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Have no fear of 
perfection - you’ll 

never reach it. 
- Salvador Dali
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9   |   Preface

Growing up, I never thought about my creativity 
or art. I just did it—fully and without reservation. 
I guess I can say I’ve always made art, but who 
hasn’t? The difference is, I just never stopped. 
When I talk about art, I mean the entire spectrum, 
from goofing around with a camcorder, acting out 
scenes from a movie, or placing some pigment on 
a canvas.

For me, one of  the most essential parts of  being 
an artist is feeding my inner child—my curiosity 
to explore new mediums and styles to finding 
those pure uninhibited moments of  expression. 
True freedom of  expression is what makes me the 
artist I am. 

As you flip through this book, you will notice a 
wide range of  creations. Some of  them are huge 
successes. Others, tremendous failures. Yet they 
all reflect my curiosity, inspiration, and emotion. 
Ultimately, it’s not about creating the next most 
extraordinary painting but enjoying the process of  
translating what is inside the mind and offering it 
to the world. Honestly, as you will find out in this 
book, it wasn’t an easy lesson for me to learn. I 
set a lot of  expectations up for myself  and they 
nearly crushed me. They certainly would have, if  
art didn’t teach me that true satisfaction is innate 
and comes from the process, not the end result. 
This story is my rite of  passage—one where I fail, 
succeed, grapple with my mortality, and ultimately, 
shed my innocence and misconceptions. In doing 
so, I completely shift the trajectory of  my life.

Preface
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Introduction
the trend continue, someday you will look 
back at that piece you were once proud of  and 
say to yourself, “that’s shit! How was I ever 
so excited to create something so shitty and 
share it with the world?” Demotivating as this 
may seem, I hope it happens to you because 
that means you have gotten better. But you 
will never reach this phase if  you quit before 
you’ve given yourself  a real fighting chance.

For any of  you who have doubts about your 
art, ability, skills, or whatever it may be, 
do not stop. Don’t give up, because even if  
everything you ever make ultimately ends up 
being garbage, you will never make it unless 
you make it.

Now, I know this is a book about art, and there 
is lots of  it, but to get some context, I must first 
go back to the beginning. Then, I wasn’t an 
artist—I was just some dumb kid who didn’t 
know much about anything (in some ways I 
still am), but here we can see the formative 
elements and experiences that have guided my 
path, giving insight into why I do what I do. 

I like to think of  myself  as a creative. When 
people ask me what I do, sometimes I call 
myself  an artist, other times a designer. 
Sometimes, depending on what project has 
me most consumed, I call myself  that. An 
illustrator, painter, sculptor, web designer, 
graphic designer, muralist, digital artist—
whatever it may be, I create.

This book is intended to highlight key moments 
in my artistic journey and showcase both the 
successes and failures of  my body of  work, from 
amateur to professional. Regardless if  you’re 
an aspiring artist, a professional, a curator, a 
fan of  my work, or just stumbled upon this 
book and have nothing better to do, I hope 
this book reinforces the idea that there is no 
substitution for hard work in order to get good 
at anything. No artist becomes great without 
lots of  practice—in some cases, a full lifetime 
of  it. The reality is that most who dabble in 
making art will only create complete and utter 
garbage. Art, but garbage art. And that’s okay 
because one day, you will create something you 
are proud of. You will impress yourself, and 
that will inspire you to create again. Should 
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The Beginning
As I mentioned before, I’ve always dabbled in 
some type of  creative work, purely for fun. As 
a teen, the thought of  turning creativity into 
a profession never occurred to me, I hardly 
even thought of  it as a hobby. It was a fun, 
welcomed break in elementary and junior 
high from all the boring classes.  

At this point, the only art-related accolade 
in school I ever got was the “Art Award” in 
Grade 5. I got this award because I wasn’t 
smart enough to get honours or even merit, 
and this was the school’s way of  making me 
feel special. So, thanks for that, I guess. 

My mentor at the time, unbeknownst to her, 
was my sister. She’s two years older than me 

Chapter 1 

and thus has two more years of  experience 
when it comes to wielding a pencil. At the 
time, I thought she was an amazing artist and 
aspired to draw like her one day. Truth be 
told, a lot my early drawings that begat praise 
from my peers in elementary were complete 
rip-offs of  her work, but I digress.

In junior high, I fell in love with drama class 
because it gave me the freedom to be a goofball 
and get immediate feedback from my peers by 
making them laugh. In Grade 9, my teachers, 
Lianne Lister Frank, in particular, pressured 
me to join the school play of  Wizard of  Oz, 
where I landed the role of  Tin Man. From 
the rehearsal process to performing live, I was 
hooked. Acting was my new calling.

By the time high school rolled around, I was a 
full-on drama nerd. And although I wasn’t (and 
am still not) a very good singer, I also joined 
musical theater because I thought it would 
be a good experience if  I wanted to pursue a 
career in acting. I came to learn most theater, 
especially big Broadway productions, were 
musicals. Understanding my shortcomings as 
a vocalist steered my attention to the realm of  
acting for film and television. Consequently, I 
set my sights at Vancouver Film School (VFS). 
Starting in Grade 10, I started putting all of  
my time, money, and energy into gearing up 
to move from Edmonton to Vancouver after 
graduation. I even switched high schools after 
Grade 10 to attend a school with a better 
drama and musical theater program.
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By the time Grade 11 rolled around, I only 
ever had a few fleeting glimpses at impressing 
myself  with my artistic ability, but nothing 
notable enough to mention. For the most part, 
the only people who thought I was any good 
were my parents (or so they told me).

While pursuing my dream of  acting, I 
continued to take art classes for the same 
reason I always took art: It entertained me 
between the boring classes. And looking back 
on it now, it was also the only class where I 
had put no pressure on myself  to do well. All I 
really cared about was making something that 
I thought was “cool.”

But that all changed during Grade 11. Just 
like any other year, I took art. But this year 
was different. I was at a new school, had a 
new teacher, and my best childhood friend 
was in my class. These three factors played a 
small but crucial role in the development of   
my art career. 

The first factor was Allan, the art teacher at 
Bev Facey Community High School. You 
see, Allan isn’t just an art teacher—he is a 
professional artist. You know, the kind who 
actually does shows and sells his paintings to 
strangers. Until that point, I had never met an 
artist. I had art teachers before, but they were 

just that: art teachers. Now, I’m sure they had 
a couple of  their side projects or commissions 
from friends and family coming through 
the door. Still, to my knowledge, they never 
pursued it further than that. Who could blame 
them? They’re adults, teaching full-time with 
families with whatever else they have going 
on. Conversely, Allan was all about the hustle. 

He always had a few pieces kicking around the 
classroom that were waiting to be stretched, 
signed, or packaged and shipped to his clients. 
I even got to see some works in progress. I was 
enamoured—how often do you get a “behind 
the scenes” look at what a professional 

Allan Milne
Fine Artist

Three Sisters
10x10”
Acrylic on Canvas
2020



painting looks like in its earliest phases? In all 
honesty, it looked no different than my work. 
As in-progress works, they were rough and 
unrefined, to say the least. But to see first-
hand a glimpse at what being an artist looked 
like and how it functioned was inspiring and 
demanded my respect and admiration for the 
artist. Now without pumping Allan’s ego too 
hard here, I also just thought he was a cool 
guy and still is. We’ve all had our favourite 
teachers growing up. Some you wish you were 
old enough to take them out for a beer and 
shoot the shit with. Well, Allan is one of  those 
guys. Between his cool vibe, artistic ability, and 
the newfound respect I had for Allan, he was, 
categorically, a great mentor (even if  I didn’t 
know it yet because of  my focus on acting).

The second essential factor in fostering my 
career was my peers. Growing up, I had 

always been more of  a “sports guy.” Between 
that and having an older sister, competition 
was no stranger to my life. Though I recognize 
art class isn’t “competitive” per se, I internally 
assessed my projects against the class’s best 
artists. In doing so, I hoped I could impress 
some classmates and hopefully make some 
new friends. At the very least, maybe I could 
become Allan’s favourite student.

And that leads me to the last and final factor: 
Bridget. I grew up in a cul-de-sac a few houses 
down from her. We played lots, fought lots, 
and competed lots. We even had a tea party 
from time to time. But now, in my new school, 
I had the fortune of  being in the same art class 
as her. Amongst our peers, she was one of  the 
“better” artists. So naturally, her art became 
my benchmark because if  it wasn’t up to her 
standard, I would never hear the end of  it (she 

can be pretty sassy). That being said, we are 
still great friends, and Bridget was a great peer 
to bounce ideas off of  and get feedback during 
the trials and tribulations of  creating art.

Unknown to me at the time, these three factors 
played an essential role in my early artistic 
career. Being so emotionally fragile with my 
art like a seedling, I needed encouraging 
people to help foster the skills and confidence 
to take my art outside the classroom and show 
it to the world. 

Various High School Art Pieces
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There isn’t too much to say about my first 
commission. It was for my aunt. She wanted 
something large for her house that matched 
the area rug. Now, I don’t have a photo of  
the area rug, but I can confidently say what 
I created did not go with it at all, and I 
completely missed the mark. However, at the 
time, I was so proud of  it—especially since 
I decided to try out oil painting for the first 
time. A pretty big risk for an amateur artist 
taking on their first commission, I know. But 
it was for my aunt, and there was no way that 
she was going to be the one to tell me I blew 
it and discourage me artistically. To be fair, I 
only charged her $200, which barely covered 
the material costs. To this day, she still has it 
sitting on her wall, and I know for a fact she 
hates it.

First Commission
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First Show
In my 12th and final year of  grade school, I 
had really started to enjoy the artistic process. 
And though I was still very much a “drama 
nerd” hell-bent on moving to Vancouver to 
become an actor, I was hooked on fine art. I 
even took a specialized art class with one other 
student. In this class, all I had to do was finish 
five self-directed projects by the end of  the 
semester. Now, finally, after taking art classes 
for so many years, I had the power to create 
anything I wanted.

While reviewing these finished projects with 
Allan, he brought up the Whyte Avenue 
Artwalk—a weekend event where over 200 
artists line the streets to sell art to the public. 
The event was open to anyone, and with all 
the art I have made in school over the years, 
I thought it might be an excellent opportunity 
to help pay my tuition at VFS. At the time, I 
thought maybe I could get out there and make 
a name for myself  in the Edmonton fine art 
scene.

After graduation, I signed up for the Whyte 
Avenue Artwalk. I wanted a booth as close 
as possible to Allan so that I could watch and 
learn from a pro. Unfortunately, Allan and his 
friends already had spots locked down, and 
the closest I could get was at the other end of  
the block. 

My set-up consisted of  the art I made in 
high school, a shitty, worn-out foldable table, 
and a couple easels. There were no business 
cards, grid walls, printed price tags, bags for 
wrapping sold art, or even a tablecloth.

I wish I could say I sold everything I had, 
made a boatload of  money, and the rest is 
history—but this is no Cinderella story. On 
the first day, I sold one 12x16” piece of  Freddy 
Mercury for $50. Great, except the booth for 
the weekend cost me $100.

Since we were lining the streets, I had two 
neighbours. The first was Roland, a guy 
from somewhere in Saskatchewan. He had 
hundreds of  paintings stacked up to the 
roof  in his vehicle. Mostly, if  not exclusively 
landscapes. This was his 9th year, so I was in the 
presence of  a Whyte Avenue Artwalk veteran. 
Although I wasn’t yet a fan of  landscapes and 
didn’t much care for his work, it was absolute 
magic watching him talk to customers and 
passers-by. The way he presented himself, 
hustled, and spoke about his work and the 
process was something to behold. There was 
something mesmerizing about it. Like any 
interested amateur, I became a sponge, and 
every moment he had a sliver of  time to spare, 
I picked his brain. I mean, no one was coming 
to my booth. I was just standing there, smiling 
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and looking desperate. I don’t consider myself  
a shy person. In fact, I’m fairly outgoing, but 
when it comes to my art, I had no idea what to 
say, let alone how to entice someone to spend 
their hard-earned money on something I did 
in an art class. 

When the second day rolled around, I felt a 
bit more confident. The advice I had received 
from my new weekend mentor had a full 
night’s sleep to sink in. Now, I was ready to 
start putting it into practice. Looking back on 
it now, I’m sure I seemed like an over-bearing, 
over-eager salesman trying to make the hard 
sell, but at least I had a starting point.

When I look back, one thing that makes me 
laugh is talking about the art itself. Like I 
had mentioned, all I really cared about was 
making something that I thought was cool. 
There wasn’t much depth to my work: nothing 
I wanted to say, no particular style—not really 
much of  anything. So when people stopped 
at my table and asked me about my work, I 
felt backed into a corner, almost interrogated. 
They were throwing softballs like, “ooooooh, 
I like this one, what is the meaning behind it?” 
I’d respond by shrugging my shoulders and 
saying, “I dunno, I just saw the picture online 
and thought it would be cool to paint.” 

