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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on November 28, 2013.

During a chill winter morning, the artist responds in a
phone interview to questions about his art. One hears in his
voice, though, his sense of urgency: Right now, he wants to
be outside, in a particular field on the shores of nearby Lake
Couchiching, setting up his easel so he can paint and
further work out the ideas that inspire him. His sense of
himself as exploring, pushing his own artistic boundaries,
is palpable along the phone wire. “I’m exploring with
colors and brushstrokes. I just want to get back to my
palette. Everything is waiting for me there.”

The intersection of exploration on one’s own, the
outdoors, color, painting, and moving within the comfort-
ing framework of a beloved community is descriptive of
Bewabon Shilling, this month’s cover artist. Known to
friends and family as “Be,” Shilling is a member of the
Ojibway people (often anglicized as Chippewa), one of the
largest First Nations groups in North America. Shilling’s
father, Arthur Shilling, was a well-known Aboriginal artist
in the 1970s and 1980s. He had grown up on a reserve in
Rama, north of Toronto, Canada, and after establishing
himself as an artist, returned there to build a studio and
paint. This is the locale to which his eldest son Be has now
returned to live, work, and grow his own family. Be’s
younger brother Travis is also a fine artist who has returned
to Rama as well. Be was particularly touched by a recent
art show that featured the work of all three artists in these
two generations.

Be describes his childhood and youth as idyllic: He
and Travis played in the woods every day and explored
nature; at the same time, the arts and culture were central to
their lives. They spent hours surrounded by color in their
father’s studio, and the family traveled regularly to Toronto
and elsewhere for cultural events, movies, or shopping.
Always, they were involved in creativity and exploration,
in one way or another. Although his father became chron-
ically ill during Be’s childhood and died when he was only
10, Be reflected, “He left a lot for us: a community, a sense
of stability, a studio waiting for us. I can just feel this
energy, this sense of life from him. I wish he was here now
so I could see where his art would have taken him.”

Throughout childhood, Be drew regularly, but he did
not think much about art as a career. After high school,
though, he took a graphic design course in Toronto and
recognized that he was really good at it—and loved it. He
entered the Ontario College of Art and Design (OCAD) and

in his third year there competed for and obtained a spot in
OCAD’s off-campus program in Florence, Italy (as did his
then-girlfriend, now partner). Shilling relished that year,
feeling a total sense of independence and the opportunity to
explore, endlessly. “I felt like I was in a novel sometimes.
You could walk for hours, feel where the artists used to be,
enjoy the sculpture everywhere. You didn’t have a class-
room, you were on your own and could just explore the
culture that you were seeing and living.”

Shortly after returning to Toronto, Shilling was in-
vited to exhibit at an art show and realized, “Wow! I can
get through the winter with this money. I’ll keep going.”
Although he misses the art shows and varied foods of
Toronto, he has been very pleased to have been able to
return now to live and work in Rama, in a community of
artists and friends, with his partner and their one-and-a-
half-year-old son.

In his painting, Shilling ranges between representation
and abstraction. He has been especially intrigued with the
exploration of color, whether in relation to contrasts and
juxtapositions or to the representation of emotion through
color. In that sense, Twilight Ice Hut, this month’s cover
art, is illustrative of his work.

Ice huts are small portable structures built to protect
people from the elements while ice fishing. Typically such
huts are clustered together, often in a long line. In a way,
Shilling was particularly intrigued by this ice hut on Lake
Couchiching because of its singularity as well as its vivid
yellow color. The brightness of the hut stands out in con-
trast to the bleakness of the deep winter surround at dusk.
Anthropomorphizing the hut, Shilling commented that it
was almost like a person was standing there, an individual
adventurer with his or her own energetic presence.

In this painting, Shilling brings together contrasting
elements that serve to complement one another. Most ob-
viously, there is the color complementarity between the
deep indigos of the sky at nightfall and the reflecting ice
compared with the mustard yellow of the ice hut. Graphic
outlines hint at solid woods, trees, and a building. Flat
swaths of color that emphasize the two-dimensional nature
of a painting are interrupted by the obvious diagonal brush-
strokes that convey a vast, windy, and cold environment.
The small hut perhaps offers a beacon of light, sanctuary,
and protection in a desolate world.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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