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ARTIST BRANCHES
OUT IN VARIED WAYS
BY CHALMERS HOOD
Lynda Smith-Bügge has been called a sculptor and
wood turner. Thinking it over for a while, I don’t
believe either term adequately describes where she
fits into the art world.
In her press release, we see a picture of a woman
(can’t see the face) working on a tree trunk with
heavy power tools. She is part artist, part craftsman,
part painter, part naturalist.
Maybe the best way to describe her is the point in
space where all four of these talents come together.
It has taken her three decades to get there and the
story of the journey is as interesting as the results
we see this month at the Loft Gallery in Occoquan.
As a child of missionary teachers, Smith-Bügge was
taught from the start that art was not something she
should do, but she did it anyway. Later, her
undergraduate experience in the Fine Arts distance
her from painting. Those were the years when
“minimalism” was king. This was the style, she
says, of putting as little as possible on the canvas.
Smith-Bügge was driven by something more and
she couldn’t start with limitations and the number of
brush strokes or colors.
By default, she turned to sculpture, which was the
only other visual art offered, completing her degree
in three-dimensional art but still not having worked
in wood.
“Everything at college was poured concrete,” she
recounts with a slightly turned up nose, reminiscent
of a child facing a distasteful vegetable. At the time,

she was ambivalent about making a living as an
artist, not believing it was possible.
It was as a camp counselor in upstate New York
that she stumbled upon her preferred medium. She
and two other adults ran a special get-away program
for New York City children. Smith-Bügge was the
only artist in the trio; the others taught outdoor
skills. They worked in an old barn in a forest where
the natural material for her crafts, were the birches
and hardwoods of the Hudson Valley.

Smith-Bügge says she taught by the seat of her
pants. She gradually incorporated her love of the
outdoors through hikes in the forest where she
taught the children and herself about the uses and
qualities of the different sorts of wood; as, apple,
dogwood and hemlock. She discovered they all
have different heating properties, different
resilience and use, and, of course, different grains,
which could only be seen when the bark is removed
to expose the interior.

She wants to see the grain and bark. Is it something
totally new or does it resemble another species she
has seen before?
A piece of wood will inspire her, especially if some
decay has set in which enhances the colors inside.
Her work on it evolves from the shape and color.
She wants to show it off in a natural way,
compromising sometimes with a functional use.

She taught every boy in her classes how to make a
baseball bat on a lathe, using the endless supply of
dead ash limbs strewn across the forest floor. When
this experience came to an end after three years,
again afraid to attempt an artist’s life, she formed a
women’s construction company, which turned
welfare recipients into carpenters.
From there, Smith-Bügge moved into museum
education, a career that took her up and down the
East Coast, including ties with the Library of
Congress and the Smithsonian Institution. There
was a return to the formal classroom for while but
this only convinced her that she had to devote all
her energy to her single-minded and unique interest
in woodwork.
She describes it this way, “The beauty of design in a
discarded tree calls for my attention. Disguised by
unrecognizable bark or partial decay, I see
sculpture. Caught by the unusual shape…I carve,
rasp, sand, and rub oil into the wood. The tree’s
particular color and grain reveals outrageous
beauty, which I hope attracts the viewer to touch
and enjoy the internal qualities of the wood.

Smith-Bügge actually says very little, preferring to
look at the wood and think about it.

Recently, she has combined her talents as naturalist,
painter and woodworker in a collection of wooden
bowls turned on a lathe. These are displayed in a
setting with a piece of the original tree and a small
acrylic painting of the trunk. “Here’s the wood,” she
says pointing to a bowl that has tree buds for a
handle, “then here’s the bark,” picking up the piece
of a limb nearby, “and here’s how it began,”
looking up at her painting of the tree trunk, which is
hung just behind the two related pieces.

Just the mention of a fallen tree nearby, a species
she has never seen before, is enough to stimulate a
little field trip.

There is something of the teacher in all this,
revealing her need to show others the entire story of
the tree she used.

Sculptures are full of wit and
poetic imagination—she finds
stories in the evocative shapes,
colors and textures of the wood

For right now, all her working materials come from
a one-block area near her home in Falls Church.
Her exhibit is a story about the trees of Virginia and
she is looking for more. An eventual goal is to
move upscale, that is to say to larger work that
could be used to decorate the atrium of an office.
Lynda Smith-Bügge’s exhibit, “Virginia Trees –
Inside and Out,” will remain on display at the Loft
Gallery on the banks of the Occoquan Creek
through April 4. Call 534-6316 for hours and
details. Member artists rotate duties as gallery
curator, so you might coordinate your visit with a
time when Smith-Bügge is there.

MENDING 34 x 16 x 16 inches Cherry/ Walnut/ Copper
On other occasions, storm damage stimulates her
interest in a tree. Near the center of the exhibit
stands a large piece of a cherry tree trunk, struck by
lightning. The split right down the center shows
everything there is to see in that tree; bark on the
outside, light colored grains in the outer rings and a
dark red core.
After smoothing the wood with various tools, she
oils the surface to enhance the grain. Across the
room is a former branch turned upside down on a
stand made of laminated pieces from the same tree.
Smith-Bügge calls it MENDING, which was awarded
second place by J. Carter Brown in a recent Fairfax
show.
In a corner is another piece made from cedar she
turned into a stack of drawers and there’s an
abstract piece made to display the colors inside a
maple trunk, which has just started to break up. The
colors remind me of the petrified wood in Arizona.

THUNDERSTRUCK 57 x 15 x 19 inches Cherry