I realized pretty quick that would not satisfy 
interested customers, so I started making up 
stories about my influence, motive, and what 
I was trying to say. My hope was that a few 
words would resonate with the viewer, and 
they would, in turn, hand me some money—a 
foolproof  plan. However, making up a story 
on the spot proved to be a bit more challenging 

than I thought. Undeterred, I dug my heels 
into my acting ability. After all, it was my job 
to be a good storyteller. With a little repetition 
and refinement, the stories behind my work 
started to get better. Of  course, I’m not 
talking about creating some elaborate story 
about my work and how it’s going to change 
culture as we know it. I kept it small and 
believable. If  I heard, “what’s the meaning 
behind this one?” I might reply, “this one is 
my attempt at capturing a lifetimes worth of  
stories in a single look. Similar to the thousand  
yard stare.” 

I started to notice people were hanging 
around my booth a little longer and asking 
questions about other pieces. After a while, 
I found it a little cumbersome to keep the 
stories consistent. The next thing I knew, I 
was saying something completely new each 
time someone asked me. I even had a lady 
come back to my booth hours later with a 
friend saying, “Hey, I brought my friend to see 
your work. Tell her what you told me about 
that piece.” So then, I had to try and recall 
the exact plate of  bullshit I fed her friend, 
ultimately with her saying, “Nooooooo, that’s 

The Stare
30x30

Acrylic on Board
2012
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not it, wasn’t it about ______?” I had double-
down, backtracking and pretending like there 
was even more depth to the piece that I had 
previously left out. Either way, thousand-
yards was a good method for talking about 
my art if  I wanted people to buy it. I learned 
how integral it is to have a more significant 
meaning or purpose for why I created what I 
created. But whatever, it didn’t matter much 
because I was moving to Vancouver in a few 
months to become an actor.

As the weekend progressed, I sold a few more 
small pieces to some family friends and made 
my booth fee back with some beer money to 
boot. By the time Sunday afternoon rolled 
around, Roland was almost completely sold 
out of  his work. Although I was happy for him, 
I couldn’t help but wish it would’ve been me. 

As the last hour of  the weekend approached, 
a girl from school and her mom stopped 
by to say hi. We chatted for a bit about my 
recent graduation and my upcoming move to 
Vancouver. I noticed her mom couldn’t stop 
looking at one of  my pieces. She asked me 
about it, and tired ol’ me didn’t want to feed 
yet another person some type of  BS about 
my work—especially a friend. Instead, I just 
asked her what she thought about it and how 
it resonated with her. Well, as luck would 
have it, she pretty much sold it to herself. I 
made a whopping $500 to cap the weekend 
off. When I say a whopping $500, I mean it. 
When I put that price tag on, some part of  me 
thought I was condemning that piece to the 
garbage. Who would spend that much money 
on some nobody kid with mediocre art like 
me? But she did. It was the confidence booster 

I needed and ended up being the highlight 
of  my summer. What happened to me next  
was unexpected.

I packed up, and on my way home, I started 
crying. I was overcome by a tidal wave of  
emotions—not because I was happy that my 
wallet was full of  money, but because I was 
so flipping grateful that I had friends and 
family who came out to support me and 
encourage me. That after all the work I put 
into my art, people actually saw something 
in it that was worthy of  adorning their walls. 
That I had found something that fills my soul, 
something I enjoy so fully and completely. To 
this day, that wave of  post-show emotions has  
never wavered.

Various High School Art Pieces
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I was so excited to graduate high school, spend 
the summer with my friends, and work full-
time to save for Vancouver that I didn’t know 
how much I would miss art class. But after 
the Whyte Avenue Artwalk, I realized that I 
had to take it upon myself  to keep creating art 
to feed that part of  my soul and do another 
show one day. But where could I start? With 
no class, no direction, and no one holding me 
accountable, it was all up to me to take charge. 
What do I want to make? Something cool, 
obviously. But what?

Taking Art Outside the Classroom
I just painted whatever I felt like. I wasn’t 
producing much, but it was enough for 
people to notice my new hobby. A few more 
commissions trickled in. I started by charging 
$40 for an 11x14”. They were few and far 
between, but it was nice that people thought 
of  me as an artist and reached out when 
they wanted something. Really, they kept my 
artistic spirit alive when I had no direction, 
and I welcomed them with open arms. 
Since I had no direction, I saw commissions 
like art class, in that the clients provided the 

parameters of  the projects. They allowed me 
to practice a multitude of  different styles and 
subject matters while covering my costs. But 
unfortunately, this train of  cheap commissions 
ended when I moved to Vancouver, and I was 
back to just creating for myself.
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January 2nd, 2013. My first day at VFS. It was 
exciting. I was in a new city with new people 
and living on my own for the first time. I was 
free and doing what I was so passionate about, 
following my dream to become an actor. With 
no parents telling me what to do or how to eat 
I had a cinnamon bun and a beer for dinner 
every day. After the first week of  school, I was 
so sick that I couldn’t go out and party with all 
of  my new friends. Being 18 rocks. 

But before we get into it, there is one small 
detail that I neglected to mention: During 
the final month of  high school, and in the 
middle of  show week, where I was involved 
in two plays and one musical, I discovered a 
cancerous tumor on one of  my testicles. And 
to make a long story short, I had to get one 
removed on the last day of  school. Yeah, there 
were tears, doctor appointments, and a trip to 
the sperm bank in case something went wrong 
during surgery. It was all very sad. But in my 
mind, the best part about having cancer at 
the ripe age of  18 was that it gave me some 
perspective on life. As my diagnosis left the 
doctor’s lips, it really hit me that I will die 
one day. Pretty obvious, but now it felt real. 
I’ve had a taste of  how precious and delicate 
life is. I felt my mortality. It confirmed my 

Chapter 2

Vancouver
decision to uproot my life, leave my friends 
and family behind, and pursue my love for 
acting—something meaningful that gave me 
joy. Moreover, the films I would be in would 
transcend my physical body. It would make 
me live forever. It was my purpose, and maybe 
even destiny.

During the first few months, I was bright-eyed 
and bushy-tailed, working hard to become 
the best actor I could be. But after a while, I 
felt like I was missing out on the fun everyone 
was having without me. I decided to drink 
the acting school Koolaid and get caught up 
in all the drama, relationship drama, drug 
drama, and mental drama—you name it. 
And although I had a hell of  a time living my 
best life, soaking in everything it had to offer 
because I knew I was going to die one day, 
the lifestyle took a toll on my bank account 
and my acting potential. I found myself  more 
worried about what people were going to be 
doing after school and who was all going to 
be there than I did about the next day’s acting 
class. 

Now, my competitive spirit was still alive 
and well. I was putting in the effort to stay 
competitive with my acting peers, even doing 

Acting Influence and Cancer

more than most in dedicating myself  to the 
craft. But at some point, I got lost, and when 
things started going south for me, I felt like I 
had no support group to turn to and boost me 
up. In turn, my acting suffered, my dedication 
suffered, and my enthusiasm to be the best 
suffered. But what didn’t suffer was my art.

Going through acting school at VFS was a 
lot like going to therapy every day. Only, the 
teachers mentally stripped you down to your 
core so that they could help build you back up 
into “your true authentic self ” in hopes that 
your acting would improve because of  it. I have 
mixed feelings about everything that went on 
at that school, but that is for a different book. 
Once we were stripped down to our core 
and vulnerable to the world with our fears, 
insecurities, and past experiences, I started 
to see my classmates as animals. Of  course, 
humans are animals, but I mean in a more 
raw, unfiltered, and wild sense. I saw what we 
truly are behind the formality and civility of  
our society, behind the walls we build around 
ourselves. I saw my classmates through the 
veil of  materialism that divided humans and 
beasts. So, I used this as inspiration to create 
my anthropomorphised animals.
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Birth of the Animals

After seeing my classmates in a state of  raw 
unfiltered animalism, I decided to take it to 
the canvas to translate my thoughts into an 
image.

My first piece was a lion facing the viewer 
straight on in a tuxedo holding a tray with a 
glass of  wine being filled by an undisclosed 
source from above. The lion also boasted 
white gloves and sunglasses.

Each element of  this piece symbolizes aspects 
of  the society we live in and how we, as 
humans, use them to hide our “true authentic 
self.” In other words, we hide our inner animal. 
From our physical appearance to the way we 
act, to the things we put in our bodies, it is all 
a reflection of  ourselves. We are all hiding that 
raw, unfiltered animal within us. The content 
fed to us by cultural pressures keeps us in a 
particular materialistic mindset.  

This piece was my first full experience in really 
impressing myself  with my artistic ability. I 
hung it on my wall, and for weeks I could not 
stop looking at it. In the words of  Salvador 
Dali, “There are some days when I think I’m 
going to die from an overdose of  satisfaction.” 
Now I could see what was in my mind and 
how it resonated with me. I was inspired to 
try it again—this time with another animal. 
Then again, with another. Soon, I had my first 
series of  paintings that accompanied the same 
themes, subject matter, and style.

Lion 
12x36”

Acrylic on Canvas
2013
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A Not So Pleasant Reminder

During the middle of  the semester, we had a 
reading week where I returned home to see 
my family, friends, and have a check-up at the 
Cross Cancer Centre.

Nothing special—just the regular blood work, 
X-rays, and CT scan. But this time, I got a 
phone call from my doctor saying they found 
some more cancer in my lymph nodes on my 
stomach and that I would have to go through 
20 sessions of  radiation.

Again, I faced my mortality, but this time it 
was a little more serious than just chopping 
off a testicle. I was yet another step closer to 
death’s door.

While I waited for the radiation therapy to 
begin, I flew back to Vancouver to inform the 
school. With one month left in the semester 
and approaching final projects, they gave 
me an ultimatum: Either I repeat the second 
semester of  school or perform my final projects 
in all my classes and hope to pass. I chose the 
latter because what kind of  dunce fails acting 
school? It’s acting school.

So with only a short amount of  time before 
my radiation treatments, I had to buckle 
down and finish all my projects: A solo song, 
a dance, a monologue, an acting scene with a 

scene partner, and a few other writing-related 
things that I don’t quite remember. Either 
way, I passed, and before I knew it, I was back 
in Edmonton undergoing radiation.

Radiation kinda sucked. In comparison to 
getting a testicle chopped off, it was worse. 
Different, but worse. I felt fine until the day of  
surgery, was in immense pain for a couple of  
days, and fully recovered in a couple of  weeks. 
But radiation was almost the exact opposite.  

If  you don’t know, the radiation process goes 
a little something like this. I show up to the 
cancer center, change into a gown, sit in a 
waiting room. When it becomes my turn, the 
radiologists bring me to the radiation room. 
They place me on the table and line me up 
with the laser. Once I’m in position, they bring 
out their stick-and-poke tattoo kit and give me 
three little blue dots so they can line me up for 
every following session. I stay as still as I can 
for the next 15 minutes as the hospital staff 
leaves the room, locking a giant two-feet thick 
steel door fit for protecting the world’s finest 
diamonds behind them. Next, they fire up the 
machine, which is quiet and only exudes a 
low humming noise. I cannot feel a thing, and 
after 15 minutes, it’s over. The door opens, 
and I am free to go. Simple, easy. Only 19 
more times to go.  

For radiation around the stomach, the side 
effects include:

• Skin problems, ranging from redness to blistering and 
peeling, in the area the radiation passed through

• Nausea and vomiting
• Diarrhea
• Fatigue
• Low blood cell counts

But the first night, I felt nothing. Day two, I 
started to notice a bit of  nausea. And to make 
a long story short, by the fourth week, I was 
experiencing all of  it. The worst part was not 
being able to hold down any type of  food. But 
within a few days after the treatment was over, 
I was back to normal.  
During this time, I was unemployed and 
didn’t have much to do other than sit at home 
and paint. So over the course of  the month, I 
finished my next anthropomorphised animal 
painting. This one was slightly different from 
my first series. The piece was comprised of  
five smaller paintings (with an animal on each 
canvas) that connected to form a larger image.
Beyond that, I was working with more detail 
on a smaller canvas and instead of  finding 
reference photos from the internet like I 
had done previously, I took my own. Now, I 
am not a professional photographer by any 
means, and back then, I was just about as 
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amateur as they come. But I knew it wasn’t 
about the pictures themselves—it was what 
those pictures allowed me to do when it came 
time to sit down at the canvas. So, I got my 
best friend Riley to dress up in a suit and pose 
for each of  the five animals I painted. Upon 
completion, I was again met with that feeling 
of  impressing myself. I pushed myself  to take 
my art one step further by trying something 
new, making the work a little more challenging, 
and holding myself  to a higher standard.

Something else happened, too. I stopped 
competing with others artistically and started 

competing with myself. Having been outside 
the classroom for a while, there was no one 
left to compete against. I realized the only 
person I can try to beat is me. My criteria also 
changed. With my classmates, I scrutinized 
technique and execution. However, because I 
was trying to improve several ways beyond just 
two aspects of  creating art, the spectrum for 
what I deemed an improvement broadened.

Afterward, each painting attempted to try 
something new or improve at least one element, 
like depth, lighting, canvas size, or orientation. 
Whether it was medium or technique, there 

was always something that I put more focus 
on when approaching the next piece. It made 
the creative process more exciting, playful, 
and free... but also a little scary. But even when 
the end result wasn’t quite right, I could still 
be proud that I improved somewhere.

