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IN THE LIMELIGHT
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ER Butler & Co of New York takes an artistic, extravagant approach to creating

architectural fixtures. What might otherwise be commonplace or unnoticeable instead
become works of decorative art.
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I I inges, locks, doorknobs, latches, mounts, fasteners
and spindles — these are small details of interior

design that the average person rarely contemplates.
However, for those who want these small details to

serve as accents, to be works of decorative art in and of
themselves, there is ER Butler & Co, producer of a myriad
of luxurious, meticulously designed and researched
architectural fixtures.
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Rhett Butler founded his company in New York City

in 1990 after finishing a graduate degree in architecture
at Rice University in Texas. “Originally working in New
York as an antiques dealer, and later working for interior
designers, my father had a passion for all things old,”
Butler says. “As a young boy, | helped my father to repair
and refurbish antiques, including the fittings. As the years
went on, and my father began to work on interiors, the
fittings began to include door and window hardware.”

Butler took on his father’s clients after the latter retired
and started his own company. He purchased the assets
of several hardware companies that dated back to the
19t century, when making these sorts of fixtures was
becoming something of an art form. In addition to acquiring
the designs, original drawings, tooling and molds from
these historic companies, Butler also compiled a library of
more than 40,000 American and European trade catalogs
from as far back as the 1600s, and has an extensive
collection of antique architectural fixtures.

© ER Butler & Co
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(Clockwise from opposite) ER Butler & Co’s Boston showroom; Butler
uses high-tech machinery but each piece is finished by hand; candle-
sticks made of bronze and fossil ivory, part of a collaboration with Ted
Muehling; a doorknob made for New York’s Tweed Courthouse.
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A Delicate Balance Armed with this breadith of
knowledge and research findings, Butler designs and
manufactures custom-made fixtures for an impressive
client list, which includes the likes of Bill Gates, Oracle
Corporation CEO Larry Ellison and rocker Lenny Kravitz.
For Ellison, Butler built shoji handles with invisible latching
mechanisms for his 16"-century feudal
Japanese estate, while for Gates he designed
door handles inspired by the grip of a French
antique dagger. For Kravitz, meanwhile, Butler
created doorknobs covered with ermine pelt.
Butler is not afraid to use a variety of materials
such as semi-precious stones, coral, mother-of-
pearl, and all types of metal and wood.

The majority of Butler’s designs are
historically based and many stages of the
manufacturing process are done the old-
fashioned way. “When the design feels right
and the proportion feels resolved, the use of
new cutting-edge technology begins. From
this point moving forward, feelings and

emotions, the desire to make something
interesting and beautiful translate into
precision and usefulness,” he says.

The company headquarters and showroom are housed
in a 19™-century building, which used to serve as the
silver manufacturer for Tiffany & Co in Manhattan. His
company’s factory is located in Brooklyn. The machinery
here includes a pressurized water jet that can slice through
steel and, most notably, a 3D laser printer, which can, for
example, literally “print” doorknobs made of bronze.

Thanks to this technology, Butler is able to create and
customize almost any type of hardware you can imagine.
The possibilities are almost endless.

However, Butler carefully balances the use of
traditional methods with state-of-the-art technology during
manufacturing. He says, “Once the manufacturing process
is complete, the process returns to where it began — hand
polishing, hand finishing, hand antiquing and hand waxing.
These are the final steps necessary to imbue the product
with its final personality: literally from our hands to your

hands.” & By Matt Flemming
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