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About the Artist
Heather B Swann

Heather B Swann is an Australian contemporary 
artist known for her expressive surrealist sculptural 
objects, often combined with sound, performance, 
and drawings.  She uses carving, modelling, and 
tailoring materials to stretch, twist and shape her 
creaturely forms. Heather B. Swann’s wearable 
sculptures of enormous dark and brooding Banksia 
Men are inspired by the natural world, and the wicked 
characters from tales by the Australian children’s 
author May Gibbs.

Start at home 
Finding Faces in Nature
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image installation view: Heather B Swann, born Hobart 1961, Banksia Men, 2015, 
Canberra, wood, metal, silk, glass, 9 parts, Music score: Thomas Green 
(composition and production); Kevin Brophy (poetry); Jack Swann (voice); 
James Nightingale and Martin Kaye (saxophone), 230.0 x 75.0 x 75.0 cm (each); 
Dr Christine Annette Lunam Bequest through the Art Gallery of South Australia 
Foundation 2016, Art Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide, © Heather B Swann.

About the work
Swann’s title Banksia Men comes from the children’s’ 
stories of May Gibbs, where the big bad Banksia 
Men are the villains of the Gumnut stories and are 
based on the appearance of aged Banksia “cones” – 
dark, hairy, knobbly, many-eyed creatures. They are 
always hatching wicked plots to capture the Nuts 
and Blossoms and Mr Lizard is their greatest enemy. 
The looming, grey figures who stand clustered in a 
darkened room at AGSA are the stuff of children’s 
nightmares!

“My work is a way of holding on to the world.  
My sculptures and drawings are figurative and modernist  

in expression, with curved forms, an insistent  
use of black and a marked surrealist accent.”

Heather B Swann



Materials 

We would love to see your work! Ask your parent or carer to post a photo on Instagram and tag the Art Gallery of South Australia.  
Or you can email your photo to us at public.programs@artgallery.sa.gov.au

@agsa.adelaide   #agsastart

Banksia Men were displayed at the  
Art Gallery of South Australia during  
Magic Object and recently in Gallery 1.   
You can view Banksia Men online  
https://bit.ly/3PY7FMf 

Be inspired
Swann’s Banksia Men sculpture costumes 
are often accompanied by music and poetry.  
Is there sounds that you can make that can 
give your nature portrait a voice. Or use 
your list of words that inspired your nature 
portrait and make a sentence or story about 
your creature’s character.

• Pencil

• Paper

• Scissors 

• Collage material, coloured paper, wrapping 
paper, newspaper and magazines

• Glue

The Activity 
Create your own nature portrait
Do you have a favourite flower or plant?  Does it have 
features that look like a face, body, arms, and legs?

1 Play the Surrealist exquisite corps game, whereby 
you make a drawing and fold it before passing the 
paper to someone else for them to continue. Once 
the page is full, open the drawing to see what your 
crazy nature inspired creature looks like.

2 Write a list of words inspired by your favourite plant 
or flower or even Swann’s sculpture. 

3 Cut out your words and place them in a bowl.

4 Choose three words each and use these as ideas 
for a collage or drawing of your own nature inspired 
character. Give your character a name.

image installation view: 2016 Adelaide Biennial of Australian Art: Magic 
Object, featuring Heather B Swann, Banksia Men, Art Gallery of South 
Australia, Adelaide 
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