
PORTRAIT DOLLS: 
Keeping Memories Alive 
Text and Photos by Cindy Lowe 

It seems so quickly those tender years of childhood can slip away. Many parents 
may wish they could stop the passage of time just long enough to enjoy their little 
children a while longer. Some of us may even long to go back ourselves to those 
carefree days of our own remembered youth. 

Artist CaroU Graffam has created a second best to tuming the clock back to the 
happy times of a child's life: After spending hours sculpting the facial features of 
a porcelain doll-in-the-making, she brings forth an amazing image nearly identical 
to a certain child, bringing that child's photograph to three-dimensional life. She calls 
her unusual craft "portrait dolls." 

She is aware of only two other doll makers in the world with a similar art: One is 
in Georgia and one is in Germany. 

Her desire to tangibly preserve the memories 
of childhood first began years ago when she would capture the 
likenesses of her children, and later, her grandchildren, on canvas with 
oil paints. Unbeknownst to her at the time, this would lead her to 
another art form all her own. 

It all started eight years ago when Graffam saw a sign in a store 
window in Maryland advertising classes in porcelain doll making. 
Having had an interest in art for as long as she could remember, she said 
she was eager to try everything; so, she signed up. 

After making that first doll, she was hooked. She bought a kiln and 
started producing her own dolls. 

But then, something amazing happened. " I started coming out with 
dolls that looked like the kids," she said, referring to family members. 

More and more of her time was spent with dolls — creating her own 
and giving classes. Finally, ratherthan "doing this double-duty thing," 
she said, she quit her full-time job in the business world to devote her 
days to her new love: making dolls. "Here I am like a kid again, 
playing with dolls," she said with a smile. 

Now she plays with dolls in her own doll shop that she opened four 
years ago in Holly Hill, Florida. Her business boasts the largest supply 
of porcelain dolls in the Daytona Beach area with over 200 dolls for 
sale, and a handsome supply of 
accessories, too. She has shipped 
all over the United States, and as 
far away as Germany. 

Graffam's business has grown a lot in that time no doubt due to her 
perfectionist attitude and desire to please her customers. 

Each doll has to be just like she wants it to be before it leaves her 
shop. She told of making one portrait doll three times because she was 
just not satisfied with the coloring. But that wasn't an unusual case; she 
said "keeping at it until it's right" makes people happy. 

Graffam loves her characteristic craft so much that she said if she 
were to ever come into a large sum of money, she would still make her 
portrait dolls — and give them away. 

Painting the doll is her favorite step. As an accomplished painter, 
Graffam is a wonder. Each dear little face is so precious and realistic. 
She said it's all in the shading, blushing and eye expression. This is the 
step that really gives the doll personality. 

After the slip is poured and dry, 
each is cleaned and sanded to 
remove all seams and put into 
the kiln for hard firing. 

Above: Graffam 
with a doll of 
herself as a 7-
year-old French-
speaking 
Louisiana bayou 
girl. 

Left: After more 
sanding and 
smoothing, each 
piece is carefully 
painted. Here 
Graffam is using 
a sponge to 
apply the face 
color. 
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Above: Carefully 
she paints the 
eyebrows and 
lashes. When 
painting is 
finished, the pieces 
are returned to the 
kiln to be paint-
fired. Far right: 
Graffam fits the 
wig to one of her 
portrait dolls. 
Bottom: A 
recently 
completed portrait 
doll with the little 
girl's photo. 

Then she clothes her portrait dolls to match the apparel the child is wearing in the 
photograph. 

Graffam learned to sew as a young girl of 5 on her grandmother's Singer treadle sewing 
machine using scraps of cloth from flour sacks. " I would sit with a couple of cushions imder 
me and go!" she said, remembering her girlhood in mid-1940s Louisiana bayou country 
before electricity came to the area. 

The doll making process from begiiming to completion is an amazing transformation. 
Those once lifeless, molded pieces of white clay actually seem to come alive, almost 
becoming a real little person. 

Creating each of these little people is a challenge, she 
said. When she first looks at a photo of a child of whom 
she is to make a doll, she said she thinks to herself, 
"Mnun boy! Will I be able to do this one?" But her 
philosophic motto is that there is no such thing as " I 
can't." She added, "Nine out of 10 times it can be 
done!" And she said she has never had an unhappy 
customer. 

Though this woman never got an art degree, she never 
stopped doing artwork through the years, and she is secure in her 
abilities. She stated matter-of-factly: "There's nothing I can't dupli
cate. People hate me for it." 

But she is humble in the presence of praise for her achievements as 
she said she is grateful that "everything kind of fell into place" to bring 
her to this point in her art career. 

However, she wouldn't have succeeded in this delicate art if she had 
been afraid to try something new 
— and evencreate her own craft. 

Said Graffam, "Most people 
need more confidence in them
selves. You've gotta try it. Then, at least you've made an effort." 

She's glad she tried it. She said she will continue making dolls the 
rest of her life. 

Working in her created craft, Graffam has heard some unbelievable 
stores. Someone came to buy a doll dress to fit a premature newborn, 
weighing just over a pound. Later, the family came back with a request 
for a life-sized doll to be made, clothed with the tiny dress Graffam had 
made for the infant, who had recovered well from her premature birth. 

Another time, a woman brought in an old photo asking for a doll of 
the girl pictured there. When she came to pick up the completed doll, 
she burst into tears. Graffam said the woman told her this picture was 
the only thing she had from her childhood. " I got goosebumps when 
she told me. It freaked me out!" exclaimed the artist. 

She said many will cry when they pick up their portrait dolls: "It's 
amazing how a doll can touch the emotions of a person." 

Her dolls not only evoke emotion, but sometimes they have an 
almost spiritual quality. 

When she works on the childhood portrait of a deceased person, she said she feels as if she is being watched 
and guided. Then, somewhat amazed, she added, "They always come out right." 

She said the major portion of orders for portrait dolls are from parents of grown children who "want their 
baby back." But, she said dolls are much better behaved than children. They just sit quietly in a chair. 
"They're so good, people just love 'em to death!" 

And yet, in a way, they are like children. When she sells a doll, she said it's like "losing one of your own. 
There's an empty spot. It's like when your kids are gone." 

They're so life-like, who's to say they don't come to life. Graffam said she has heard strange noises in 
her shop. "We say it's haunted. But it's probably the dolls playing at night." 

If you want to get in touch with Caroll Graffam her address is Caroll's Porcelain Dolls, 1130 Riverside 
Drive, Holly Hill, FL. 

Ciruiy Lowe is a free-lance writer who contributes to Arts 'n Crafts ShowGuide on a regualr basis. She 
resides in Mount Dora, Florida. 
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