Animal Party
11x14” (x5)
Acrylic on Canvas
2014
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Return To Van City
Now that everything was all well and good 
again, I returned to Vancouver to start my 
last semester of  school with my class. I was 
reminded, yet again, how precious and delicate 
life can be and to not take it for granted. So 
I used this newfound energy and excitement 
and put it into my acting. After all, these final 
few months were the last before we get tossed 
to the wolves of  the film industry.

The semester was off to a great start. I was 
back to my original self: bright-eyed and 
bushy-tailed with a lust for life like you couldn’t 
imagine. I put all my effort into my acting and 
art. I was becoming much more cognizant 
of  the significant role art was playing in my 
life. This underdog activity that I did in grade 
school was now becoming quite the prolific 
hobby of  mine. Career-wise, I still had no 
intention of  pursuing it more seriously. Being 
able to paint whatever I wanted whenever I 
wanted and make a little bit of  money to boot 
was good enough for me.

School continued. For a while, it dominated 
my life as we assembled our demo reels, 
resumes, cover letters, headshots, and business 
cards on top of  regular classes. It was really 
the final push before graduation, and it was 
a really tense time for everyone. Soon, we’d 
be released into the wild and would have to 
fend for ourselves. But I was still a baby in the 

film industry. Outside of  school, I barely knew 
one professional actor, let alone a professional 
anything in the industry. And if  life has taught 
me anything, it’s all about who you know.

So on the second last week of  school, I had 
a meeting with the department head, Bill 
Marchant. Bill is a lovely fellow who has been 
an actor pretty much his whole life. Bill has 
many admirable qualities—most notably, 
his willingness to connect with everyone he 
talks to, check up on their headspace, and 
take a genuine interest in their thoughts. 
He is also a big hugger and loves to give 
people compliments on how beautiful their 
personalities and qualities are. Now, this 
description may make him sound soft (he 
kind of  is), but he also has a ferocious animal 
inside him with killer instincts. It helped him 
succeed in this dog-eat-dog industry. He is 
simultaneously a hungry wolf  and a puppy—
two qualities that I have grown to admire 
about him over my time at VFS.

I had meetings with Bill throughout the year. 
We would touch base on everything from 
past home life to current worries. Obviously, 
I picked his brain about life in the acting 
industry. But one meeting, Bill had something 
else up his sleeve. We sat down, had some 
small talk, and I asked him about agencies 
and agents. He immediately told me that 

that’s what he wanted to talk to me about. 
Right then and there, Bill called up a man. 
And for the sake of  this story, we will name 
him “Guyman Hubert”, the President of  
Characters Acting Agency—the largest Acting 
Agency in Vancouver at the time. Bill told 
him that he needed to give me an interview, 
and Guyman agreed. I was blown away. This 
might be my ticket to really sinking my teeth 
into the acting world. 

But that wasn’t the case.

I had the meeting with Guyman, and 
everything was all well and good. We got 
along, he liked me, and I liked him. But there 
was something off, something too “fake” 
about the whole thing. Maybe it was the zen 
garden in the middle of  the office space or 
the two intimidating Dobermans I had to step 
over to sit down at his desk. Or maybe when I 
asked him what kind of  roles he could see me 
playing, he hesitated. He referred to a couple 
other actors on his roster that he said look like 
me, saying they went for leading-man roles.  

Now I’m not opposed to leading-man roles, 
nor can I afford to be picky about any roles for 
that matter, I would happily take the part of  
a drug addict/street bum. His comparison of  
me to other people he also represented raised 
a couple red flags for me. Firstly, I got the art 
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award in Grade 5, so obviously, I’m special. 
But his judgment was purely about my visual 
appearance. It felt a bit shallow and uniformed. 
I like to play characters—people with a little 
more quirk and spice to them, rather than 
just a straight edge guy who is charming. Of  
course, I don’t want my judgment of  him to 
be shallow and uninformed, either. I mean, I 
just met the guy. But the second red flag was 
that he already had guys on his roster that  
looked like me. So when an audition for a 
leading man comes across Guyman’s desk, he 
now has to choose which actor he will send 
out for the role. He can’t send all of  us. So 
beyond the other hundred or so actors in the 
audition room, I would also be competing 
with dudes from my agent’s roster. I love my 
fair share of  competition, but a competition 
where only my face is represented posed a lot 
of  issues for me. Not to mention, Characters 
is a large agency with a lot of  actors on the 
roster, so how much attention would I get 
if  I was part of  that roster? Did I mention I 
got the art award in Grade 5? I deserve all 
the attention. So, I casually brought up these 
concerns, and I told Guyman that I just didn’t 
think we would be a great fit. He agreed with 
my concerns and said they were true, shook 
my hand, and thanked me for coming in. Just 
like that, I was back on the street, agentless.  

Le Tigre
36x60”

Acrylic on Canvas
2015
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It wasn’t long after that I actually started 
getting phone calls from agencies wanting 
to bring me in for an interview, audition, or 
just sign me in general. The only thing was 
I had never heard of  these agencies. They 
never even made it on the VFS list of  agencies 
we learned about in school. Except one. 
Lisa Lloyd at Lloyd Talent. She was looking 
for a guy like me. Lloyd Talent is smaller, a 
boutique agency, meaning they represent few 
actors (quality over quantity type thing). I sure 
liked the sound of  that. I would be the only 
early 20s leading-role white guy on the roster. 
So, Lisa called me and set up an interview. We 
chatted about life, interests, and hobbies. Then 
she made me do a few short mock auditions to 
see how I acted when “put on the spot,” and 
it all ended with her signing me as her newest 
actor. I was in, baby! 

The next thing I knew, I was starting to go out 
for all kinds of  auditions. GREAT! The only 
problem was that all the money I had saved to 
go to school and live in Vancouver was drying 
up. I needed a real job to keep me going before 
I made it big.

Getting a job in Vancouver proved to be a lot 
harder than I expected. I needed something 
flexible since I got my sides (script), time, and 
location for auditions the night before. That’s 
when I realized I only had two skills: acting 
and art. Neither exactly shell out the big bucks.

As a teen, I had worked for a bit at London 
Drugs and Sobeys bagging groceries, but I 
never liked working “for the man.” I had 
always been a more entrepreneurial person. 
I was making my money, shoveling driveways 

in the winter, mowing lawns in the summer—
one year, I even helped build decks and fences. 
Other than that, I was always doing odd jobs 
that were more sporadic and paid cash, and 
of  course, I made some money selling art. 
In the months leading up to Vancouver, I 
made my money as a labourer at a Sucker 
Rod Manufacturing plant. If  you don’t know 
what that is, Google it. As the name implies, 
it sucked ass. In summary, I had no real skills 
that could get me anywhere in Vancouver.

Fun fact: nearly every server in Vancouver is 
an actor in some way. They help each other 
and trade around shifts to accommodate 
everyone’s auditions. But I had zero experience 
in that field, so I decided to go to Bartending 
School. It was a one month program that 
taught me all the ins and outs of  bartending 
and how to make over 200 drinks. I actually 
really enjoyed it. But to make another long 
story short, I worked at a bar called Library 
Square for a while as a barback, hoping 
I would get promoted to bartender. That 
never happened. I just got abused and jerked 
around, but I needed the money, so I stayed.

They’d usually just call me in during Friday 
and Saturday nights or when there was a big 
sporting event. The hours weren’t enough to 
pay the bills. But with all this extra free time 
outside of  work, all I could afford to do was sit 
at home and paint. I painted lots—for myself  
and some small cheap commissions. Anything 
that would keep me going.

The good news was that I was getting more 
and more auditions. Better yet, I was getting 
call-backs, which means they narrowed down 

their search to a handful of  people from a pool 
of  hundreds. This was great, but for whatever 
reason, I just couldn’t seal the deal. I called 
my agent and asked her what was up. She 
told me that I was doing fantastic and that, 
ultimately, the final decision came down to 
some type of  physical trait that the director 
liked. For example, some other dude’s sandy 
blond hair over my brown, or his deep brown 
eyes instead of  my blue. Sometimes it even 
came down to who had a larger social media 
following, and mine was pathetic. It wasn’t 
about my lack of  skills or ability as an actor, 
but my physical appearance. So this whole 
time, I was competing with my classmates to 
be the best actor when, truth be told, I just 
needed to dye my hair to look more like an 
All-American fuckface.

This aspect of  the acting industry really irked 
me. It seems obvious now, but at the time, I 
thought my ability would still be able to shine 
through, and the director would be able to see 
I was the right choice. Not really, though.

I faced a lot of  rejection in the acting world. 
I knew I would—that’s all anyone talks about, 
after all. You have to have thick skin. And I 
didn’t mind the rejection. What I minded was 
that there wasn’t a god damn thing I could 
do about it. I mean, I could take more acting 
classes, dance classes, and singing classes, but 
I’m a broke-ass actor, and if  the final decision 
comes down to whoever is 6’2”, and I’m only 
6’0, then what was the point? Regardless, 
I had just spent the past six years of  my life 
working towards this supposedly beautiful and 
fruitful career as an actor, and I wasn’t about 
to give up. That is just not me.
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But in order for me not to give up, I needed 
some money, and bar backing and slinging art 
on the side wasn’t cutting it. I put out nearly 
100 applications to almost every restaurant 
in Vancouver and embellished my resume 
to make it seem like I had bartending and 
serving experience. Eventually, I was hired at 
the Purple Olive in downtown Vancouver, a 
small restaurant that no longer exists. My first 
day consisted of  the owner quickly running 
me through where everything was and which 
server to lean on if  I had any questions before 
running out the door on a Friday night to 
go out with his friends. Suffice it to say, my 
first day as a bartender was a shitshow. I had 
never used a point-of-service system before, 
and I knew even less about the drinks or 
food we had to offer. I was so flustered that 
I had a hard time focusing on the few things 
I actually knew how to do—namely, making 
drinks. I lasted a little over five shifts before I 
was fired for accidentally spilling a drink in the 
ice bucket and not addressing the restaurant’s 
best customer quick enough. I was devastated. 
It was the first time I had ever sucked so bad 
at anything that I got fired. Thank god I was 
still bar backing at Library Square.

Things were looking grim for me. Every month 
was bringing me a little closer to bankruptcy. I 
couldn’t get a decent job, and I couldn’t land 
an acting gig. And just when I thought things 
couldn’t get any worse, they did.
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Fault in Our Stars
I had been back in Vancouver for about 
eight months since I finished my radiation 
therapy for cancer. Now, it was that fun time 
of  the year when I needed to head back to 
Edmonton for another check-up. Same as last 
time—bloodwork, X-rays, and a CT scan.

One thing to note is that I HATE wearing 
hospital gowns. I hate hospitals, and I hate 
being/looking like a patient. So every time I 
had to go for a check-up at the Cross Cancer 
Centre, I wore clothing that was only thin 
fabric and didn’t contain any metal. That way, 
I wouldn’t have to wear those awful gowns, 
and I could at least feel like myself  when I was 
there.

Things got off to a rough start. Maybe it was a 
sign. I needed to get attached to an IV so they 
could pump me full of  a contrast dye solution 
while I was getting a CT scan. I noticed the 
nurse’s name tag said, “In Training,” so I 

made lame a joke about her messing up. A 
word of  advice: don’t manifest crap you don’t 
actually want to happen. As she attempted 
to insert the IV, the cap popped off, and my 
blood started squirting everywhere. She put 
a stop to it, cleaned it up, and tried again. 
This time, it hurt more than usual, but I was 
just glad I wasn’t bleeding out. When it came 
time for the CT scan and the injection of  the 
contrast dye, I felt my arm fill with shooting 
pain. The scan came to an immediate halt, 
and the technicians noticed my arm had 
swollen twice its normal size. The nurse had 
missed my vein, and the contrast dye pumped 
straight into my arm. Some pictures were 
taken, documents were signed, and I was 
assured that nothing bad would happen and 
that the swelling would go away in a couple 
weeks. Then before I knew it, I was back 
getting a CT scan and having the contrast dye 
pumped into me properly so they could get 
some results. Glad that’s over.

So I went home and decided to watch a 
movie. Which movie? The Fault in Our Stars, 
of  course. I had never seen it and thought it 
would appropriate and relatable. I also forgot 
to mention that, by sheer coincidence, I 
happened to make the connection that I had 
been wearing the same shirt the last two times 
I found out I had cancer. It had a picture of  
James Dean on it with the quote, “Live Fast Die 
Young.” I immediately decided that the shirt is 
cursed and have since framed it in a case as a 
reminder of  the power of  manifestation. 

About halfway into the film, the phone rings, 
and my heart sinks. Same-day phone calls 
from the doctor are never good. And as luck 
would have it, my cancer is back—this time, in 
between my lungs. Face-face with my mortality 
once again, even more severe than last time. 
Because this time, it was chemotherapy, and I 
was one step closer to death’s door.
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Third Times the Charm
Yes, this time, it was a little more serious. 
Turns out, having cancer in a vital organ is not 
ideal. Typically, when this type of  lymphatic 
cancer jumps from the testicle to stomach to 
the lungs, it will appear either inside the lungs 
or the brain next. That’ll kill you. So this is 
it—time to get rid of  this shit once and for all. 
Plug me in, hook me up, and let’s flush this 
bitch out. Well, that’s at least the attitude I had 
at the start.

