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Monte Clark is pleased to exhibit a focused solo 
presentation of new sculptures by Claude Rocky 
LaRock at this year’s edition of Art Toronto.

Stó:lō master carver Claude “Rocky” LaRock gives 
form to the narratives and themes expressed by 
the spiritual and supernatural figures central to 
his culture and community in a way that renders 
them anew. Using chainsaws and power tools, 
and adorning his masks with a level of material 
complexity virtually unprecedented in Northwest 
Coast art, LaRock departs from the ceremonial 
form to create an altogether different kind of mask 
intended not to transform the identity of a wearer 
but to transform the condition of the viewer.
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An Altogether Different Kind 
of Mask: Materiality, Function 
and Sophistication in the Work 
of Claude “Rocky” LaRock

Written by Jaiden George, writer and artist, 
Ahousaht Nation, Tofino BC. 



Stó:lō  master carver Claude “Rocky” LaRock has had 
a career as a practicing artist for over forty years, 
during which time he has produced a number of masks 
that are easily recognizable as Northwest Coast 
Indigenous art: they are immaculately carved by hand, 
represent familiar mythological and spiritual figures, 
and are adorned with the conventional ovoids and 
forms characteristic of traditional formline techniques. 
Though traditional methodologies of making and 
doing continue to be an essential part of Northwest 
Coast Indigenous cultures, LaRock has, in his recent 
work, differentiated dramatically from ceremonial 
forms to create an altogether different kind of mask 
whose function is not to transform the identity of its 
wearer, but to transform the condition of the viewer 
— an important distinction that calls for a specific 
approach to viewing this new work. Candice Hopkins, 
writing about the masks of the late Beau Dick (one 
of LaRock’s most notable influences), raises three 
pointed questions which can offer a basis from which 
to approach LaRock’s work: “Is an object’s material 
nature a source of its power, or does that power 
reside somewhere else? Can an object disrupt the 
power relations that are set into motion the moment 
that it is placed in a gallery or museum?”, and lastly, 
“can it disrupt the (still prevalent) impulse to attach 
the word “primitive” to this object despite increasingly 
broad definitions of artistic practice?” (32-33) These 
are, respectively, questions of materiality, function, 
and sophistication.

To begin to answer the question of materiality, it is 
necessary to first trace the method by which the 
masks are created. The fundamental event in the 
engendering of LaRock’s methodology occurred when 
the artist entered a carving competition in Hope, 
BC, wherein all twelve of his competitors worked 
efficiently and swiftly with chainsaws and power tools, 
while he alone worked painstakingly by hand. This 
event so profoundly affected him that he returned to 
his home, threw out all of his hand tools and replaced 
them with power tools and chainsaws, with which he 
began carving not according to a strict adherence to 
symmetry or precision, but to an intuited response to 
the feel of the wood. The resulting rough aesthetic 
produced by this mode of working marks the first in 
a series of bold creative decisions that have come to 
define LaRock’s work, and it is through this mode of 
working that LaRock gives form to the narratives and 
themes expressed by the spiritual and supernatural 
figures central to his culture and community — such 
as Raven, Eagle, Heron, or Sasquatch (Sasq’ets) — in 
such a manner that renders them anew. They are often 
adorned with a level of material complexity virtually 
unprecedented in Northwest Coast art, incorporating 
everything from charred cedar wood, eagle feathers, 
horsehair, and moss, to bones, antlers, bear teeth, and 
small animal skulls; the materials are always organic, 
collected by LaRock himself or via his network of local 
gatherers. Occasionally, this material complexity can 
even be attributed to a single, central object, rather 
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than an assemblage of matter, as in River Spirit, 
wherein LaRock has carved a heron out of the foraged 
stump of a tree recovered from the catastrophic 
flooding that swept the province during the winter 
of 2021. Unequivocally, nature figures centrally 
in LaRock’s work. If nature is, as Jeffrey Kastner 
proposes, the “elusive originary other — a system 
we are fundamentally native to, but unavoidably 
separate from,” (14) and the mask, according to Oto 
Bihalji-Merin, “the other face,” (7) then we could say 
of LaRock’s masks that they reveal the “other face” as 
that of the originary other: nature. But, importantly, 
this is nature as a material manifestation of its spiritual 
origin as articulated in Indigenous metaphysics, which 
assumes a spiritual primacy to existence1. Thus it could 
be said that the masks are material representations 
that signify their spiritual origin, which is the source 
of their power.

