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The Hand Made Art of 
Dean Bowen

In our brave new world of digital, new 
technologies and factory-ordered art, it is 
refreshing to see that ‘hand-made art’ (that is, 
painting, drawing, sculpting and printmaking) still 
exist, and is practised by artists of quality all over 
the world.
Dean Bowen is one such artist who is pursuing and 
developing his visual path.
I remember Dean when he was a student at the 
RMIT art school in the printmaking area back in 
the seventies—you could see then that here was 
someone with an instinctive curiosity and a quiet 
determination for discovery- complementing a 
laconic, quirky sense of humour.
As Sheridan Palmer notes in her perceptive essay 
on Dean and his work in his book – Argy Bargy –
‘What distinguishes Bowen’s temperament is his 
optimistic approach to life – it is a refreshing 
antidote to post-colonial scepticism, and one 
that proudly exhibits what might be called an 
Australian larrikinism.’
From the time he left art school he was seeking 
a wider world for international inspiration – and 
soon enough he found his mentor in that artist 
champion of Outsider Art—the polemical Jean 
Dubuffet.
Travel too became important with extended stays 
in Paris and Japanese printmaking workshops to 
further his technical and aesthetic skills. As well 
as experimenting and developing the layered 
treatments in his prints they also carried over into 
his paintings and sculpture. 
During these overseas stays he became aware of 
more ‘outsider artists’ such as Gaston Chaissac, 
and Bill Traylor among others who were all 
an influence and assurance for Dean of what 
mattered most in art.

With this fascination and admiration for these 
artists perhaps he could have been seen as an 
Outsider Artist too-but if so, with an insider’s 
sophistication and worldliness.
His earlier work with Dubuffet’s influence is full of 
wonderful and absurd imagery and texture.
However, as important a mentor is to a younger 
artist, there comes a time to move on and attempt 
their own mark- without discarding the mentor’s 
lessons and philosophy.
This he has done- as well as making the 
courageous decision some time ago to leave his 
day job and to concentrate full time as an artist 
with all the uncertainties, pitfalls and temptations 
it involves.
His more recent work – with a nod to Dubuffet, is 
more diagrammatic and emblematic with colourful 
textured surface treatments.
There is a witty playfulness in these images- the 
merry-go-round of traffic with amusing toy-like 
cars and trucks, criss-crossing the tightly packed 
fields of suburban boxes that hint at a master 
jester who has stepped back from his creation of 
our urban reality.
Dean Bowen is a significant artist who over the 
years has produced a large and sustained body 
of art- with humour and an astute awareness of 
where we’re at.
This sense of humour and optimism in his images 
can sometimes be misleading but behind that 
laconic smile there lurks a serious artist.

Jan Senbergs    April 2014



Day by Day
I am a Country Girl growing up in rural 
Central Victoria. My smiling face is freckled 
by the sun. I know just about everyone who 
lives in my valley. I ride my bike to visit my 
friends along quiet roads traversing the vast 
spaces. To spy a tortoise or echidna crossing 
the road creates great discussion in the 
school playground. 

Dean Bowen’s rich visual world of animals, human 
figures, country and urban landscapes, night sky 
and cars inspires happy childhood memories in us 
all. Having grown up in Maryborough in country 
Victoria and living in Melbourne since the late 
1970s, he is able to evoke through his paintings, 
prints and sculptures, journeys that many of us 
have taken during our lives. 

Sheridan Palmer writes in Bowen’s book Argy-
Bargy that ‘[he] persuades us to look not so 
much at the grand or romantic spectacle but 
at ourselves, and those intimate elements we 
often take for granted.’1  Superfluous details 
are omitted and only the essential is depicted, 
presenting us with a child-like view of the world.

Bowen’s characters are usually singular and vivid. 
A focus on printmaking from the early 1990s 
helped to hone his style which now permeates 

his oeuvre. Forms are reduced to their most 
basic elements, figures often in profile and with 
flattened perspective recalling ancient Egyptian 
iconography – a style that Bowen has examined 
in depth. He has also been influenced by the 
unconventional in art, including work by untrained 
artists, Outsider artists of all kinds, and children.

Bowen joyously reveals many quirks of Australian 
life, such as the delight of spying an echidna on 
a long stretch of road. (Echidna 1998). He takes 
us to magic intangible places and brings to mind 
the simple pleasures of the natural world and 
everyday experiences we enjoyed as children. 

After late night shopping in the big town, 
my family piles into our car which winds its 
way up the road to our house on the side 
of the hill. Great excitement is expressed 
by my sisters and I as the sky gets darker 
and we peer out of the back window at the 
expansive array of stars.

In Bowen’s art there is an ease of recognition 
and transparent reference — we can all go on 
the journey. The single occupant of the car in 
Contemplative Journey 2004, is not alone nor 
lonely. Bowen’s works are readily accessible. He 
has an egalitarian approach to art and life and 
depicts the subtleties of life with humour and 
optimism. 