Chemotherapy was a bitch. Worse than losing 
a testicle and radiation combined. Some 
people do great with chemo and only get 
minor symptoms. Not me, I got them all, such 
as but not limited to:

• Fatigue
• Hair loss
• Easy bruising and bleeding
• Anemia (low red blood cell counts)
• Nausea and vomiting
• Appetite changes
• Constipation
• Diarrhea
• Bloody Stool
• Mouth, tongue, and throat problems such as sores and 

pain with swallowing
• Peripheral neuropathy or other nerve problems, such as 

numbness, tingling, and pain
• Skin and nail changes such as dry skin and colour 

change
• Urine and bladder changes and kidney problems
• Weight changes
•	 Chemo brain, which can affect concentration and focus
• Mood changes
• Changes in libido and sexual function
• Fertility problems

One symptom not mentioned on here 
was salivation. Yes, salivation. My mouth 
constantly salivated and in such significant 
quantities that my mouth filled up in 30 to 45 

seconds. I could fill two water bottles a day in 
my own spit. Once, I even knocked my bottle 
over and had to clean it up off the floor. It was 
so sad and gross that I couldn’t help but laugh 
hysterically.

I had four rounds of  chemo. Each round was 
21 days. The first day was an eight hour day 
of  chemo, bag after bag draining into my 
body. The second day, only four hours. An 
hour less than that on day three. After a short 
break, Day seven and 14 held flat at three 
hours. Then we repeat. I also had to take two 
anti-nausea meds, which paradoxically made 
me nauseous. And so, they had to give me 
another anti-nausea med to combat the other 
two. However, I still felt nauseous, just not AS 
nauseous. 

The first couple of  days weren’t bad. No 
symptoms, really. Just nausea. But by the end 
of  the week, I was feeling the effects in full 
force. And they lasted until the last couple 
days of  the 21-day cycle, after which I was 
back to feeling completely fine—just in time 
to start back up on another round of  chemo. 
All I wanted to do was lay around and sleep. 
However, for a couple of  reasons, I could not 
do that. Firstly, it was vital to stay as healthy as 
possible to help my body fight off this cancer, 
so physical activity was a must. Secondly, I was 
bleeding money as I held on to my apartment 

SIDE NOTE: 

This book is supposedly about art, 
and it may not seem like it right now, 
but it is. Like I’ve said, I consider 
myself  a creative, but one thing I’ve 
never really taken a stab at is creative 
writing. At film school, we wrote 
some short scripts, and before that, I 
wrote short essays in grade school—
all were complete failures. And 
this is just another attempt and me 
making some art. But this time, I am 
writing about what I know so that I 
can share it with the world and put 
some context to my work and why I 
do what I do. But I digress.
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in Vancouver and was still paying rent (big 
mistake), so I had to find a job. Luckily for 
me, that came easy with the help of  friends  
and family.

I started working at Festival Place in Sherwood 
Park—a theater that puts on everything 
from concerts to musical theater to dance 
competitions and weddings. I worked for the 
in-house catering company as a bartender. 
Though it was tough and I couldn’t work when 
I was in the middle of  the cycle because of  the 
symptoms, I worked every day in between.

During this time, I painted. Not a lot because I 
was so tired all the time, but I still made some 
time to do something that gave me joy.

Those four months almost killed me. The 
doctors were going to stop treatment after 
the 3rd round because my body was taking 
to the chemo so poorly, but I decided to 
push through and finish. I just wanted to get  
it over with.  

The last day of  my chemo was an exciting 
one. It was less than a week before Christmas. 
I felt shitty, but decently shitty and in high 
spirits. Good enough to go out with my friends 
and family for a celebratory beer like we did 
after I got my testicle removed and finished 
radiation. The nurses advise heavily against 
any alcohol after chemotherapy, especially 
for me, but fuck em. If  neither cancer nor 
chemo can kill me, a beer won’t hurt. Or even 
a couple beers and some shots. But that’s just 
between us.

That night was awesome. I was surrounded 

by all my friends and family and felt so truly 
and deeply loved by everyone who showed up. 
We were all having a great time and feeling so 
appreciative of  life. My parents were talking 
about all the cool things they wanted to do 
with the family when they retired. They were 
even planning out rough dates so they could 
work at retiring at similar times. It was pure 
bliss. And to top it off, my friend wanted to 
take me skiing in Jasper the next day—there 
was no way I was going to turn that down. 
Everything about that night was perfect  
until it wasn’t.

The night came to a close, and we all went 
home. I was so excited about skiing that I could 
hardly sleep. That said, I also just finished 
chemo, and the fatigue was still hitting me 

hard, so I eventually passed out and slept like 
a rock until 4 am. I woke up, but while I was 
packing my bags and waiting for my friend to 
pick me up, the phone rang. You know as well 
as I do phones don’t ring at that time unless 
something serious had happened, and it did. 
Before I could get to the phone, my dad had 
answered it. It was my aunt, and my uncle 
Dan had just had a serious stroke and was 
rushed to the ER. Just then, my friend showed 
up, and my family encouraged me to go and 
said everything would be alright. I jumped in 
the car and was off to Jasper. And by the time 
we hit the halfway mark driving home after 
a full day of  skiing, my uncle Dan was dead 
at the young age of  55. Even after all I had 
been through, I never had a reminder of  how 
precious and delicate life is hit so hard.

Danny Clifton Paisley
1959 – 2014
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Turning Point

Inner Strength (Next Page)
30x40

Oil on Canvas
2015

This piece was inspired by my battles with cancer. It serves as a reminder 
to never sit idle. To go out and make things happen, to eat or be eaten. 
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In January 2015, I returned back to Vancouver 
with my health and not much else. I was now 
leaving my friends and family behind to pursue 
a supposedly “beautiful and fruitful career as 
an actor” in an emotionally fragile state.

The money I made at Festival Place hardly 
covered my rent while I was gone. The shitty 
job I had as a barback when I left would not hire 
me back. I was currently bald with a chubby 
face still swollen from the chemotherapy was 
not helpful in the audition room. And to top 
it all off, my roommate thought it would be a 
good idea to smoke cigarettes with his friends 
inside our apartment during a “welcome 
back” party. Ultimately, that dissolved one of  
the very few friendships in Vancouver I had. I 
don’t think I need to drive it home more than 
I already have, but things were not going well 
for me.

The mix of  emotions between my appreciation 
for life and the things I had versus the 
seemingly endless onslaught of  setbacks and 
let-downs was enough to make anyone go 
mad. And madness was the trajectory I was 
on.

But it was my uncle’s untimely death that 
ultimately saved me from this. Hearing all 
of  my family’s grand retirement plans made 
me realize that we can’t wait for tomorrow 
to happen because that tomorrow may never 
come. I don’t really know what I was doing 
back in Vancouver. My lust for becoming an 
actor was slowly being weathered away, and 
so was everything else. But I also knew that I 
had come too far and put too much effort into 

whatever it was I was doing in Vancouver to 
just give up when things got tough. 

As Sylvester Stallone says in Rocky,  
“The world ain’t all sunshine and rainbows. 
It is a very mean and nasty place, and it will 
beat you to your knees and keep you there 
permanently if  you let it. You, me, or nobody is 
gonna hit as hard as life. But it ain’t how hard 
you hit; it’s about how hard you can get hit and 
keep moving forward.”

And moving forward, I did. I was back on the 
street slinging resumes to anyone. Acting was 
now a secondary concern. I needed a roof  
over my head. After a couple weeks, I finally 
got a call from a catering company. My time at 
Festival Place gave me some experience in the 
catering world that ultimately got me this job. 
They were looking for a driver. It paid $13.00 
an hour—hardly enough to keep me afloat 
even if  I worked full-time. But the beauty of  
this job was that it was flexible enough I could 
continue to pursue acting. Most of  the other 
drivers were also actors, and we could switch 
up our shifts to accommodate each other’s 
auditions. Better yet, we could also use the 
catering vans to get there. And to top it all off, 
the company always provided lunch, and there 
were always leftovers. I took full advantage. 

However, this job also had its drawbacks. 
I wouldn’t know if  I was working the next 
day or not until about 7 pm that night. The 
number of  orders they got determined how 
many drivers they would need the following 
day to make all the deliveries. I would also get 
notified of  auditions around the same time. I 

was literally living day-to-day, hoping I would 
get both an audition and a full day’s work. But 
that was hardly ever the case. The job wasn’t 
full time, and the auditions were few and far 
between. I was still bleeding money monthly.  

Back in Edmonton, my family dentist, Dr. 
Derek Fika, was remodeling his whole 
dentistry practice. Through my family, he 
found out I was an artist and really took a 
liking to what I was creating. When the time 
came to decorate his walls, he, like an angel 
sent from the heavens, reached out to me, not 
just for one piece of  art, but my whole first 
collection of  anthropomorphised animals. 
Six artworks in all. Derek supplied me with 
the gas I needed to jump-start my little artist 
flame and keep me going in Vancouver for a 
couple months longer. 

I was doing my best to paint as much as I could 
and put some more effort into selling my work 
on social media in hopes of  staying afloat. 
I even created a printed portfolio and ran 
around the city to get businesses and galleries 
to showcase my work during my spare time. 
But again, I was met with an onslaught of  
rejection. 

Through it all, I managed to get accepted 
into three art shows. With a little extra cash 
from Derek, I was able to reinvest some of  my 
earnings into the entrance fee for these shows. 
The first show was the International Glitz 
Art Exhibition at Yaletown Roundhouse. 
My first show in three years and it was an 
“international” art exhibition. Awesome! 
I even got a sizable chunk of  wall space all 
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to myself. But without a car and being super 
broke, I faced the challenge of  getting my 
artwork across downtown. Some of  my work 
was too large to carry via bicycle, and with 
the entrance fee to the show eating up what 
little money I had, I couldn’t afford to take 
the bus either. So, I had to walk. Luckily for 
me, my dear friend Brooke from Edmonton 
was visiting. She was more than happy to lend 
a helping hand. Together we warily crossed 
downtown, art in hand, paranoid about 
ruining a piece of  art. It took us two trips to 
get all the art there unscathed. 

Upon arrival, I realized that this show was 
much fancier than I had imagined. This 
was no “wooden table displaying art on the 
sidewalk” type art show. I had a large white 
wall to myself  with proper track lighting. I 
felt like my art wasn’t worthy of  being in such 
a beautiful space. I was insanely nervous. 
I hadn’t really talked about my work to the 
public since that one time three years ago. 
The start of  the evening was rough. As people 
trickled in, I stood beside my art awkwardly 
hoping someone would ask me something 
about it. Great—five minutes in, and I already 
reeked of  desperation. About an hour later, the 
place was starting to fill up, and I had hardly 
talked to a single person. I didn’t know what to 
say without bugging people or seeming pushy. 
So, I just stood off to the side, watching from 
a distance until it looked like someone had a 
question, and started looking around. To be 
honest, I felt creepy. 
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Brooke recognized this and asked if  I wanted 
to smoke some weed with her. “Blasphemy!” 
I thought. “I can’t get stoned at an art show, 
let alone my first show in three years, let alone 
an international show, let alone weed was still 
illegal at this point.” But then again, it wasn’t 
like I could do any worse at talking to people 
about my artwork, right? So we went for a 
little stroll around back and smoked a joint. 

Upon my return, the place had filled up! It was 
packed, and a group of  people stood in front of  
work, pointing, laughing, and chatting about it 
amongst themselves. And I was high as a kite! 
So naturally, I popped up beside them and 
started a conversation. The exchange went 
back and forth; I had found my mojo. The rest 
of  the night just flowed. Between connecting 
with other artists, chatting up strangers, and 
seeing my work displayed on a wall, I felt 
great—like I was in my element. I didn’t sell a 
damn thing. But that didn’t matter. What I got 
from the experience was worth much more.

The second show was the Pancakes and Booze 
Art show—a quirky show that was more 
about getting drunk and having a good time 
than it was about the art. And a good time I 
had. Two other friends from Edmonton were 
in town staying with me, and being able to 
bring them to see my work in a show was a 
real delight. As a bonus, I had help carrying 
my art across downtown again. And just like 
last time, I started out a little awkward, but 
I found myself  in my element as the night 
progressed. Chatting up anyone and everyone 
talking about art all night long. Now I wish I 
could say I sold a piece this time, but I can’t. 

I went home with an empty wallet but with a 
heart full of  joy.  

My third show was a one-month group 
exhibition at the ROAM Gallery—my third 
gallery show. What was different about this 
show was that there was no entrance fee. 
Great. However, they took a 40% commission 
on all art sold. I always wondered how galleries 
made their money, and now I knew. 40% may 
seem like a lot, but most galleries actually take 
a 50% commission. 

