
It’s where Salt Spring artist Wesley Clark 
first saw them and started painting them 
more than 30 years ago. He’s since caught 
them and immortalized them across his 
canvases. Perhaps the fading hues of their 
decaying bodies reminds us all that we too are 
a part of something larger, destined to play 
out our own time-limited personal journeys as 
best we can.

In Clark’s paintings, both acrylic and water-
colour, especially of the salmon, he’s intrigued 
by that returning to and the decaying back 
into the earth as a gift, the infinity of a cycle, 
layer upon layer and rebirth.   

It’s pretty clear that his life has been an 
individualistic forging. He’s traversed physical 
landscapes and metaphorical ones with his 
wife Elaine, carrying the insights and emo-
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As more than an estimated 23 million sockeye returned to the Adams 
River near Chase, B.C. last month, their olive and red-orange bodies bright-
ened the dark water, announcing the completion of a sacred cycle. 
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tion that tinged the places they’ve been, then transformed those sights, 
memories and emotions into acrylics, watercolours and sculptures. 

At first the focus was on landscapes, exploring interconnectivity 
through West Coast ecosystems. Add in a fascination with art history, 
completing a Master of Education degree and travels to Mexico and 
learning about ancient civilizations such as the Mayan. There’s a fascina-
tion with horses through the ages — Greek, Chinese, Celtic and Roman 
— and other cultures and their antiquities. Think archeaologist meets 
Indigenous-styled pictographs. Iconography scattered across not only 
human history but across collective unconsciousness into his paintings 
and sculptures.

Stunning splashes of deep aquamarines and fiery orange-reds elicit 
the landscape of sun-parched Africa in a Jungian dream-like quality in 
his Ancient Cultures collection. It’s as if he’s tracing human evolution, 
subconsciously, and it’s colliding with an intriguing mix of symbols and 
shapes, mixed-media style. 

“It’s about the essence,” he says. Whittling it down in life and in his 
paintings.

He’s captivated by universality, its meaning and intelligence, about 
the spontaneous and the emotive. He’s interested in the artifacts that 

hint at what used to matter and to be. Travels through Australia, South-
east Asia, the South Pacific and Mexico have strongly influenced the 
evolution of his work.

Clark is a 6’2” bear of a man with bushy salt and pepper hair. When 
I meet him at his south-end property and drive past a recent salmon 
sculpture on the fence, it’s clear that he was born an artist, couldn’t 
possibly delineate when he “became one,” but nature has always walked 
hand in hand with that process.  

The connection goes back to when he was 12 years old in Oakville, 
Ont., where he played in the deciduous forests. One day, a disaster: a 
company poured chemicals into a favourite stream and “killed every-
thing overnight.” It was a pivotal realization. To protect or pillage? In 
an organic moving towards more than an outright decision, he began 
to focus his artistic instincts towards preservation. This translated into 
where he settled and into his subject matter. 

Then, in 1994, a seminal experience. He was invited as the sole artist 
on a rafting expedition into B.C.’s pristine jewel, the Kitlope, a Tsimshi-
an word meaning “people of the rocks.” He joined scientists, river run-
ners, conservationists and writers on a journey detailed in the October 
1994 issue of Equinox magazine.

at top: beaver Point home built 
by Wesley clark and family.
at right: clark and wife elaine 
at a Mayan ruin near Tolume, 
Mexico in 2012.
far right: clark at home in 2014.
Previous page, across the top, 
from left: return series #2 + 
#3 and sockeye fantasy, all 
acrylic on canvas from 2008 to 
2013; with Herring ball, acrylic 
on canvas (2008), above and 
below; and father rock, also 
acrylic on canvas (2014).
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from top: clark in front 
of first nations-inspired
West coast dancers, each 
being 4 x 6-foot acrylic 
on canvas works at Pacific 
shores resort & spa in 
Parksville; shorelines 
series #1 (acrylic on 
canvas, 2014); rainbow 
Theory (5 x 5-foot, acrylic 
on canvas, 2000); and 
seal bay cormorants 
(watercolour, 2006). 
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They set out from Bella Coola, 1,000 kilometres north of 
vancouver, into an area that prior to the 1990s had been known 
only to groups of Haisla people. It was a 12-day adventure that is 
still the highlight of his career to date, and one that succeeded 
in convincing West fraser Timber to give up 80 per cent of their 
logging rights, a 317,000-square-hectare area, now secured as a 
protected area by government. Afterwards, West fraser purchased 
every one of Clark’s paintings for their corporate collection. It was 
the beginning of a relationship that would lead to other collabora-
tions and further expeditions in other environmental fights. His 
painting, Survey Ribbons, was chosen as the fundraising poster 
for the Western Canada Wilderness Committee book called 
Carmanah: Artistic visions of an Ancient Rainforest, to which he 
donated both the painting and all proceeds.

He also has six large dyptichs in the lobby of the Parkside Spa 
Hotel in victoria, and other works in private collections in north 
America.

The current thorn in his side is the grizzly bear trophy hunt 
that the B.C. government refuses to stop via legislation. You may 
be surprised to learn that “recreational hunting opportunities” are 
bought and sold on eBay. 

When urged, Clark lists off Picasso, van Gogh, Modigliani 
and Matisse as his influences or “How about Riopelle meets J.W. 
Turner?” he asks. In truth, he says that all art matters. One form 
not more or less than the other.  

five years ago, arriving on Salt Spring, he and Elaine were at-
tracted by the Garry oak ecosystem at the back of the three-acre 
property they purchased on Bridgman Road. He’s committed 
to nurturing the unique plant, animal and insect species in an 
ecosystem that originated some 7,000 to 10,000 years ago. To 
do so will mean shaping the towering Douglas fir branches that 
block the sunshine the oaks thrive on. There’s raised beds out the 
front door, ruddy Arbutus trees interspersed and, in the distance, 
glimpses of Russell Island.

As an adult, home has always been close to the shoreline: first 
in victoria where he earned a B.f.A. from the university of vic-
toria, then Denman Island’s waterfront and Comox for 20 years. 
He wove his painting time around the schedules of their three 
growing children, getting images down in swipes of colour. He 
also taught high school while Elaine, a dental hygienist whom he 
met when he went to get his teeth cleaned almost 40 years ago in 
vernon, has brought in the consistent income.

He admits it has taken some getting used to living in their 
600-square-foot house that he built with his two sons (now aged 
27 and 30). Clearing the land, they built home and studio in a 
shared experience that has elements of the one Clark remembers 
with his own father and brother. In high school, the brothers built 
a cottage near vernon’s Silver Star. It’s a cycle of family working 
together to create self-sufficiency.

His paintings have always focused on the sacred — in other 
species, in environment, in relationships — trying to create aware-
ness of that mindfully. It’s been a “crazy, artful adventure,” he says.

See Wesley Clark and his paintings at the Out of Hand Artisan 
show at Crystal Garden in victoria, nov. 28 to 30.

visit his website at www.wesleyclarkfineart.com.  
find out what Raincoast Conservation foundation has done to 

fight grizzly bear trophy hunting: www.raincoast.org


