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ON THE COVER

Harold Wilson’s Truck by Marlene Bulas

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on April 26, 2017

For artist Marlene Bulas, the only thing better than spend-
ing time at her cottage is the anticipatory drive to get there.
She loves the rolling hills, curves in the road, colorful fields,
water in the distance. “I can feel a weight lift off my
shoulders,” she notes. She further describes a particular
moment, in her studio while doing a “road painting,” part of
a series evoking those bucolic roads and vistas. She listened
to Fred Eaglesmith, a country singer-songwriter, tell a story
in song about Harold Wilson. Harold is a down and out
farmer whose wife has left him, his kids are not speaking to
him, and he lives at the Paradise Motel. Bulas thought to
herself, “Oh, Harold Wilson needs a red truck” and so she
added it to the painting she was working on at the time.

That painting, the cover of this month’s American Psy-
chologist, was selected by Ducks Unlimited Canada, a wet-
lands conservation group, as part of a juried show and
fund-raiser. Bulas reflects, humorously, that “being kind to
Harold Wilson paid off.”

Bulas grew up in rural Ontario, one of six children. Her
mother, who had attended art college and whose teachers
included a number of Canadian icons of art, showed her
how to draw and paint. Bulas “dabbled at it” as a child but
by high school had decided that painting would not be her
career. Instead, she attended the University of Toronto,
became a dental hygienist, married a dentist, and focused on
the world of dentistry.

When her three children were teenagers, one of them said:
“Mom, you need to get a life!” Serendipity struck, Bulas
reflects: “That night a friend phoned and asked, “What are
you doing?’ I said, ‘I have to get a life.””” The next week, she
started taking art classes.

Bulas now describes this experience as being “like find-
ing something you were meant to do.” The class was very
small, but Bulas recognizes that the atmosphere, one that
was positive and nurturing, was hugely important to her
artistic development. The instructor would display paintings
by impressionists and postimpressionists encourage the stu-
dents to go home and paint, and invite them to show their
work at the next class. “We all praised each other’s work,”
says Bulas. That atmosphere of acceptance and encourage-
ment was vital to her developing artistry. The now former
students are still close friends.
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Although she felt guilty for leaving her family on week-
ends for workshops, Bulas felt supported by them. Her
children, surprised at first, were impressed that she was
displaying her art in shows and was featured on TV at times.
Her mother, who had not had time for painting while raising
her children and living on a farm, encouraged her as well.
She had returned to painting, but then stopped, feeling that
she no longer had the desire to paint. She told Bulas, “As
long as you want to do it, you should. Don’t always expect
that you’ll want to.” Bulas reflects, “That’s the big message
I got. I'm very grateful for that. If there’s an opportunity I
like to take advantage of it.”

Bulas describes her painting style as contemporary.
Forms are completely recognizable, though there is some
level of abstraction.

It’s a lot about sharp lines and soft lines. Even though the
perspective is not perfect, it’s believable and gets people to
look further. The abstraction invites the viewer to share in the
meaning of the paintings more than if they were entirely
representational.

As her paintings have become simpler and somewhat
more abstract, Bulas feels that there is an inner energy that
communicates to the viewer. Her own inner sense of joy in
painting— often, metaphorically, the roads and journey of
life—engages the viewer to become more involved: “Some-
thing from within them will surface,” she feels.

Bulas’s connection with others through painting is evi-
dent, whether those others are family or the larger world.
Spending time with her grandchildren at the cottage, show-
ing them how to paint, and encouraging their artistic talent
is, she finds, a wonderful way of communicating with them.
She wants to do paintings to donate to hospitals or women’s
shelters: “Giving back to the community is really important
to me,” she says. She also envisions creating workshops for
retirement homes and assisting seniors in learning to paint,
paying attention to the process, “being there to talk with
them and visit with them.”

“When things aren’t going well,” she notes, “the art angel
taps you on the shoulder and says ‘keep on going.”” Just as
Eaglesmith’s Harold Wilson has been “given” his own red
truck, smack in the middle of this pastoral landscape, we
can make use of art and whimsy in our own life journeys.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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