During this time, I thought my artwork was 
priced fairly between being an amateur artist 
and its quality. If  I sold a painting, I was 
content with the amount of  money I got. 
When it really came down to the nuts and 
bolts of  it, I was making roughly $6 to $8 after 
material expenses. That margin may seem like 
peanuts, and it is, but at the time, I didn’t care. 
I’d sooner fill my entire day painting for $6 
an hour than doing something else for more 
money. However, when a gallery is taking 
40%, my hourly wage drops significantly. And 
you must remember, that’s only IF I was lucky 
enough to sell a piece. Unfortunately, that’s 
luck that I didn’t have during the ROAMS 
gallery, either. But again, being at the opening 
reception, I felt so alive talking to people and 
other artists. I derived fulfillment from seeing 
people’s faces light up when my work caught 
their eye. I was hungry for more.

One day, I was perusing through Craigslist 
to see if  anyone was looking for artists. 
There was one ad. A frat boy at BCIT was 
looking to get a mural of  the Vancouver City 

Skyline painted on his ceiling for $300. I was 
immediately interested. Before I knew it, I was 
standing on a ladder in his little dorm room, 
slowly working away on my first mural project. 
To put into perspective how amateur I was, I 
thought $300 would be a good deal for me. I 
estimated it would be about $100 of  paint and 
two days of  labour, leaving me a cool $200 
profit. Not really, though.

What I didn’t consider was the canvas. Upon 
arrival, I saw that he had a pop-corn ceiling. 
It only took me a few strokes of  my brush to 
realize that not only was the ceiling going to 
be a bitch to cover up with paint, but it was 
also absorbent. By the end of  it, I had spent 
a total of  $200 in paint, and it took me four 
days to complete. Luckily for me, the frat guy 
was so pleased with my work he wanted me 
to paint another wall. For another $300, I 
painted the wall behind his bed—a mountain 
scene with an owl landing on his bedpost. 
Fortunately for me, the wall was flat and 
smooth, rendering my subsequent estimation 
of  costs a few kilometers more accurate than 
my first. Again, he was thrilled, and my first 
mural was complete. I had never done a piece 
so large or had the opportunity to paint a 
ceiling before. Although I didn’t make much 
money, I saw it as a teachable moment for 
myself. I learned about time management, 
budgeting, and quoting new types of  projects. 
I learned new techniques for painting on 
rougher surfaces and painting large scale in 
general. Though I learned it the hard way (as 
I often do), I learned it all the same, and I am 
better for it because of  it.
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I was becoming mesmerized by the artistic 
world—looking for books on the artistic 
process, watching interviews with artists, and 
seeking out new influences to inspire me. Until 
this point, I didn’t have much in the way of  
artistic influence. In high school, we learned 
about the most well-established artists in each 
genre, but I hardly knew a thing outside of  
that. Growing up, there was an art gallery 
close to my house inside the local mall. I 
loved popping in to check out some artwork. 
Thomas Kinkade was an artist who really 
caught my eye, especially through his use of  
colour and lighting. It seemed almost utopic 
and dreamlike. Next was Joseph Gordard and 
his refined sensibility for colour and humour. 
Last but not least, there was Joe Reimer, who 
had a brushstroke that was wild and full of  
expression while retaining so much detail. 
Years later, I discovered that Joe was a local 
artist in my county. While his subject matter 
and style has since changed drastically, his 
technical skills and professionalism has 
consistently improved.

Since then, my repertoire of  artists I find 
inspiring has grown. Perhaps a few dozen 
artists come to mind, some of  which are a 
similar age as me, and others a lot older, but 
the thread that connects them all is their 
progression as artists. Their technique, style, 
and message are always being tweaked and 
refined. These characteristics are what I think 
make ordinary artists shine above the rest—
something that I take with me into each new 
piece.  
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Chapter 3

Shifting Pursuits
Back to Edmonton

I now had four tastes of  art show soup. All 
four shows had been completely different, 
yet I loved them all the same. People seemed 
to enjoy my anthropomorphised animals, 
and so did I. It captured what I want to say 
while leaving me ample room to grow and 
layer on other messages—building upon my 
animal kingdom.  

Since my return to Vancouver five months 
earlier, everything inside me was beginning to 
shift. I came to a realization that even though 
death was outside of  my control, there were 
still things in my life that were. Most notably, 
my career, and although I had spent the last 
six years of  my life pursuing acting, I found 
out the real reason I was there was to discover 
I was actually an artist. I understood I didn’t 
want my success as an actor to lie at the hands 
of  a stranger judging me on things outside of  
my control. I’d rather my success as an artist 
be accountable to the merits of  my work’s 
quality and message. The thing about acting 
is that it’s hard to do by yourself. Really, it’s 
a team effort, and when it comes down to it, 
I don’t like being cut from the team. In that 
way, art was a remedy. I could do it whenever 
and however I wanted. I was not at the mercy 

of  someone else, doing what they wanted me 
to do, and being a puppet in their own world. 
Art allowed me to be the creator and take full 
control and responsibility.

With my new obsession to fully envelop my life 
and inspiration in creative artistic endeavours, 
I decided I should go back to school. But 
this time studying, something that marries 
practicality and creativity: graphic design.

I did some research into schools and looked 
at tuition costs. Then I looked at my bank 
account. Unfortunately, between my work as 
a driver for a catering company and my art, 
I couldn’t afford to live in Vancouver any 
longer. My bank account had dried up, and if  
I were to return to school, I would be looking 
at putting myself  into massive debt. 
But, I am fortunate enough to have loving 
parents who welcomed me home with open 
arms, as they also saw that my decision to 
pursue graphic design was the right one.

About a week before I moved home, I got 
a call from my agent. Just as I was moving 
back to Edmonton, I had booked my first 
role on an episode of  Untold Stories of  the 

ER. Though I was thrilled, I laughed in the 
irony of  the situation. She asked if  I would 
be able to fly back for the shoots dates. Of  
course, I obliged—I just spent six years of  my 
life and tens of  thousands of  dollars trying to 
get a roll in the acting world. I wasn’t about 
to pass up my one and only opportunity. The 
gig paid decent, but between the flight, food, 
accommodation, and my agent’s commission, 
I broke even.

There isn’t a lot to say about my first 
professional acting gig. I loved it. It was 
everything I was hoping it would be. I had 
a decent amount of  lines, cool makeup, and 
awesome actors to work with. We were all 
serious about what we had to do but also had 
many laughs doing it. And after it was all said 
and done, part of  me wished I could do it 
again and keep doing it every day like I could 
with my art, because like my art, acting fills 
my soul. It’s exciting and scary, it’s active and 
reactive—I feel alive like when I’m talking 
about my art at a show. And another part of  
me was content that I got the opportunity to 
put my skills to use at least once before leaving 
it all behind.
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Zebra
24x36”

Acrylic on Canvas
2015
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So, I moved home broke as can be, bled 
completely dry of  all of  my savings, and 
began to rebuild. I got my job back at Festival 
Place and enrolled in a one-year graphic 
communication program at the Northern 
Alberta Institute of  Technology (NAIT), 
followed by a two-year diploma in Visual 
Communication at the same institution. I 
was already artistically inclined—I just knew 
nothing about computers. The program 
helped with just that. Soon, I was fluent in 
the Adobe Creative Suite coupled with a 
few other pieces of  software that aren’t even 
worth mentioning.

I was in love with graphic communication. 
Not only did it challenge me, it taught me a 
lot about design. Obviously, this knowledge 
was also transferable to my artwork. It gave 
me the skills to understand branding and 
advertising—things sorely lacking in my 
artistic repertoire. I created a brand, including 
the logo, business cards, and website. Even 
though the designs were pretty amateurish, my 
art was really advancing to the next level. On 
top of  it, I relished the art inherent to graphic 
design and how it expanded by toolset beyond 
drawing and painting. Almost everything I did 
in design school, I tried to relate back to how it 

can ultimately help me become a better artist.

Other than studying and working full-time at 
Festival Place, I was also doing more fine art. 
I could see progress in the refinement of  my 
style as well as my technical proficiency, and 
because I was living at home and had a job, 
I wasn’t so desperate to work on commissions 
for a quick buck. I had the flexibility to raise 
my prices—not by much, but enough to reflect 
my progress. I did all types of  commissions: a 
pet portrait, a motorcycle, a landscape, a scene 
from Forest Gump, and so on. I did everything 
I could because of  a simple calculation: I would 
rather do something artistic than something 
not artistic. One day, it would all accumulate 
into something larger—like a book, perhaps?  

I was still doing my anthropomorphised 
animals because they were the ones that were 
becoming more recognizable to the public. I 
was still very much an amateur slipping into 
the realm of  intermediate, but most of  my 
works at the time were being shown around 
coffee shops in Edmonton: like Mill Creek 
Café, Café Haven, Block 1912, and Social 
Grounds. As long as my art was in the public’s 
eye at any given moment, I was happy.

Design  School
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One day I open up my social media to see 
a message from a friend of  mine. He was 
moving out, and his family had given him an 
original watercolour painting of  geese. All he 
told me was, as much as he loves geese, he 
wants something a little weirder. Instead of  
just repurposing the frame, he wanted me to 
add to the existing painting.

My brain exploded. It was something I had 
never done or had even thought about doing. 
It felt wrong to deface another artist’s work, 
but that the same time, it would likely end up 
in the garbage or, worse, Value Village. So 
to save the poor piece of  art, I agreed to the 
project. When my friend came to drop it off, 
I asked him a couple of  questions to get some 
more information about what he wanted. And 
in his own words, he said, “I just want you to 
get weird with it and fuck it up.” He assured 
me there were no wrong answers and that the 
weirder it was, the better. 

Having internalized this information, I got to 
work. But I had never had so much freedom in a 
commission before—I didn’t even give myself  
this much freedom my own work. There, I was 
razor-focused on upholding and improving 
on my artistic ability and the final outcome. 
My mind raced with all the possibilities, 

most of  them lacking the weirdness that I 
knew he wanted. 

Eventually, I got an idea: I would replace one 
of  the geese’s head with a security camera 
watching over a nest of  eggs. After that, the 
rest just flowed. I didn’t think too much of  its 
meaning or what was really supposed to be 
happening. Looking back, I think that’s part 
of  the weirdness. It’s just a random collection 
of  things and creatures that make you wonder, 
“what the fuck am I looking at?” And to tell 
you the truth, I don’t know. But what I can tell 
you is that I felt so incredibly liberated. I loved 
discovering the piece as I was creating it. I 

It Gets Weirder

didn’t plan anything in advance, and I hardly 
sketched an outline of  what I was going to 
do. Outside of  the original idea, I discovered 
everything else in the moment, and the end 
product was exactly what my friend wanted. 
It was something that would catch people’s 
eye, make them stop, and look at it for more 
than a moment, twist their faces up, and get 
a reaction. Now, I wasn’t expecting to adore 
this new process of  working artistically with 
no plan, no previous intention, or thought. 
But I did. It was pure creative freedom, how 
ever I saw fit.

Weird One
38x32”

Acrylic on Board
2016
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Chapter 4

From Amateur to  Professional
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Royal Canadian Mammal Police

One of  the highlights of  my career thus far 
has been my series Royal Canadian Mammal 
Police (RCMP). The project’s origin story 
begins with me scouring the internet looking 
for art grants. I was getting confident enough 
to think I may have a shot at scoring one. I 
didn’t really know which grant or what kind 
of  project I would do, but I had to start 
somewhere, so I took to the internet. Turns 
out, my county offers small grants to artists 
who are trying to develop their artistic 
careers. The grant was for funding some new 
project that would help the artist’s career and 
be inspired and reflect some aspect of  the 
community. Furthermore, the grant required 
that the artist showcase their work in the local 
gallery upon completing the project.

It didn’t take me long to come up with the 
idea for the RCMP series. I thought about 
Canadian culture, animals, icons, and, when it 
came down to it, how the acronym of  RCMP, 
meaning Royal Canadian Mounted Police, 
could easily be adapted to Royal Canadian 
Mammal Police. The title of  the series says 
it all, and with Canada’s 150th birthday the 
following summer, it was Municipal grant 

catnip. So I did a write-up of  what I intended 
to do, and sure enough, I got the grant. Like 
I said, it’s a small grant meant to pay for your 
materials and not much else, and that’s what 
I did. So that was all well and good until I 
thought to myself, “well shit, how am I going 
to execute this?”  

To start, I decided to look for reference photos 
of  RCMP online, and to my demise, there 
weren’t many good ones. So I did what I had 
to do. I took a flyer down to the Police station 
asking RCMP volunteers to dress up in their 
traditional garb and pose in a photoshoot. I 
thought it was a long shot, but, to my surprise, 
I got some volunteers. I had never seen an 
RCMP close up before, and, I can assure you, 
they are more intimidating in person.  

At the time, my studio was in my parent’s 
basement, which also happened to be my 
bedroom. The ceiling was low, and the 
pot lights were not really conducive to 
photoshoots. Did I mention that I was still 
pretty much as amateur as it comes in the field 
of  photography? So, I essentially brought a 
bunch of  adult strangers into my bedroom to 
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pose for some pretty amateur photos in their 
RCMP uniforms. I could see it all on their 
faces when I brought them down: “what have I 
just gotten myself  into?” But, what they didn’t 
know is that I had done this before. It wasn’t 
so much about the photo, but what the photo 
would allow me to do when it came time to 
translate it to the canvas.