There is often an innocent sweetness in the faces 
of Bowen’s human figures and animals. It echoes 
a common feature in children’s art, the trust they 
hold in the placement of a smile. Everyone in the 
family is smiling, so all is well with the world and 
there is no need to examine below the surface. 
There is no room for ambiguity. We can relax and 
accept the emotional honesty. 

However, even in these open and innocent works, 
there is a strangeness which can unsettle us. 
Man’s place in the universe has been a frequent 
theme of Bowen’s. He reflects ‘The vast landscape 
and infinite stars, along with a comets return to 
earth informs as us of the enormity, yet fragility 
of the universe.’2  (Metempirical 2011 Coll: 
Hamilton Art Gallery). His works are presented 
as simple optimistic observations of life, yet as 
adult observers we bring an awareness of the 
vulnerability of things; and how easily safety and 
hope can be crushed. 

In many works Bowen has concentrated on 
the treatment of surfaces to depersonalise the 
subject. Reused etching plates for Boy Waving 
1998 offer accidental pre-existing marks or scars, 
conducive to representing the colours, tonality 
and weathering of the rural Australian landscape. 
The large etching Father and Son 1993, his first 
internationally awarded print, was technically 
innovative. In this and other works Bowen 
experimented with the possibilities of the printed 
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medium, such as smashing rocks on the copper 
etching plate surface with a hammer to obtain 
texture.

I am living and studying away from home 
and learning the rhythm of the city. I live 
above a shop and although my view has 
been reduced to a street of close-set 
buildings and congested traffic, there are 
many hidden opportunities to discover.

Inspired by the art teachers at his local secondary 
school, Bowen knew from his early teens that he 
wanted to be an artist. He left for Melbourne 
at age 17 to study art at the Royal Melbourne 
Institute of Technology (RMIT). This was followed 
by a two year journey through Europe and Britain 
and to New York. He was drawn to artists such as 
Jean Dubuffet and Fernand Léger who shared his 
‘concern for the common people living within a 
socio-economic and industrialised reality’.3 

As with many Australian artists before him, 
leaving the country enabled him to understand 
and reflect on the landscape and its people. He 
has identified and presented new contemporary 
images of modern Australia which are 
questioning, humorous and playful. ‘Taking 
the spiky Australian echidna as his totemic 
emblem, Bowen restructured and exchanged 
his physiognomic identity – specifically the 

irrepressible, verticality of his hair – for that of 
the image of the spiky creature.’4  The bronze 
Echidna on my head 2009 is one of these self-
portraits referencing his spiky hair.

Bowen now commutes daily to his studio in an 
industrial part of Moorabbin. The urban constants 
of roads, cars and houses have become a source 
of inspiration for new works. Day by Day 2010 
presents a Snakes and Ladders game with some 
cars speeding ahead whilst others are left behind 
or going backwards. ‘There is no malice in these 
cities, the scenes are ordered yet full of motion, 
syncopated and pulsing, quiet yet full of imagined 
noise and sounds, inhabited yet uncannily devoid 
of human activity except for the drivers in their 
vehicles.‘5 

I am a Town Mother. My freckles have faded 
now. I know just about everyone in my 
street. I have a garden of indigenous natives 
and flowers to attract the seasonal change 
of small birds and parrots.

Although Bowen is a consummate observer, 
the birds tapping on the tin roof of his studio 
possibly crept up on him. In response to their 
individual sounds he started to concentrate on a 
series of bird portraits. Attentive Parrot Watching 
Ladybirds 2013 is an example of a recent large 
scale work with the bird taking on almost human 

characteristics. ‘The pure colours pierce, attract 
and challenge and the largesse of each bird’s 
body is abstraction in its most poetic form, an 
ovoid living organism, an avian continent.’6 

In 1995 Bowen began to experiment in bronze 
sculpture which has become a significant aspect 
of his practice with many major private and public 
sculpture commissions completed. His forms are 
taken directly from his initial drawn concepts with 
one medium informing the other. With the arrival 
of the large bronze Cat 2012 there was probably 
a time of hushed consternation from the birds on 
the roof and in the portraits. 

Now no doubt all the birds are back with keen 
gregariousness. Likewise Bowen’s enthusiasm in his 
subject matter is showing no sign of waning and 
he pursues his creative journey day by day.

Kirsten McKay
Curator
Castlemaine Art Gallery and Historical Museum

1  Sheridan Palmer, in Dean Bowen’s Argy-Bargy, Macmillan Art 
Publishing, 2009, p. 11
2  Dean Bowen, Journey, Galerie Miyawaki, Kyoto, 2005 (Catalogue)
3  Sheridan Palmer, op. cit., p. 23
4  ibid., p. 21
5  ibid., p. 39
6  ibid., p. 45
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