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Cabinet of Curiosities
Artist Lizzie Buckmaster Dove discusses the “ugliness” beneath the
surface of her exquisitely intricate work
While it’s unsurprising that relocating
from the city to the countryside would
have a dramatic impact on an artist
whose work often depicts the natural
world, what’s perhaps surprising in
the case of Lizzie Buckmaster Dove is
that her work has become increasingly
focused on manmade objects.
After living in London and
Barcelona for close to a decade,
Australian artist Buckmaster Dove –
best known for exquisitely intricate
hand-cut paper works that reference
scientific representations of flora and
fauna – moved in 2007 to Coledale, a
seaside village located between Sydney
and Wollongong.
“Maybe it’s shifted my focus from the
natural environment to the manmade,” she says now. “The immediate
surroundings have become an integral
part of my art as I comb the beaches
for that which is manmade as reference
material and, increasingly, as actual
material for my work.”
For Buckmaster Dove’s most recent
work, Tide Project, Things to be
Forgotten, which was shown at
Chippendale’s NG Art Gallery in
June last year, “the source material
was inorganic detritus that had been
discarded. The work addressed themes
around the cycle of the moon, tides
and how our actions are never confined
to the moment in which they occur,”
she says.
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“As a continuation of that work, I’m
currently collecting sea-washed plastic
found on my local beaches. With the
moon in mind, it’s mostly plastic bottle
tops that interest me. It’s startling just
how much there is. I recently collected
140 on a single walk. That’s having a
disturbing effect on my relationship with
the beach environment – where it isn’t
providing solace but despair – we have
left no place unchanged.”
The new work, which explores the
by-products of human consumption,
will be exhibited under the title Cabinet
of Curiosities at the NG Art Gallery
during the Crave Sydney Food Festival
in October.
Although much of Buckmaster Dove’s
work – including clusters of colourful
paper cubes displayed in glass
domes and three-dimensional hot air
balloons cut from the pages of books
– is delicately pretty and whimsical in

appearance, the underlying themes
explored are often more complex.

“I like the notion that
you may be drawn
to look closely at
something because it
is ‘beautiful’, though
what you find there may
cause some repulsion.”
“At some level, most of my work
addresses the ugliness of the impact of
human beings on the earth,” she says.
“When I first returned to Australia having
lived away for nine years, I saw a land
impacted by the layering of one culture
over another. I saw how the notions of
British culture that had been brought by

the early settlers were inappropriate but
prevailed nonetheless.”
She adds that the tension between an
aesthetic appeal and underlying meaning
can also add another layer to the
experience of an artwork.
“I don’t necessarily consciously set about
making aesthetically pleasing work,
though I do love beautiful things and
have never been particularly attracted
to artwork that’s deliberately ugly,” she
says. “I like the notion that you may
be drawn to look closely at something
because it is ‘beautiful’; though what you
find there may cause some repulsion,
in the case of my work, about the
implications of our actions.”
A mother of three young children,
Buckmaster Dove says she’s been
inspired by becoming a parent but notes
that it can also be a “huge challenge” to
balance work and family life.

“My conscious decision to ‘be an artist’
came about after having children and
losing my father. I had an awakening
knowledge about my own mortality and
the passing of time,” she says, adding
that “being disciplined in that I have set
studio days that are non-negotiable” helps
ensure she makes time for a practice
that’s an important part of her life.
“I’ve always made things and this has
given me a great deal of self-esteem
even in difficult times,” she says. “I think
art is important because it tells our
stories, manifests a collective creativity
and, in the very best art, taps into a
greater unconsciousness about what it
is to be human.”
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