So with the photos taken and having chosen the 
animals that best fit their human counterparts, 
I hit the canvas. This series was going to be my 
first series painted with oils. And as I began, 
things were going smooth. Each painting was 
progressing at a reasonable rate, and I was on 
track for hitting my deadline.

But one day, while cleaning my studio, I had 
moved my half-complete RCMP Grizzly Bear 
out of  the way and propped it up against my 
coffee table. I was picking up some paint and 
brushed on the floor. Unfortunately, I cannot 
say I was paying attention to my surroundings. 
As I turned, I accidentally knocked my easel 
over, and it fell right towards my Grizzly Bear 
paintings, ripping a sizable hole right through 
it. I was mortified.

RCMP Beaver
14x18”

Oil on Canvas
2017
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In these types of  circumstances, I usually 
tend to act the same way. For a moment, I 
am in shock of  what just happened, taking 
a moment to examine the damage. Then, I 
fill up with rage, throw some type of  temper 
tantrum for a minute or two to release all 
the pent up energy. Finally, I take a deep 
breath and continue with the most logical  
course of  action.

In this case, I was shocked that my easel had 
just ripped a hole in my canvas. I inspected 
the damage and thought to myself, “oh, it’s 
not that bad, I can fix this.” And I could 
have fixed it, but then it wouldn’t be perfect, 
and what would be the point of  that? But it 
was so much work, and I would risk blowing  
the deadline.

Sometimes you just gotta make a spontaneous 
decision. Instead of  living in the “maybe 
I could fix it” world, I chose the one where 
I definitely couldn’t. I released my energy 
onto the canvas by doing what tastemakers 
call “punching a huge hole right through 
the middle of  it.” The most logical course of  
action was clear: I needed to start over.

RCMP Grizzly
30x40”
Oil on Canvas
2017
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And start over, I did. This set me back a couple 
weeks, but I pressured myself  to complete the 
series before Canada’s 150th birthday. That 
way, I could install my work in the gallery’s 
publicly facing display case. 

As the day approached, I had a few setbacks 
here and there that really cranked up the 
heat. The thing with oil paints is that they 
take days— sometimes weeks—to dry. No 
gallery will hang wet art. So, in the final few 
days leading up to the unveiling, I noticed a 
glaring discrepancy between a couple colours 
I had mixed, believing them to be the same. I 
suppose several chapters into my art cataloge, 
I should have mentioned I am colour blind. 
Not a lot, but enough—it’s all real case-by-
case stuff. So the day before the show, I had 
to repaint an entire section of  my RCMP 
Moose. That night I had three fans going on 
it, hoping that it would dry by the end of  the 
following day. The next morning I woke up, 
lightly touched the canvas, and noticed it was 
still wet. Damn. Only six more hours before I 
have to go install it.  

RCMP Grey Wolf
24x30”

Oil on Canvas
2017



49   |   From Amateur to Professional

RCMP Bighorn Sheep
24x30”
Oil on Canvas
2017

The hardest part about 
painting the Bighorn 
Sheep was the eyes. 
Have you ever seen 
goat eyes? They are 
freaky. And when 
painted accurately 
the Sheep looked very 
“derpy”, taking away 
from the regalness 
of the piece. So more 
human eyes were 
substituted in.”
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I went to school, and upon my return, I ran 
straight to the painting and touched it again. It 
was dry. So I hopped in the car and delivered 
my art. The gallery had their own people to 
hang the work for me, so all I had to do was 
drop it off. I grabbed each piece and propped 
it up against the wall. As I went to grab the last 
piece, I noticed a big blob of  red on the palm 
of  my hand from my RCMP Moose painting. 
Shit. But it was too late. I just took the last 
painting and propped it on the wall when the 
curator came over and asked if  they were dry. 
Confidently, I proclaimed, “yes, but be careful, 
they just finished drying.” Then I thanked 
them and walked away, never knowing if  they 
discovered it was still wet or not.  

This series was met with unprecedented 
success in comparison to the rest of  my other 
works. People loved them, took pictures 
with them, and bought prints of  them. Yes, 
prints. Up until now, I hadn’t been much of  
a print guy, but the demand for prints was 
there. I ended up getting these prints sold in 
stores in Edmonton, Banff, Canmore, Jasper, 
Vancouver, and Nanaimo. Not to mention that 
selling these prints at art shows was a big hit. 
Folks in the Edmonton arts community and 
just people, in general, began taking notice, 
asking for commissions, buying prints, and 
even purchasing original works. Consequently, 
I could reinvest my earnings into more art and 
even tuck some away for a rainy day.

RCMP Moose
36x48”

Oil on Canvas
2017
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Rebrand
This point marked my transition to being a 
professional artist. I had also gotten a lot better 
as a graphic designer. As a consequence, I 
recognized that the signature on my artwork 
wasn’t legible. It was hard to make out my 
name—something that I knew had to change 
eventually. Now that I was confident in 
portraying myself  as a professional artist (even 
though sometimes I didn’t believe it), it was 
time to update my signature. Before, I signed 
my art “Josh Harnack,” with the only legible 
letters being the “J” in Josh and the “H” and 
“K” in Harnack. Even that is debatable. How 
was anyone supposed to Google me if  they 
liked my art? 

Before making the change, I did some research 
into my own name to see if  there were any 
other well-known artists named Harnack, 
and to my surprise, there were none. Fam, 
you gotta step it up! So, for simplicity’s sake, I 
dropped Josh and just went with Harnack. But 
I also needed a new signature, so I practiced. 
I signed my name a million ways. I wanted 
something simple and easy to read and clean 
but not devoid of  artistic flare. You know, like 
Disney without the confusing “D.” Finally, I 
had found my logo.

Signature, Full Name Signature, Initials

Old Logo
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Logo Icon
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Style and Recognizability
Like I had mentioned, my anthropomorphised 
animals were becoming more recognizable 
in the Edmonton art scene. Each new show, 
I was getting more and more people saying, 
“oh, I’ve seen these before at ______,” or, 
“oh, you’re the artist who did ________ 
paintings.” I knew that what I was doing 

was becoming part of  my “thing.” I was the 
“animals in suits guy.” I loved this. I still see 
“people as animals” in the same light that I 
saw them when I painted my first lion. There 
was even a point where if  my friends did some 
type of  anthropomorphism art, people would 
say to them, “oh, that looks like something 
Josh Harnack would do.” Or I would get a 
DM from one of  my friends saying someone 
in Edmonton is trying to copy me. 

The thing is, anthropomorphism isn’t a new 
idea. I mean, Disney has been doing it for 
decades. I’ve just put my personal twist on it 
and interjected my personal story as to why 
I paint them. But what makes them “me” 
are the clean lines, rich and vibrant colours, 
the use of  the entire tonal spectrum from 
pure black to pure white, and the cartoonish 
realism that slips into the realm of  surrealism.

Truth be told, my style regarding my animals 
is just the incessant refinement of  the same 
painting style I used with my lion in 2014.
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Lion 2.0
The lion I painted in 2014 was the birth of  
my anthropomorphised series. It marks a 
special place in my heart since it was when I 
first impressed myself  with my artistic ability. 
It also marks the time where my focus made its 
first small shift from acting to art. But looking 
back on this piece, there is nothing really 
technically special about it. It’s just a flat, 
cartoony looking lion. That being said, it’s one 
of  my most treasured pieces. But over the past 
five years of  making art, I have definitely seen 
some improvement. So, I decided to make 
a visual representation of  my progress by 
repainting my lion from 2014 five years later. 
And what you see here is the result.

This before-and-after serves as a testament 
that hard work and practice pays off. I am by 
no means a gifted artist—I have no natural 
ability. Everything you see is a result of  
repetition, self-discipline, and encouragement 
from my peers.

Lion, 2014 & Lion 2.0, 2019
12x36”

Acrylic on Canvas
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On a similar note, there is another piece of  
art I have that I’ve been adding to for years. 
It all started in high school: during that extra 
art class where I had to create five art pieces 
during the semester, I made Hanx. Originally, 
it was a screenshot from Saving Private Ryan 
when Tom Hanks pulls out his pistol and 
starts shooting at the tank. Why did I paint 
this? I thought it looked cool, of  course. But 
I wanted this piece to be big. So instead of  
canvas, I painted it on a 4x6ft piece of  MDF 
(Medium Density Fiberboard).

Upon completion, it sat in my parents’ garage 
for a few years while I was in Vancouver. When 
I came home, my dad said I needed to do 
something with it or throw it in the garbage. 
Upon telling this to my friend, he showed a 
keen interest in buying it. I told him he could 
have it for free. I mean, it’s not that good, 
and it’s on a giant piece of  wood, rendering it 
heavy and cumbersome to hang on a wall or 
even find a place for in his home. But he didn’t 
mind—he was keen on having it either way.

Months later, after staring at the dang thing 
every time I came over, I told him that I’ve 
gotten much better since I painted it. Enough 
was enough—it needed a bit of  a funky 
update. He obliged, as he knew I was right 
and was eager to help encourage my creativity.

So one afternoon, I dove back into the piece 
and updated Hanx. The updates were similar 
to the weird piece I did for my other friend’s 
commission. I went into it without a concrete 
plan or idea and just started painting. The 
result was great, and I had a blast doing it. I 
was finally content with this piece, and so was 
my friend.  

Months later, he got the opportunity to go 
live in Vancouver. I asked if  he would take 
the piece with him, and he said he wasn’t 
sure yet. I knew getting a piece like that from 
Edmonton to Vancouver and having it in a 
smaller apartment was less than ideal. Still, 
I had grown to really like this piece and the 
updates I had put into it. So, I made him a 
deal: I told him that if  he takes the painting 
to Vancouver, I will make sure that when I 
come to visit him, I spend a day updating the 
piece of  art. That way, the piece will always 
stay current and relevant and never actually 
be done until the day I die. He agreed and 
took the piece to Vancouver. 

Every year, I go out there and spend a good 
chunk of  time adding to it—sometimes less, 
sometimes a little more. Over the past five 
years, I have made countless additions to the 
point where only fragments of  the original 
piece are still visible. What I love most about 

this piece is that it is ever-evolving. It will evolve 
with me as my skills, ability, and influence 
improve until I die. Secondly, I love this piece 
because it is also a time capsule. I can see five 
years of  art in one piece. I can see the skill of  
myself  at 21 years old right next to my skills 
of  today. But what I love most about this piece 
is that, because my friend has allowed me to 
update this piece, I have allowed him to help 
me. Together, we have bonded over creating 
art, helping each other, and keeping our bond 
as friends alive.

One day I hope to have an entire gallery show 
consisting of  every iteration Hanx has been 
through accompanied by the original.  

Hanx
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In the spring of  2018, I was in Vancouver 
for an art show. This show was actually the 
first and only time Hanx has ever been on 
public display. Really, the only reason I used 
Hanx for the show was because I didn’t want 
to ship all my work to Vancouver just for one 
night. But after the show was over and I was 
waiting to catch a flight back to Edmonton, 
I decided to stop in Le Soleil Gallery to see 
some old masters. This gallery was the most 
extensive private collection of  art in Western 
Canada and boasted world-renowned artists 
like Pablo Picasso, Andy Warhol, Frida Kahlo, 
Rembrandt, Norman Rockwell, and, my 
favourite, Salvador Dali.  

I walked in and was greeted immediately 
by the gallerist at the time. I was enthralled 
by the variety of  master artists under one 
roof, as well as the plethora of  incredible 
contemporary artists. The gallerist and I got 
to chatting about the artists and about the 
gallery itself. I asked a lot of  questions, and 
eventually, she asked me what brought me in. 
I said the art, of  course. But I also mentioned 

that I was flying back to Edmonton and was 
just killing some time before I had to be 
at the airport. Continuing with the line of  
questioning, the gallerist inquired what I was 
doing in Vancouver, to which I responded I 
was here for an art show. Fast forward a few 
seconds, and she was scrolling through my 
work. Score. To my surprise, she mentioned 
she would be interested in representing my 
anthropomorphised animals. I tempered my 
expectations, but I left her with my card and 
took off to catch my flight. 

While riding the skytrain, I got a phone call. 
Unlike every other damn phone call I’ve ever 
received, this one contained fantastic news. It 
was the gallerist. She talked to the owner; he 
loved my work and wanted to sign me as their 
newest emerging artist. Obviously, I obliged. 
Now, I had five pieces of  art under the same 
roof  as my artistic hero Salvador Dali—
something that will probably never happen 
again in my lifetime.

The gallery closed 4 months later.

Signed to a Gallery
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Ever since my friend had commissioned me to 
“get weird” with his painting by adding things 
to it, I couldn’t stop thinking about how much 
I enjoyed the process. How free and exciting 
it was just to dive into a painting with little 
to no planning, relying only on imagination 
and skill. It was so different than what I was 
used to—it brought new life to my work. So, I 
sought out more.

