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S 
ometimes, art and artist become so closely entwined that 
separating scene and creator becomes an exercise in futility. Such 
is the case with West Fraser, an internationally recognized artist 
and true son of Hilton Head Island. His work, which often draws 
on his Lowcountry roots, is intentionally vibrant and executed in 
broad, painterly strokes. It draws, in equal parts, from American 

Expressionism, contemporary plein air painting (outdoors) and his personal 
belief that great art suggests, rather than depicts. Throughout his career, 
he has leveraged these creative ideas and ideals in various ways. Whether 
it is landscapes painted in situ, carefully considered moments on working 
waterfronts, or cityscapes that capture the essence of community, his work 
remains remarkable because it feels both familiar and fresh.

By Steven Uhles 
Golf photos courtesy of Heritage Classic Foundation
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If there is an anomaly, an unexpected fold, in 
Fraser’s body of work, it might be the series to which 
he contributes a single piece on an annual basis. 
Inspired — and recommended — by the mentor 
who long ago made Fraser believe life as an artist 
was possible, he has, once a year, painted a portrait 
of the most recent winner of the RBC Heritage golf 
tournament. Each year, the new piece is added to 
the collection’s special clubhouse gallery.

A small golf painting, commissioned, Fraser 
believes, for an old issue of Sports Illustrated, 
hangs in his Camden, S.C., studio, illuminated 
by the silvery light of a northern exposure. The 
artist, he said, was Coby Whitmore, a renowned 
20th-century painter, illustrator and race car 
designer who loomed large in young West Fraser’s 

island-wild boyhood. It was Whitmore, he said, 
who encouraged his parents to support his 
artistic leanings, and Whitmore, when he retired 
as the Heritage’s official portrait painter, who 
recommended Fraser for the job. 

It’s a tradition Fraser takes seriously.
“He had a certain style that I know I can’t, and 

do not want to, mimic,” he says. “But I think of him 
every time I do one of these portraits. Because of 
that, more than my other work, I think it does have 
a certain element of illustration.”

Certainly, the portraits, which portray each 
champion in action, bear certain stylistic flourishes 
distinctive to Fraser. The brushwork is bold. The 
sense of composition is unexpected and uncanny. 
But Fraser said there’s a certain looseness to the 



272 0 2 6  G U I D E  T O  T H E  R B C  H E R I TA G E

pieces and his approach to them that makes them feel unique across the 
expanse of his work.

“Once a year I get to play,” he says with a laugh. “Certainly, I take it 
seriously, but I also get to have fun with just pure shapes and color.”

He said that sense of freedom comes from the artistic relationship he 
has built with the tournament over the course of almost 40 years.

“I’m not painting these in the hopes that someone might buy them,” 
he says. “I know where they are going.”

That attitude and ethos of letting the work speak for itself is 
foundational to Fraser’s work. His style, honed through the time trials of 
plein air painting and refined over the course of thousands of canvases 
imagined and executed on easels and in studios around the world, is built 
on the idea that art is less about decisions and more about ideas. 

Singling out a nautical painting of a fully rigged shrimp boat in dry 

OPENING 
IMAGE:  
2010 RBC 
Heritage 
Champion 
Jim Furyk.

ABOVE:  
Charisma, 
2026.

RIGHT: 
2023 RBC 
Heritage 
Champion 
Scottie 
Scheffler.
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dock behind a well-worn truck, Fraser explains decisions that inform the 
image. He ensured, for instance, that the rigging was accurate to the methods 
employed by Carolina shrimp fleets, but also depicted with loose strokes that 
allow the eye to fill in the blanks. The blocks the lines hang from, for example, 
are really nothing more than short stabs of light, and yet tell an entire story of 
function, wear and history.

“The way I’ve approached my career is I try to let my own personality and 
perspective out on the canvas,” he explains. “I don’t preconceive, and every 
painting I take on is a new slate. I’m a very intuitive kind of painter, and that 
means just letting things kind of flow.”
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That approach to painting, Fraser explained, allows him, as an artist, to employ — and 
discard — the traditional tools of the trade at will. He said that while many of his paintings, 
and his landscapes in particular, are drawn from specific places and spaces, his approach 
to them is more speculative than might be imagined. He said that while he does refer to 
sketches, memory and photographs taken with his phone, he sees those as elements that 
guide him, but not necessarily the image emerging on the canvas.

“They are really just to keep me going and perhaps help me with specific elements that 
I want to create in a composition,” he says. “But when I paint a picture, I want the viewer to 
stand in front of it and feel like they are in a world that I have imagined and created. I want 
them to stand in front of a painting and believe.”

A lot of that approach, he said, stems from his relationship with Whitmore. He said his 
mentor didn’t teach him technique but imparted deep and meaningful wisdom, nonetheless, 
that great paintings often succeed because of things intentionally left out and moments of 
happenstance — the occasional mistake or unintended mark — that are allowed to become 
part of the process.

LEFT: 
2022 RBC 
Heritage 
Champion 
Jordan 
Spieth.

ABOVE: 
Gentle Flow, 
2025. 
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“That’s probably the most important lesson he gave 
me,” he says quietly. “You only put in what is required, 
and you leave what works. The painting will tell you 
what that is.”

For Fraser, painting is about being open to those 
moments of inspiration and acting on them when they 
occur. For him, cultivating inspiration is as much a part of 
his practice as applying paint to canvas. He said he reads, 
explores the natural world and, while not an intuitive 
gardener, spends time with his fingers in the dirt. It is all, 
he explained, part of his creative process.

“I like to try and create a world,” he says, motioning 
to the pictures, books and collected ephemera that 
decorate and define his working space. “That’s what I’m 
doing here, creating my own little world.”

He places a hand on the corner of a large wooden easel.
“And I’ve been pretty lucky,” he says, looking at an as-

yet-unfinished landscape. “I’ve been lucky because I’ve 
been able to create a world about 2,000 times.” 

LEFT: 2011 RBC Heritage Champion Brandt Snedeker.

ABOVE: Only Yesterday, 2025. 
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