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    “The true business of people should be to go back to school and think about whatever it was they were thinking about before somebody came along and told them they had to earn a living.”

    —Buckminster Fuller, 19733

  

  Eric Hopkins was born in Bangor, Maine, the second of five boys, in early April 1951, but he was—and remains—an islander through and through, having spent the better part of his life living on, and traveling in and among, the islands that make up the vast Maine archipelago. North Haven was his home island, Penobscot, his home bay.

  Hopkins counts himself fortunate to have grown up where and when he did, to entrepreneurial parents. His mother, June, ran a gift shop on North Haven; his father, Bill, had a marina and fish market, ran the ferry between North Haven and Vinal-haven, and taught English at the island high schools.

  A part of one of the oldest island families, the artist conveys the spirit of the place in whatever he pursues. Even as he has soared well above and beyond his Maine roots, he has never lost sight of his sea-girt launching pad.

  From an early age, Hopkins and his brothers explored the world—and experimented. He recalls building “hellacious” bonfires on distant island reaches and being fascinated by the effect of heat on glass bottles laid among the coals. He watched seagulls drop mussels and whelks from the sky and studied the broken fragments on the rocks.

  For Hopkins, North Haven was the center of the universe. His parents encouraged him to follow his instincts. He often refers to the possibility—it might be more of a desire—that somewhere in his ancestry is a Native American, a Penobscot perhaps, which would help explain his singular connection with natural forces.

  Hopkins remembers studying world explorers in elementary school and discovering that part of “Eric” appeared in the middle of the Italian navigator Amerigo Vespucci’s name. He also felt kinship to Erik the Red, even though his name was spelled differently. “I wanted to be like them,” he has noted, “finding new worlds just by looking and being open to discovery.”
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      Above: Blue Fish, 1988, painted wood, 30 x 48 x 52 inches, collection of the artist. Photo by William Thuss.

  [image: ]

      Above: Italo Scanga, Dale Chihuly, and Eric Hopkins in Eric’s artist-in-residence studio at Pilchuck Glass School, 1986.

  Not long after his younger brother Stephen died in a tragic drowning in 1961, the family moved off-island to Rockland, where Eric attended the local schools. He had little patience with academics; he spent much of the time looking out the classroom window as teachers explained the English aristocracy.

  Eric studied the sky, and when the space program took off in the early 1960s, he could hardly keep his mind off the idea of men circling the globe, watching the moon rise. He has often said that aside from his brother’s death, John F. Kennedy’s challenge to land a man on the moon and to safely return him to Earth had the most profound effect of any single event on his life.

  Hopkins has likened his art education to the life of Forrest Gump: a series of encounters with remarkable people in out-of-the-ordinary places. One might start with John Marin at the Camden YMCA. Waiting to be picked up from swimming lessons, the youngster was attracted to several watercolors on the wall. He recognized Maine landmarks in Marin’s paintings, but he was also dazzled by the aesthetic—and an imprinting took place.

  A similar interaction occurred in the lobby of Rockland’s Thorndike Hotel. There the boy encountered sculptures by Louise Nevelson, the Russian-born artist who had been brought up in that midcoast city. In and among the found materials in her work, he recognized pieces of wooden lobster traps and scraps of wood left over from boat work. He was delighted with this close-to-home appropriation.

  As was Hopkins enthralled by other Maine sculptors, among them, Bernard “Blackie” Langlais and George Curtis. And more artists swam into his line of sight. “We knew what Andy Wyeth did was also art,” he once recalled. As a youngster he wondered if the bright watercolors he was painting on the floor of his North Haven bedroom deserved that designation.

  A visit to his grandfather in upstate New York led to another formative moment. In the local library Hopkins came across Charles Burchfield paintings. “I could almost hear and smell the rhythms of nature in the paintings,” he once recalled. The aesthetic sparks were flying—and igniting.

  The drive to create was strong from the beginning. Hopkins poster-painted directly on the first fish he ever caught, a cod, “to keep the colors and the fish alive.” (He presented it to his mother who made him throw it away a few days later, due to the smell.) He also made whimsical figures from lobster shells and sold them. He gathered momentum and gained confidence.