The second piece I did was adding to a Karl 
Barnhart print that my friend’s parents gave to 
me. All they wanted was for me to repurpose 
the frame, but once I saw the potential to fuck 
it up a bit, I decided to take full advantage.

I’ll chalk this down as the second time I was 

Unofficial Collaborations
truly impressed with myself  artistically. I love 
the potential of  being able to take the ordinary 
and turn it into the extraordinary. What used 
to be a painting of  two kids at the beach 
playing in the water was now transformed into 
a super eclectic monster-filled extravaganza.

What I loved most about this process is being 
able to play within the structure of  another 
artist’s work. They set the rules. They dictate 
the style, the colours, the lighting, and the 
composition—my playground for fuckery. 
I get to add whatever I see fit, whether it’s 
a portrait of  people whose faces need to be 
tormented or a landscape missing a giant 
monster roaming through it. There are 
countless ways to add a piece to make things 

a bit more eccentric and interesting. It makes 
for a palpable excitement that fulfills and fuels 
me. For me, it’s pure, unbridled expression—
the very thing that makes what I do “art.”

However, I recognize that I am taking another 
artist’s work, either original or print, and 
introjecting my additions to it. I understand 
some may see that as defacing the work and 
consider it to be disrespectful. Of  course, I 
vehemently, but respectfully, disagree. 

Firstly, if  I have my hands on it, that means 
the artist has already sold it, and as an artist, 
that’s the hardest part. So congrats to them, 
they got their money, and now it’s not theirs 
anymore. That’s the dream.
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Secondly, by the time I have acquired it, the 
art has either been sitting in someone’s closet 
for years, on the shelves of  a seedy thrift store, 
or is en route to the dump. I don’t mean to 
come across as some delusional schlub with 
a Messiah complex, but in many cases, I am 
quite literally saving underappreciated art 
from the jaws of  Hell.

Thirdly, I am good at what I do, and I am giving 
the work a new life. I am taking what was old 
and dated and making it contemporary again, 
keeping the artist’s work alive.

And lastly, I am collaborating with another 
artist. It is unofficial, of  course, but a 
collaboration, nonetheless. And now, the 
artwork has a chance of  a second life—who 
knows? Maybe it could help grow the career 
of  another artist. And what artist doesn’t want 
to help out a fellow artist?

And thus, the Unofficial Collaborations are 
born. A new series of  work has begun. But 
as I’ve continued, I have also created my own 
set of  rules to adhere to with each new piece. 
When starting a new piece, I take great care 
to not completely dominate the other artist’s 
work. This means that my additions, even 
though sometimes large, must also be subtle. So 
at a glance, the audience first sees the original 
artist’s work before my additions. Secondly, 
when it comes time to sign the piece, my 
signature is appropriately in conjunction with 
theirs, always adding an “ft.” for featuring. As 
I am not the original artist, my additions are 
only being featured in their work. And lastly, 
there are no reproductions of  my work in the 
form of  prints. They are all originals only.
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Anna Zoldi

This series of  Unofficial Collaborations soon 
turned out to be a hit amongst the general 
public. I found myself  creating more of  them, 
and the public responding. And one day, I got 
an email from a charity.

This charity had recently received almost 200 
paintings by donation, given to them by the 
daughter of  a St. Albert artist who had passed 
away in 2018, Anna Zoldi. As a small charity, 
they didn’t have the manpower to actively sell 
artwork, and so they were hoping I would buy 
all 200 paintings. I asked the lady to send me 
some photos, naturally hoping she would send 
me pictures of  what the art looked like. But 
no, all I got were photos of  the paintings in 
bags and Tupperware bins. Not necessarily 
wanting to take on 200 mystery paintings, I 
told her I would have to think about it.

A week went by, and I had completely 
forgotten all about the proposition until one 
day when the phone rang. Apparently, the 
art was loaded in the truck, and it was either 
going to the dump or to me. I asked if  I could 
come over and flip through the ones I wanted 
and leave the rest, and she politely said no. 
This lady’s hardball tactics were next level. It 
was all or nothing. She gave me a price right 
then and there, and I agreed. I won’t say what 
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the cost was, but for 200 paintings, it was a 
good deal.

At the time, I was hanging out with a friend 
and fellow artist, Grady Wallace. We were at 
his place, doodling and working on upcoming 
pieces. The folks from the charity happened 
to be close by to Grady’s apartment, so they 
dropped them off within the hour. Grady and 
I then spent the rest of  that afternoon sorting 
through all the art in his living room.

Now with 200 paintings—essentially Anna 
Zoldi’s life’s work—they aren’t all going to 
be gems. Most were either incomplete, had 
ripped canvasses, or were practice pieces. 

That being said, there were gems. Some 
were even framed up really nice. Dinged and 
scuffed, but still nicely framed. It took about 
two full hours to sort through them all, putting 
them in three different piles: Keep, donate, 
and trash. By the end of  it, I decided to hang 
on to about 70 paintings. Not a bad haul.

Between these 70 paintings, some were signed 
and dated, others just signed, and some not at 
all. What I did know was that I had artwork 
from 1969 all the way to 2012. It was absolutely 
fascinating to line the paintings up side-by-side 
and see the slow, consistent progress within her 
work. Her style and execution slowly became 
more refined. The number of  errors that she 
had to paint over was fewer and fewer. The 
lighting and detail she incorporated became 
more confident. Anna seemed to most enjoy 
painting landscapes but mixed it up every so 
often with a portrait, bird, or some type of  
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The first show I ever brought my Unofficial 
Collaborations with Anna Zoldi to was in 
St. Albert—where she and her family had 
resided. I had no idea who her daughter was 
and was nervous that she wouldn’t appreciate 
my additions to her mother’s pieces. But that 
wasn’t the case. Anna Zoldi’s daughter did 
come, and she immediately recognized her 
mom’s work. But instead of  grilling me, she 
politely introduced herself  and told me that 
she loved what I was doing and that she was 
happy that her mother’s art lives on to help 
another artist in their career. I hope that 
experience was even half  as meaningful for 
her as it was for me. 

Since then, my Anna Zoldi pieces have come 
with me to every show, and they’ve always 
managed to get a good reaction from their 
audience. But what I have come to realize is 
that a lot of  people will only ever glance at a 
piece of  art before they decided whether they 
like it or not. At a glance, these paintings look 
like pretty run-in-the-mill landscapes. Those 
who stop to really appreciate the art are 
rewarded with discovering that these paintings 
are not at all what they seem. It draws people 
in to discover more, hunt for the monsters, 
and point out my additions if  they can find 
them—kind of  like fine art meets “Where’s 
Waldo?” My hope is that it makes the artwork 
more engaging and conversation-worthy.  

rustic architecture. She even dabbled with 
style, with some pieces using thicker paint and 
a bolder strokes, and others featuring softer 
palette layers painted over repeatedly for 
visual effect.

As I made my additions to her work, I started 
appreciating everything about Anna’s craft, 
noticing the incremental improvements 
between her pieces year to year. One year, it 
would be her colour palette and tonal range. 
The next, she would refine her application 
of  techniques for getting foliage on trees 
or bushes. The year after that, it was her 
approach layering work and the addition 
of  white highlights. It was both surreal and 
validating to get a bird’s eye view over the 
development of  an artist who had a strikingly 
similar approach to my own—focusing on 
one area for improvement at a time. That 
way, even if  the piece didn’t pan out, it still 
represented progress.

Anna Zoldi wasn’t a well-known artist in 
her lifetime, and to my knowledge, she only 
partook in a handful of  shows. I assume there 
were more events—they may just not have 
been well-documented. But nonetheless, 
Anna Zoldi was an artist, and her passion 
for painting was real and reflected in the 
numerous amounts of  work she created. Even 
though I didn’t know Anna personally, one of  
the things I admire about her is her resilience. 
She never gave up painting, even if  she had 
some complete failures. And she did! As 
artists, we all do. But she kept making them, 
and that’s what really inspires me. Anna Zoldi 
made it.  

Sometimes it’s all 
about simplicity. 
My only addition to 
“Family Outing” was 
making the swans 
necks longer. This 
creates a gap for the 
viewers imagination 
to fill in the blank of 
what these creatures 
would look like with a 
stretched out neck. 
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Before
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After
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Before
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After
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AfterBefore
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AfterBefore
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Before
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After
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Before
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After

When Art Comes to Life				11x14				Acrylic on Canvas				2019				Unofficial Collaboartion
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Your Thing”
Chapter 6

“

Most artists will tell you that after finding 
your voice, you need to develop it by sticking 
with it, honing it, and mastering it. Certainly, 
there is a lot of  value in becoming an expert 
in a particular style or look. For me, that’s 
my anthropomorphised animals. They 
kicked off my passion for art and became 
my “thing”—if  somebody knows my art, 
it’s probably because of  that series. Though 
I love my anthromorphised animals, I can’t 
help but hope that, eventually, my Unofficial 
Collaborations (or something else) will become 
my “thing” as well. I mean, I’m only 26 years 
old and still in the infancy of  my career. For 
god sakes, I still haven’t had a solo show.

If  you are struggling to find your “thing,” 
don’t fret. It will come, just keep practicing 
the fundamentals and stay open to change 
and influence. And for fuck sakes, be curious 
and try new things. Embrace inspiration and 
prepare to chase any crazy idea that pops 

in your head. If  you just keep doing it, I 
believe the thing that becomes your “thing” 
usually reveals itself  without much thought. 
Ultimately, your art’s unique proposition is 
you and your expressions. That proposition is 
diminished if  you try to be someone else.

When you find that thing that impresses 
yourself, do as most artists say, and practice it 
over and over again. There is no defined period 
for how long it may take, but the important 
thing is that you will slowly improve. In turn, 
this refinement lets you play with the medium. 
If  you know the rules, you also know when 
and how to break them... and, let’s be honest, 
breaking the rules is fun. It’s freedom, and 
the freer you are, the better you can express 
yourself, except with cinnamon buns.

I know very successful artists who just paint 
the same thing over and over. They are very 
well known and make a comfortable living at 

it, and there’s a pretty compelling argument 
to be made for that approach. It’s basically 
the primary way you can find security and 
recognition as an artist, and most love doing 
what they do. Sounds like an artist’s dream, 
doesn’t it?

But if  you ask me, the world of  art is too vast 
and beautiful to become complacent in just one 
thing. Shoshin, a word from Zen Buddhism, 
meaning “beginner’s mind,” captures my 
desire perfectly. It refers to an attitude of  
openness, eagerness, and freedom from 
preconceptions when approaching a subject. 
I remind myself  of  Shoshin continuously. It’s 
what keeps me inspired, curious, and playful 
within my work. In other words, it keeps my 
inner child alive and well. 

Finding Your Thing





The Road Not Taken (far Left)
12x24”
Acrylic on Canvas
2016

Next Stop
20x40”
Acrylic on Canvas
2019

Harry Growler (Next Page)
12x16”
Acrylic on Canvas
2018





89   |   Your "Thing"

A New Merlow    24x36”    Acrylic on Canvas    2019
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In High Regards    24x36”    Acrylic on Canvas    2019
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Material Animals: Female
40” Round

Acrylic on Birch Panel
2019

Love at first sight. A connection 
that transcends the physical? 
Or a decadent mirage 
confusing the senses?

Material Animals is 
a representation of 
humanities struggle 
to decipher the 
complex language of 
attraction. A language 
endangered by the 
materialism of the 
modern world.

Love at first sight. A connection 
that transcends the physical? 
Or a decadent mirage 
that transcends the physical? 
Or a decadent mirage 

endangered by the 
materialism of the 
endangered by the 
materialism of the 
modern world.
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Material Animals: Male
40” Round

Acrylic on Birch Panel
2019
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Enamel Mammals    36x48”    Oil on Canvas    2018
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Rags to Riches (Left)
18x24”
Acrylic on Canvas
2019

The Purring (Right)
24x30”
Acrylic on Canvas
2019

Snoop Pup (Above)
24x36”
Acrylic on Canvas
2015

We all see our pets in 
different ways. What I 
love about painting pet 
portraits is being able 
to bring that vision to 
life. To really capture 
part of the owner and 
animal ‘s personality 
and combine them. 
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8 O’clock Howl
16x20”
Acrylic on Canvas
2020
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Summer Nights
12x16”

Acrylic on Canvas
2020
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Experimenting

It can be challenging to try something 
completely new. It’s intimidating because 
whatever you do may turn out to be a 
complete failure. It may happen to be a very 
costly failure depending on what type of  
material you are using. Sure, you can research 
all you want before diving into it, but there is 
a kind of  knowledge you can only get from 
doing—a plethora of  nuance that research 
can’t tell you. But even as intimidating as it 
may seem, take the leap. It doesn’t have to 
be a big leap. It can be as simple as jotting 
down a sketch on a piece of  paper to see if  
the idea is worth pursuing even further. Or, 
you can swan-dive right in and purchase all 
the materials you think you’ll need. It doesn’t 
even need to be a leap forward. You can leap 
sideways and test out a small part of  your idea 
in other ways before bringing it back to the 
main idea. Leaping into something new is 
the hardest part, but it gets a lot easier when 
you realize the size and nature of  the leap is 
irrelevant.