Spirituality, contextualized within the practices and 
traditions of Northwest Coast cultures, invokes 
ceremony; in ascertaining the capacity of LaRock’s 
masks to disrupt power relations, some foregrounding 
in the ceremonial uses and ontological properties of 
masks can be helpful. Broadly speaking, masking 
is employed as a technique of concealment and 
transformation, wherein the performer who wears 
the mask is transformed into something or someone 
else. What changes across cultures is the manner in 
which transformation is articulated and the function 
that it is intended to perform. In Northwest Coast 

cultures, masks continue to be utilized in and are 
integral to ceremonial performance as a means of 
expressing and engaging with ancestral experiences 
and teachings. But, again, in the work of LaRock is 
an altogether different kind of mask, not created for 
ceremonial use (and besides usually too large to wear), 
but no less engaged in the ancestral experiences and 
teachings of LaRock’s Stö:ló heritage. It would not 
be quite correct to say that they are instead intended 
“for display”; rather, they are intended, through their 
display, to fulfill their purpose, which is to transform 
the condition of the viewer. 

In Sásq’ets Sts’eláxwem (Sasquatch Spirit Dancer), 
one of a number of LaRock’s masks that depict 
supernatural figures bisected — animated and alive on 
one side, spectral on the other — the spirit and material 
worlds are represented as simultaneous experience. 
This functions to remind us that the sensory and the 
spiritual are not — indeed cannot  — be segregated, 
and that a way of being in the world that omits the 
spiritual will forever be incomplete, blind to that 
which LaRock seeks to purify and cleanse in us. That 
the function of this mask is not impeded or infringed 
upon by its display on the gallery or museum wall (as 
is often the case with ceremonial masks intended to 
be worn, divorced from the context of their use) — 
that it in fact leverages the space on its own terms to 
enact what it is intended to do — is reflective of its 
disruptive and subversive power.

1 For more on indigenous metaphysics, see E. Richard Atleo’s Tsawalk.



“In our culture, everything that we do, that we 
make, that we create, has a meaning and a job to 
do. We have the gift to see, feel and understand, 
and to act on spiritual matters in the spirit world. 
When I make a mask, it has spirit, and that 
mask is doing a job. That mask is cleansing and 
purifying all of the evil stuff that people have 
picked up without them even knowing it”

Rocky LaRock, E’yies’lek Rocky LaRock: The Wild Inside.
The Reach Gallery, Abbotsford, 2021
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Curiously, disruption and subversion are considered 
by some to be deviations from the more “authentic” 
ceremonial mode of production. LaRock’s work, 
interpreted through this lens, holds a diminished 
value, for its supposed dissociation from the more 
deeply auratic traditional form. It does not function 
nor look the way Indigenous art is “supposed” to. 
Predispositions of this sort as a means to measure the 
worth of indigenous art today derives from a distinctly 
European fetish and longing for the authenticity of 
an order described by Marcia Crosby as belonging 
to that of the “Imaginary Indian”2, which demands 
that indigenous art be static, unchanging and in 
accordance with a westernized idea of primitivity. 
This is a positioning that refuses to acknowledge 
the validity of an artform that is, in actuality, a living, 
multitudinous and complex mode of expression that 
can be employed — as is the case with LaRock’s 
work — to articulate a Northwest Coast Indigenous 
aesthetic response to the changing conditions of the 
present. Thus, to conceive of LaRock’s masks as “not 
ceremonial enough” is to miss the point entirely. It is 
precisely LaRock’s decision to forgo the ceremonial 
that renders his masks remarkable - for here is an artist 
who has mastered traditional techniques of making 
and has decided to embrace alternate technologies 
and ways of doing so as to reach for something else: 
the creation of the new.

