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Man of birds— 
Bowen’s characters shine with charm and 
personality. Whether inspired by childhood 
memories of growing up in country Victoria, or by 
living in a busy urban environment. His works of art 
are whimsical and have a wide and lasting appeal. 

Bowen’s portraits are aptly described by the 
aphorism ‘by the face ye shall know the heart.’ 
While he deliberately makes his works of art appear 
simple, the characters are expressed in calculated 
gestures—the position of an eye, for instance. 

Birds can be found in many of Bowen’s works. They 
appear full of personality and help to tell a story. He 
is well known for his quirky and infectious sense of 
humour, and his concern for happiness and deeper 
messages. His works of art in some ways like the 
work of Michael Leunig, both in its characters and 
in the way he sees the world. 

Dean Bowen was born in Maryborough in 1957, 
where he spent much of his childhood admiring 
the surrounding flora and fauna of the Australian 
bush. Having decided to become an artist at an 
early age, Bowen moved to the Melbourne in 
1974 to study art. He received a Diploma in Fine 
Arts from RMIT in 1976, a Master of Arts in 1993 
and a PhD from Monash University in 1999. Bowen 
has been exhibiting paintings, bronze sculptures 
and prints in solo and group exhibitions throughout 
Australia and internationally for around 30 years. 
He has held over 60 solo exhibitions in Australia, 
France, Japan, Switzerland and the United 
Kingdom. Bowen has also received a number of 
major sculpture commissions and awards including 
the Colas Foundation Commission (Paris, France, 
2010), 1st International Print Biennial of Beijing 
(China, 2000), and the Daikin Industries Prize 
Osaka Print Triennale (Japan, 1997), Hamilton Art 
Gallery Bronze commission (2013) to name only a 
few. 

Bowen has conjured up a memorable 
world of characters, landscapes, and 
various emblematic images.. but on the 
whole we feel that Bowen’s song is a song 
of joy, and perhaps of the joy of everyday 
life and the simple beauty of the world 
of everyday appearances and human 
relationships.

—Geoffrey Edwards, Urban bird, 2003
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Question  
Explain how the aphorism ‘by the face ye 
shall know the heart’ describes Bowen’s 
portraits.

What gestures and symbols does he use to 
add a deeper meaning to his work?

Research  
Access the internet to research Bowen’s 
works of art. Choose one painting, one 
etching and one sculpture that you like. 
Discuss these works and explain why you like 
them. Explore the elements and principles of 
art that Bowen uses and how they contribute 
to a distinctive style and deeper meaning 
through his works of art.

Activity  
Chose a person you know. Brainstorm the 
person’s character and features that make 
them unique. Draw your interpretation of 
them, adding symbols which represent 
more than the person’s face. You can enter 
the portrait (42 x 42 cm) in the Gallery’s 
annual Who’s who portrait prize. For further 
details about this significant annual student 
exhibition, visit geelonggallery.org.au
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