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Katahdin from Ellis Brook, 2012 oil on rag mounted on panel, 8 x 10 inches

cover  The End of Dada? (detail), 2012, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 45 inches



Big Brook Outlet, 2012, acrylic on rag mounted on panel, 8 x 10 inches

Black Brook, 2012, acrylic on linen, 20 x 24 inches



Robert Shillady’s paintings fluctuate between the crowded 
hubbub of summertime and the isolation of woodland, yet these 
stylized and obsessively detailed venues have much in common: 
both feature vast casts of characters, albeit one human and the 
other perennial. Additionally, all of Shillady’s paintings, oil or 
acrylic, share the same hard edges, intense clarity, and bright, bold 
colors. As dichotomies often do, Shillady’s opposing motifs create 
a symbiotic truth about life here in Maine, and he has received 
recognition for this ambitious work. In the past decade, two of 
his narrative paintings, The Lobsterman and The Buidlers, and 
one landscape, Herrick Bay Freshet, have been included in three 
Portland Museum of Art Biennials, a series of juried exhibitions 
featuring exceptional artists connected to the state. 

Shillady’s landscapes capture the density of the forest—tight, 
orderly, straight trunks rise above a chaotic battlefield of fallen 
branches and decomposing stumps. A self-proclaimed bushwhacker, 
Shillady roams the uninhabited woods behind his home or backpacks 
through the Maine North Woods looking for remote and complex 
scenes to paint. While working on landscapes such as Black Brook, 
Shillady develops the themes, compositions, and settings for his 
larger narrative paintings. These large-scale narratives often include 
his comical, sometimes poignant, commentary on summer people 
and locals alike. As always with Shillady’s paintings, his signature 
red airplane can be found tucked like an insect in a pocket of sky, 
begging the question—is it ever possible to escape humanity? 
Shillady’s answer is an emphatic “No!”
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Herrick Bay Freshet
2010
acrylic on linen
20 x 24 inches

opposite

The Lobsterman
2006
acrylic on canvas
56 x 70 inches



Figures and trees combine in one of Shillady’s most compelling 
new narrative paintings: The End of Dada?. Fraught with visual, 
literary, and performance art references to the Dada art movement, 
The End of Dada? is an ode to the group’s elimination of logic and 
rationale and their embrace of absurd, amusing, and irrational 
forms of artistic expression. 

There is much to be mined in The End of Dada?; some of the 
painting’s references are subtle, such as the clouds which take their 
shape from Jean Arp sculptures, or the Francis Picabia influence 
on the boat rigging. Other inclusions are more apparent, such as 
Marcel Duchamp’s urinal sculpture, Fountain, or the reference to 
Man Ray’s famed photograph, Violon d’Ingres. Shillady has also 
incorporated more recent cultural icons which seem to implement 
the Dada manifesto, such as Keith Haring’s red dog and Jasper 
John’s beer cans. Shillady includes his own brand of Dadaesque 
buffoonery, offering up to his personal creation, The Goatman, 
in partial view behind a rock. An evocative composition, The End 
of Dada? insists on thoughtful consideration from viewers, perhaps 
even some research. The painting is challenging to understand 
without context, though, in true Dada style, it perhaps cannot be 
understood at all. 

The Dada movement is nearing its hundredth birthday, and 
the question mark at the end of the painting’s title implies that 
perhaps Shillady himself is not sure if it is alive or dead. But its 
influence can be felt in much of his work, in his willingness to 
overthrow realism in art, to perceive scenery not as it exists, but to 
subvert reality in favor of distortion, humor, and intuition.

   —Karin Wilkes
   Director, Courthouse Gallery

Churchill Ridge from High Bank
2012
acrylic on rag mounted on panel
8 x 10 inches 

opposite

The End of Dada?
2012
acrylic on canvas
40 x 45 inches



Eggemoggin Reach Regatta
2000
acrylic on masonite
39 x 87 inches



Catboat on the Ways, 1986, acrylic on canvas, 34 x 36 inches The Builders, 2004, acrylic on canvas, 56 x 70 inches



Union Street Blue Hill, 1997, acrylic on masonite, 40 x 54 inches

Summer People, 2009, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 inches



The Woodcutter, 2005, acrylic on canvas, 48 x 74 inches

Herrick Bay East, 2000, oil on linen, 34 x 34 inches



Three Pines, 2006, oil on linen, 32 x 34 inches

Herrick Bay Cove, 2001, oil on canvas, 20 x 30 inches
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The Deeryard, 2007, oil on linen, 28 x 32 inches


