she had, 
what was easiest available to her.”  

Scrap mirror, sand, lime, cement, shards of glass, 
empty bottles— can it be simply coincidence 
that her materials are heavy, fragile, jagged at 
the edges when broken, enough to cut and make 
you bleed if you aren’t careful?  Her newer wall is 
filled with remnants of something cut away and 
discarded from the bigger whole in a material 
that reflects back the image of what is.  You are 
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there in those mirrors every time you walk by, 
whether you want to be or not. 

(Look at this. LOOK at this). 

Eight years ago Becca lost one of her three sons 
just before he turned 21.  

“I can grieve for him,” she says, “but it’s taken me 
years to allow myself to be sad about her.  I spent 
many years protecting myself from her slashes 
and anger.  Her doctor felt that she probably 
had some degree of mental illness that didn’t get 
treated.  As the only child, I felt very responsible 
for her.  It was difficult.  Because I loved her and 
I worshipped her, but she was really hard for me 
to get along with.” 

She pauses.  “Life is complicated between moth-
ers and daughters.” 

,,,

In the middle of the night the neighbor’s dog 
wakes me with his nightly vocalizations.  This 
evening he is particularly loud.  I fumble to the 
window and slam it down.  The crystal prism that 
once hung from my mother’s Key West window 
hits the tile floor. I hear the pieces of it scatter. 
There in the dark, I think of how I carried my 

remaining memento of her wrapped in tissue for 
over a year from place to place before settling 
into my new home with my girls just a month 
ago. How can something I’ve been so careful 
with for so long break so suddenly and easily?  
Just like that, it’s gone.  Or is it?

,,,

Me:  If the angels of your mother’s yard were to 
whisper something to the people of Key West, 
what would they say?

Becca:  Get the fuck off my lawn!

,,,

Becca remembers her mother as generous  
and creative, living exactly the way she  
wanted to live.

“She was capable of such pure emotion. It was 
lovely.  But she was always afraid she’d get hurt.  
To express something like that is to make your-
self vulnerable.”  

Carolyn was also difficult to love the way Becca 
wanted to. We talk about the barriers her moth-
er created and riff on how sometimes creativity 

and talent can breed a sense of narcissism.  
“I know I will never be a great artist because 
I will put my work down to take a call from a 
friend, I will put my work down to fix dinner,” 
says Becca.  “I am far more nurturing than she 
was.  That’s just the way I am. I’m not saying its 
better; it’s just different.  I’m a mother hen and 
she was a professional.  Her work came first. It 
always came first.” 

It is through her mother’s work that Becca can 
find an entry and love freely and easily. Along 
with the sharp elements that are sad and melan-
cholic, there are elements of magic, whimsy and 
wonder.  When they built their current house, 
she had her husband (an architect) put two 
windows in the kitchen and commissioned her 
mother to make a garden of her glass flowers.

“When we sell the house [North Carolina], 
the flowers will go with us wherever we go next.  
There will always be a place for her.”  

,,,

It is now morning, after heavy rain.  The light 
peers through the island’s windows.  Today, there 
are no rainbows reflected across the walls from a 
crystal prism.  But the light streams forward just 
the same, and the room awakens with dawn. ,
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artifacts
becca’s first  dime • keep always

carolyn on the steps of backyard chapel /shed
with grandson & glass flowers