Chimp with a Pearl Earring
12x16”

Acrylic on Canvas
2019
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A Wish in Willow Wood
Here’s an example of  what I’m getting 
at—my resin piece, “A Wish in Willow 
Wood.” I had the idea to layer paint and 
resin in a wood cookie until the cookie was 
full, creating a three-dimensional painting. 
This idea sat idle in my head until I joined 
Edmonton’s Vignettes Design Series in 2019. 
Vignettes Design Series is a festival that gives 
Edmontonian designers a chance to flex their 
creative muscles by presenting art in blinged-
up rooms meant to enhance the viewing 
experience. I signed up as an artist and was 
placed on a team of  talented individuals with 
complementary skills. One of  the event’s 
sponsors was donating live edge wood, and 
I took the opportunity to bring this vision to 
life. My first leap was getting the materials; 
however, I had never worked with resin or 
wood that much. So before I committed to 
spending upwards of  $2000 to produce the 
large piece I ultimately envisioned, I took 
a sideways leap and began with two small 
experimental pieces. One turned out pretty 
nice. Again, I ran into the tricky dichotomy 
between doing a lot of  research and actually 
doing it. It’s all to say, working with resin is 
a whole other beast that I was unprepared to 
handle despite learning everything about it 
beforehand. I made my fair share of  mistakes, 
even when I had worked my way up to painting 
the large piece. 

“A Wish in Willow Wood” is a 4” deep, 32” 
wide wood cookie filled with 26 layers of  resin 
with paint between each of  them. The thing 
with “A Wish In Willow Wood” is that it was 
for Vignettes Showcase. There was a hard 
deadline. And with the deadline coming up, 
I had to work on my resin piece almost every 
day to finish it in time. Every day, I was under 
the gun to make another leap. However, there 
were some setbacks. I knew there probably 
would be, so I had a couple buffer days just 
in case—I didn’t want to have another close 
call like it did with my RCMP series. But life 
has a funny way of  never turning out how you 
want it to.  

With only a few days until the show, I was in 
full swing. I was finishing up the resin piece 
but also had to install my room’s wallpaper 
and shelving. After a long night of  work, I 
came home to pour the final layer of  resin 
on top of  the last layer of  dried paint. The 
pour went well—I put the cover on and went 
to bed, hoping the next morning I would lay 
my eyes on my finished piece. Of  course, I 
woke up to find a giant dog hair stuck right the 
layers. Damn you, Jack! The funny thing with 
resin is that if  you sand it down, it will go from 
looking like crystal-clear glass to frosted glass. 
When the next layer of  resin is poured, the 
piece goes back to being crystal clear again. I 

Flutter By
13x19”
Acrylic & Resin in Walnut
2019
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had to spend another full day sanding down 
my piece. With the wood cookie nearly full, 
I had room for one more pour. I went back 
to Vignettes to keep working on my room, 
but by the time I came home, it was too late 
to pour again since I wanted to be awake to 
baby the piece and make sure no dog hairs got  
caught in it. 

So it’s the next morning. 48 hours before go-
time. I woke up and poured my last layer. 
I hovered, pacing back and forth like an 
impatient person in a silent film. I wanted to 
lift the cover to take a peek and make sure all 
was well but couldn’t risk a dog hair slipping. 
After about two hours, the pressure got to me, 
and I went to lift the cover. No dice—it was 
stuck. My heart sank. I tried again, but the 
resin had already partly cured to the cover.

I mentioned how I react in these types of  
situations, didn’t I? I paused, examined the 
damage briefly, and a moment later, in a fit 
of  rage, I ripped the cover off, revealing the 
now ruined piece of  art. I screamed and cried, 
completely defeated. 40 days of  working on 
this piece every day to have it fucked in the 
11th hour. It took 10 minutes of  completely 
losing my shit before I was exhausted enough 
to take a deep breath and proceed with the 
most logical course of  action. 

Well, the resin was still curing, so there was 
nothing I could do until the evening. I finished 
my Vignettes room with my team—at least 
that was turning out to be pretty groovy. I came 
home late that evening and sanded the piece 
until 3 am. The next morning, I was ready 
to make the last pour. With now 24 hours till 

showtime, I poured and prayed that this time 
would be it. The next morning, I lifted the lid, 
and it was perfect! Now, I just had to get it to 
the venue, mount it to the wall, and film the 
final shot for the “making of ” video that was 
to accompany the piece. For once in my life, 
my plan panned out. The piece got installed 
with 30 minutes left until the show opened. I 
added the footage to the video and finished 
rendering it moments after the doors opened. 
I could’ve sworn I was under a divine beam 
sent from the heavens.

Upon closer inspection, the piece was still not 
perfect. Though it bothers me on occasion, I 
am still thrilled with the piece in its entirety—
even with all the time, money, and energy I 
put into trying to get it perfect. But at the end 
of  the day, there is no such thing as perfection. 
But I did try something new and pushed 
myself  artistically. I made mistakes, overcame 
them, grew, and am a better artist than when 
I began the project. That, I can be proud of.  
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I also took a stab a creating a sculpture for 
Vignettes Design Series in 2019. The only 
sculpture I created before this was in high 
school. It was a small soapstone sculpture 
of  a man who was upside down and 
balancing on a rock, which was purchased 
by Strathcona County and added into its  
permanent art collection.

The idea I had for this sculpture was entirely 
different. I had come into possession of  a real 
grey wolf  skull and wanted to create a piece 
that commented on humanity’s relationship 
with nature in a display of  dominance and 
reverence. But to execute my vision, I also 
had to experiment with moulding and casting 
mediums—a costly endeavour, especially 
when you drop your project on the floor.

I discovered that I really enjoyed working in 
the three-dimensional realm. So during the 
summer of  2020, I decided to go big and 
create an eight-foot-tall grizzly bear made 
out of  driftwood. I am nearly complete, 
but with winter putting a halt to my bear, I 
project to complete this piece during the  
summer of  2021.

During the summer, I also got into spray 
painting—something that I had only previously 
dabbled with. With the encouragement 

and mentorship of  my dear friend Grady 
Wallace, I was yet again falling in love with  
another medium. 

I also got the opportunity to work on a novel 
called Dark Night Cometh—a true story 
about a mental health advocate named Dr. 
Austin Mardon. His story is... pretty unique. 
After a few traumatic misadventures in 
Antarctica and the USSR, Austin embarked 
on a weekend-long psychotic bender that 
ends with him in the mental hospital being 

Still Experimenting

diagnosed with schizophrenia. Really, it’s a 
comeback story and an inspiring one at that. 
I had recently bought an iPad and decided to 
try my hand at digital illustration. The result 
was a series of  illustrations highlighting the 
surreal events that took place in Austin’s life.

As my career progresses, so will my exploration. 
I truly believed I have only mapped out the tip 
of  the iceberg. Skimmed the surface.
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Collaboration
 with 
Rad Originals
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The illustrations for this 
book was my first real go 
at digital drawing. My goal 
with these illustrations was 
to capture the essence of 
Austin’s experience with 
Schizophrenia. In turn it 
translated into a rough, 
unrefined and slightly 
chaotic style. 

The illustrations for this 
book was my first real go 
at digital drawing. My goal 
book was my first real go 

translated into a rough, translated into a rough, 
unrefined and slightly 
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Closing Remarks
I’ve been told that I didn’t pick the artist 
life—that it chose me. I don’t buy that for a 
second. My dad always said to me that “every 
man makes his own breaks in life.” He also 
said a bunch of  other important shit, but I 
digress. I never really got what he meant until 
embarking on this artistic path. To me, this 
little nugget of  wisdom means saying “yes” to 
every opportunity, and when there are none, 
to seek them out. It means being rejected 90% 
of  the time but focusing my energy on the 
remaining 10%. It means making my own luck 
by creating art, posting my art, or talking to 
people about my art. Who knows—it may lead 
to a conversation about style and influence, 
new inspiration, or even a commission. Sure 
enough, the opportunities ebb and flow from 
bountiful to scarce, but I see now that they are 
always there. So is the rejection, but you have 
to expect it rather than be discouraged by it.

To be completely honest, as I sit here, I feel 
a bit of  imposter syndrome. And to be even 
more honest, I’ve always felt a bit of  imposter 
syndrome. Here’s the elephant in the room... 

I’m only 26 years old! What the fuck do I know 
about anything? Maybe one thing: I never 
meant to embark on this artistic journey—it 
was never the plan. 10 years ago, when I first 
walked into Allan Milne’s classroom until now, 
I can say with absolute certainty that I never 
expected to sit here and write the story of  how 
I became an artist. I just made stuff because I 
thought it was cool, and I enjoyed doing it. I 
am lucky because I had the luxury of  starting 
my artistic career off without knowing it was 
to become my professional skill set. Why does 
that make me lucky? Because I was able to 
develop without the weight of  the expectations 
that can accompany a pursuit with a defined 
end goal, like my goal of  becoming a world-
famous actor. When you do something purely 
because doing it feeds your soul, you’re just 
going to keep doing it. You might notice, over 
time, slow improvements. And you just might 
get an opportunity or two along the way to 
make something more of  it.
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“I know they say fake it till you make it. But I have 
faked it, and here I am. Have I made it? Whose to 
say? For me, I think it depends on the day. But I 
will continue to make it, till I make it, until I can’t 
make it anymore and you can hold me to it.”
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Capsized
24x24”
Oil on Canvas
2019
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Special  Thanks
Earlier, I mentioned that I traded acting for art because I wanted my success to be contingent on 
my work’s quality and message, rather than how a stranger might perceive me. I wanted the full 
control and responsibility of  doing it myself.

Well, as it pertains to the art itself, that is true. But in the grand scheme of  my success thus far, 
much of  it had nothing to do with me at all. It had everything to do with the people I surrounded 
myself  with. These are the people that have supported me, encouraged me, mentored me, and 
gave me opportunity. I can’t include everyone, and you know who you are. That said, I would 
like to give special thanks to... 

Perry Harnack
Joanne Harnack
Sydney Harnack
Allan Milne
Riley Witiw
Brey Dawson
Grady Wallace
Bridget Budzak
Holly Paisley
Dan Paisley
Allan Harnack
Terry Harnack

Laurie Harnack
Teryn Harnack
Brooke Langmaid
Kareem Sheikh
Adrian Louden
Bill Marchent
Aria Rose
Brooke Vermeersch
Derek Fika
Dianne Fika
Melony Erikson
Anne Forbes

Nancy Sivak
Austin Mardon
Joe Riemer
Zach John Lewis
Anna Zoldi
Nathan Panousis
Lianne Lister Frank
Larry Frank
Mike Muirhead
Craig Leblanc
Zack Dayman
Matt Afonso

Leigh Wright
Jason Blower
Deborah Gust
Corrie Langmaid
Hayden Hornsby
Nicole Allen
Brooke Marion
Anna Dawson
Chris Munn
Alex Hyska
Clare Gibson
Bill Gibson
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Ruminating 2019
40” Round
Mixed Media on Birch Panel
2020



Covid-19
18x24
Acrylic on Canvas
2020
Unofficial	Collaboration	with	Anna	Zoldi
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The Last Supper
14x30”

Acrylic on Paper
2019

Unofficial	Collaboration	with	Zabateri



126   |   Special Thanks



127   |   Special Thanks



128   |   Special Thanks



129   |   Special Thanks

Josh Harnack uses visual art to communicate ideas, thoughts, and 
emotions to the world. Josh was raised in Sherwood Park, Alberta, 
where his spark for the arts began. After graduating highschool in 2012, 
Josh moved to Vancouver to study film. Over the next three years, Josh’s 
passion shifted towards fine art. Frankly, he found himself  too broke 
to do anything but stay home and paint. During this time, Josh was 
diagnosed with cancer on three separate occasions, resulting in surgery, 
radiation treatment, and, ultimately, chemotherapy. In 2015, Josh 
moved back home to Edmonton, where he began his professional career 
as an artist. A couple of  years later, Josh graduated with honours from 
NAIT, majoring in both Graphic Design and Visual Communication 
while showing his works in exhibitions and galleries across Western 
Canada. Josh’s work extends to many different mediums but specialized 
in oil and acrylic painting. His themes usually center around belonging, 
or lack thereof, blending in and standing out, and the sheer weirdness 
of  existence. Josh has received awards and grants in both fine art and 
design. Currently, he’s working on a wide range of  projects, focused on 
creating meaningful and worthwhile art before his time expires.

Biography
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My work speaks to those who wander—who don’t belong. 
My battles with cancer as a young adult warned me that my 
time should not be spent trying to fit in, but learning to em-
brace the strangest parts of myself, including the monsters 
and demons. This struggle is found in each of my pieces: the 
corruption of realism with the surreal; the distortion of the 
physical world by our metaphysical imaginations. I believe 
that seeking to understand this internal dialogue is critical 
to a healthy life. Dozens of paintings later, I’m pleased to 
report that I’ve been in remission for 5 years. Hopefully, be-
holders will use my paintings and sculptures as prompts for 
their own self-discovery. Our journey has begun.