To return, then, to the questions of Candace Hopkins, 
LaRock’s complex material representations signify an 
order of nature described by Indigenous metaphysics, 
thus locating their power as belonging to that of 
their spiritual origin. They leverage the gallery or 
museum wall to channel and articulate this power, 
and thus disrupt the power relations inherent in these 
institutional spaces. Finally, their incontrovertible 
originality and departure from the ceremonial 
challenges predominant, distinctly Western 
narratives of authenticity and primitivity. Treading into 
unforeseen territory to engage with contemporary 
themes and audiences, LaRock takes part in the 
expansion and enriching of dialogues surrounding 
Northwest Coast art. In doing so, he joins those 
indigenous modernists who bridge past and present 
to, as Laurence Paul Yuxweluptun phrases it, “take the 
translation of (their) cultures in new directions”(11), 
challenging externally imposed definitions of what 
Indigenous art can be and what it should look like. 
While Yuxweluptun does this through his creation of 
Ovoidism, and Brian Jungen through his astounding 
exploration of unexpected synthetic materials, LaRock 
opts for a subtler approach, defined by a distinct visual 
language that breathes new life into the spiritual and 
supernatural.

2 See Marcia Crosby’s “The Construction of the Imaginary Indian”



E`yies`lek “Rocky” LaRock
Sásq’ets, the Sasquatch
2022
Cedar, maple, horse hair, copper and bone.
46 x 20 x 9 in
$18,000

Exhibited at The Evergreen Art Gallery, 
“Semá:th Xó:tsa: Sts’ólemeqwelh Sxó:tsa / Great 
Gramma’s Lake” June–July, 2022. Rachel Topham 
Photography. “Semá:th Xó:tsa: Sts’ólemeqwelh 
Sxó:tsa / Great Gramma’s Lake” is organized 
and circulated by The Reach Gallery Museum. 
Abbotsford. Curated by Adrienne Fast.



E`yies`lek “Rocky” LaRock
Sásq’ets, the Hunter
2022
Charred cedar, copper, cedar bark, horse hair and bear fur
70 x 25 x 7 in
$12,000



E`yies`lek “Rocky” LaRock
The Protector
2022
Charred cedar, cedar bark, feathers & suede
70 x 16 x 23 in
$12,000



“The work of LaRock is an altogether different 
kind of mask, not created for ceremonial use 
(and besides usually too large to wear), but no 
less engaged in the ancestral experiences and 
teachings of LaRock’s Stó:lō heritage. It would 
not be quite correct to say that they are instead 
intended “for display”; rather, they are intended, 
through their display, to fulfill their purpose, 
which is to transform the condition of the 
viewer.”

Jaiden George, writer and artist 
Ahousaht Nation, Tofino, BC



E`yies`lek “Rocky” LaRock
Sqáqele lexwst’í:lem tutl’o “Baby is always singing”
2022
Cedar, cedar bark & antlers
30 x 34 x 23 in (Overall dimensions with cedar 
bark: 53in)
$18,000



E`yies`lek “Rocky” LaRock
The Boss
2022
Charred cedar, red cedar and feathers
10.5 x 21 x 22 in (Overall height with hair 59 in)
$12,000



E`yies`lek “Rocky” LaRock
Sásq’ets Sts’eláxwem “Sasquatch Spirit Dancer”
2022
Charred cedar, elk antlers, copper, horse hair & suede
35 x 42 x 21 in (Overall height with hair: 51 in)
$21,000



“n Sásq’ets Sts’eláxwem (Sas-quatch Spirit 
Dancer), one of a number of LaRock’s masks that 
depict supernatural figures bisected — animated 
and alive on one side, spectral on the other — 
the spirit and material worlds are represented 
as simultaneous experience. This functions to 
remind us that the sensory and the spiritual are 
not — indeed cannot — be segregated, and that a 
way of being in the world that omits the spiritual 
will forever be incomplete, blind to that which 
LaRock seeks to purify and cleanse in us.”

Jaiden George, writer and artist 
Ahousaht Nation, Tofino, BC



E`yies`lek “Rocky” LaRock
Sásq’ets the portal (travels between the physical 
and spiritual worlds)
2022
Cedar, cedar bark, horse hair, antlers, bones, 
copper, deer and bear teeth
30 x 24 x 16 in (Overall height with hair: 50 in)
$18,000



E`yies`lek “Rocky” LaRock
The Guardian
2022
Cedar, woven cedar bark, feathers
7 x 8.5 x 31 in (Overall height with hair 51 inches)
$12,000
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