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Budd Hopkins' recent paintings have instantaneous and dynamic, holistic
power. Huge planes of bright, unmodulated color coalesce optically to reiterate
the shape of the canvas as a unified floating field. The linear elements which
interrupt this seemingly united field function to connect the edges of the canvas
to a large, dominating circle like arrows.pointing to a center of emotional energy
which is analogous to a head or a sun. They establish a very misleading rela-
tionship between the circle and the field, however, because they imply that the
center of the circle is the center of the field, whereas the circle has actually
been located eccentrically on the field. These important initial ambiguities do
nothing to diminish the single-image impact of the paintings which seem as
emblematic as flags. They do, nevertheless, force an immediate realization that
everything grasped on first glance is going to need the re-evaluation and recon-
sideration of a second, more thorough, look.

Concrete Expressionism was a term coined in 1965 by Irving Sandler to
denote the existence of a style of art which he discerned at that time as repre-
senting a constructive solution to the dilemma posed by the demise of Abstract
Expressionism. It is still the most accurate terminology for the kind of painting
Budd Hopkins does. Like a few other sixties contemporaries, Hopkins formulated
a style of meaningful constructive abstraction that is a hard-edged answer to
the free-wheeling painterliness of Abstract Expressionism while retaining its
assertive physicality and energy.

Budd Hopkins came to New York at the high-time of Abstract Expressionism.
He was friendly with Kline and Rothko and they had the strongest effect on his
work. Their impact on him was only mitigated by an unwavering admiration for
geometric abstraction, epitomized by Mondrian. He was polarized between classi-
cal order and expressionist emotion throughout the sixties, while he sought a
personal vocabulary of forms which would enable him to fuse both extremes into
one expressive whole.

By 1962 many of Hopkins’ forms had become literally hard-edged, and dur-
ing the years that followed they continued to increase in size and solidity. He
was able to retain Abstract Expressionist scale (refusing to opt for size without
scale referents) and energy (rejecting the decorative implications of all-over
painting). His color became more and more intense and effective as he slowly
replaced the grays and somber tonalities of the earlier paintings with stronger
hues. He never utilized the neutralizing, “cooling,” effects of linear separa-
tions between his colors (so much in favor in the sixties) and this had the
bonus effect of energizing the edges of his planes optically. Between 1965 and
1968 he adopted the collage technique for his compositional studies and this
lightened his forms enabling them to move in space with explosive force. His
personal image—a centralizing circle—emerged at about the same time and is
the focal point of his development. It provides his work with single-image
hypnotic force, and a place where energy can be concentrated, or from which
it can be dispersed. The circle brings everything together. It is the hierarchical
equivalent of Mondrian’s squares, and it supplies the focus for the kind of
clearly constructed ordering of values he had to establish in order to connect
with the art of the past.

All the essential qualities of Hopkins’ work—energy and vigor, hierarchial
construction, scale and emotionally powerful color—separated him completely
from the “cool artists” of the sixties. Writing about Hopkins’ work in 1966 in his
book Object and Ideas, Brian O'Doherty stated that, “It had its own mixed sound,
which at that time seemed to me to fall into an area that was puzzling empty;
abstraction growing out of Abstract Expressionist ideas and practices, retaining
some of both, while connecting with the past to make possible one kind of
future, a future that conventional Abstract Expressionism didn’t have.”

The “mixed sound” O'Doherty senses in Hopkins’ work is precisely what one
begins to become aware of when the first glance has lengthened into a serious
exploration of the visual complexities embodied in each painting. The huge
planes of pure color start to separate and shift their places in the shallow space
of the canvas as if juggling for time and attention. Some of them seem to bound
forward into the space of the room, as if to share real-time with the viewer;
while others seem to exist behind the space of the canvas like forgotten memo-
ries of the past—palimpsests to remind us of the various other forms any one
of these particular p' ‘ntings might have taken. Narrow bands of color zip in and
out of the field across and behind the larger elements binding the space and
the time of the painting together and pointing to some mysterious possibility
for an extension into the future. Small, bounded areas of minutely nuanced
painterliness are in clearly organic and calligraphic contrast to the geometrical
rigidity all around them. They function as a key to the scale of each painting,
while paralleling the colors, directions and velocities of the larger formal ele-
ments in a loose, open way. They deliver a symbolic message about the existence
of the unexpected, irrational, and infinite within life’s most clearly ordered and
controlled systems.

Hopkins' attitude is inherently dualistic. His paintings include color and
black and white, order and chaos; they are warm and cool, open and closed,
solid and transparent, complete and open-ended—all at once. Each painting is
a contained world unto itself, while, at the same time, implying infinite extensi-
bility, and expressing in a very human way, contradictory, ambiguous, and deeply
complex emotions.

As Hopkins’ paintings unfold, they spread, deepen and reach out in all
directions. Relationships between their various forms seem to become organic
instead of geometric and man-made. All the parts seem, suddenly, to be in a
state of flux, changing and taking on a life of their own. This, in essence, is the
key to his unique fusion of those classical and expressionist polarities mentioned
previously. By eliminating the Abstract Expressionist method of painterly “pas-
sage” to bind forms together, and substituting the juxtaposition of clear-edged
muscular forms subsumed beneath and explicit hierarchical super-structure, he
found it possible to stabilize Abstract Expressionist flux without cooling its fires
or diminishing its energy.
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