  Early encouragement came from teachers, family, and friends. Sometimes the encounter was purely fortuitous: as a carpenter’s assistant on North Haven he met up with Sarah Baker, an American impressionist painter who came to North Haven in the early 1960s.4 Hopkins remembers watching her painting (he was later given her easel, palette table, and some brushes).

  The first higher education art encounters took place at what was then Gorham State Teachers College (the name changed three times while he was there; today, it is the University of Southern Maine-Gorham). Hopkins met up with the charismatic Juris Ubans. The Latvian-born artist had arrived at the school in 1968 and had begun to establish himself as something of a legend in Maine art: the professor-artist who helped nudge his students onto a larger stage—of work, of life, of recognition.

  Ubans encouraged Hopkins and his artmates to try new things, to move beyond the constraints of the isms of the day. He also did more showing than telling. He made a habit of working alongside the students, as did drawing professor Michael Moore.

  Exposure to modern art came through another remarkable encounter. The gallery at the college hosted a traveling show of masterworks from the University of California museum, and one afternoon Hopkins found himself helping to install the exhibition. He remembers opening crates to find works by Miró and Picasso, as well as by American masters, among them, Jackson Pollock, Roy De Forest, and Paul Jenkins. He recognized some of them from earlier Life magazine articles, but this meeting was wholly different: he could study the surfaces of the work (the Miró, he recalls, was painted on “real coarse burlap”).

  Another important figure in Hopkins’ early growth as an artist was Francis “Fran” Merritt, founding director of the Haystack Mountain School of Crafts on Deer Isle.5 Hopkins first met him in 1970 when, as a day student, he took Lionel Marcous’ sculpture class. Fran was a “visionary,” he has stated, “who allowed things to happen.”

  Moving to Beverly, Massachusetts, in 1971 to attend the fledgling Monserrat School of Visual Art, Hopkins jumped into a rigorous program of critiques and conceptual ideas. Several of his teachers, including Paul Scott, had studied with Hans Hofmann (1880-1966). Taking their cue from Hofmann’s renowned “push pull” theory of abstract composition, they focused on the dynamics of the picture plane—“Plasticity and Space,” as Scott titled one of his courses.

  Hopkins took it all in, storing up and moving forward. He learned from his working artist-professors that it was okay to make a living from what you love doing. He also adopted a fearless attitude toward art. If he didn’t understand all the theory, he didn’t worry about it. He was wide open to experience and was plugged in.
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      Above: Fish, 1979, lobster buoy paint on paper, 22 x 28 inches, collection of the artist. Photo by Hal Hagy, Lucky Dog Gallery.
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      Above: Eric Hopkins blowing glass on his mobile trailer on Crabtree Point, North Haven, 1977. Photo by Sue Sweet Van Hook, childhood friend.

  A return visit at Haystack in 1972 opened a new artistic avenue. Merritt had hired Hopkins as all-around handyman (and later, night watchman). Roaming the studios, he came across the Bavarian Erwin Eisch blowing glass, and he was immediately smitten by the heat, flow, and hands-on aspect of this ancient art.6 Glass would be his obsession for the next dozen or so years, and it remains a presiding passion to this day.

  Following a head-clearing retreat to Pembroke in way Down East Maine, Hopkins headed to Marlboro College in Vermont to study with the visionary architect Buckminster Fuller, who had a home on Bear Island, a short distance from North Haven. Fuller wasn’t in residence, but the young artist in search of himself came away with new learning and skills, including wood-working, taught by Gilbert “Gib” Taylor (who grew up on Deer Isle), and writing with T. Hunter Wilson.

  The Rhode Island School of Design in Providence became Hopkins’ home in 1973 when he enrolled as a sophomore—in sculpture. Again, the
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  Whether throwing hot glass from the fourth floor window or sweeping his brush across blank canvas to capture the curve of the earth, Hopkins is an American action artist. The world spins; he paints and performs; we look on in wonder.
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