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Nadeau’s tragicomical narratives are populated 
by caricatures of people and objects and implicitly 
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We Are All Mainers
Ever since he left graduate school in 1986, Ed Nadeau has been creating 
narrative paintings and drawings alongside his other bodies of work. He comes 
from a French-Canadian Catholic family and grew up in the Waterville area. 
This is important to note here because the artist’s scenarios of transgression 
and absurdity grew out of this background—deep roots of folklore and oral 
narratives in French Canada and childhood tales of the Maine backwoods. 
However, Nadeau finds the ideas for his works in actual Maine news stories, 
events in his own life and combinations of both. For him real life is wondrous 
and weird enough.

Nadeau’s tragicomical narratives are populated by caricatures of people and 
objects and implicitly challenge our everyday logic. The images remind strongly 
of the Theatre of the Absurd of the late 1940s to ‘60s which grew out of the 
realization that the certainties and unassailable beliefs of earlier times had been 
eroded. Vague moments of suspense reveal the foolishness of mankind when 
placed in the vastness of nature or when following its basest instincts. It is not 
surprising then that Nadeau lists among his literary influences Carolyn Chute’s 
The Beans of Egypt, Maine, Stieg Larsson’s thrillers, as well as Stephen King. His 
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artistic style could be called faux-naive, revealing the deep influence cartoons 
have had on him (especially Bugs Bunny). However, his skillful compositions 
and handling of paint give him away as a very accomplished painter who is 
drawn to the work of Anselm Kiefer, Willem de Kooning, Philip Guston, and 
his teacher Jerome Witkin.

Nadeau walks a difficult line between reinforcing stereotypes about Mainers, 
possibly even angering viewers, and creating enough distance for us to be 
able to experience the humor in his scenarios. He succeeds by maintaining 
an authorial distance, always presenting his characters and dramas from 
afar, thereby dwarfing the figures and avoiding an obvious point of entry for 
identification. This emotional distance, however, allows the viewer to relate to 
Nadeau’s images in a more open, humorous manner. Although the incidents 
may originate in remoteness, poverty, lawlessness, and insufficient education, 
they are rooted in simply being human; thus Nadeau’s stories transcend the 
particular and become universal. We all can recognize a part of ourselves and 
situations which we sometimes find ourselves in.

Britta Konau is a writer and independent curator of contemporary art.
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The paintings in this exhibition represent narrative stories that I have nurtured 
for the past twenty-four years. My attempt to interpret the human condition 
through narrative painting began during my studies at Syracuse University in 
the late 1970s. 

While at Syracuse, I studied human anatomy and painting with the American 
Expressionist Jerome Witkin. In his classes, Witkin underscored the importance 
of capturing the human form through compelling drawings developed by 
anatomical accuracy, a solid knowledge of color, and a heightened use of light. 
Along with this, he emphasized the importance of gesture and materiality in 
painting, which he personally adapted and elaborated upon from the Action 
Painters of the 1940s and 50s.
 
His positive influence as a mentor was immense. A change manifested in my 
work during the mid-1980s, shortly after graduate school with the creation of 
such paintings as “Misery Ridge” and “The Orchard.” 

At this time, I read Carolyn Chute’s book The Beans of Egypt, Maine, which 
changed my work almost overnight from conceptual based mixed media pieces 
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to straight ahead narrative paintings. Chute’s book about the “white-trash” 
working class of Maine was the catalyst that finally allowed me to convey my 
ideas on canvas.

Reared in a large French-Canadian, Catholic, blue-collar family, I was influenced 
by the tall tales exchanged almost daily by people like my grandfather, parents, 
aunts, uncles and neighbors. The absurdity of the plight of Chute’s characters 
was a common occurrence in a rural state like Maine, and it was akin to the tall 
tales of my youth, which I’ve been able to dramatize through my mind’s eye.

My process is similar to fiction writing in that my narratives are not necessarily 
authentic depictions of actual people or places, but interpretations of an idea 
or event that developed over a period of time.

To that end, these paintings are an amalgam of childhood memories, artistic 
influences, current events, perceived together on the canvas as a genre to which 
the viewer will conceivably relate to as narrative.
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