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Rocky Hawkins, who paints in his studio in Willow Creek, Montana, describes his process of painting as “a journey into the unknown,
when getting lost becomes the answer to which direction I take.”

Creative
Manifestations
by Ruth Rudner
We are sitting at the big wooden table in front of tall
paned windows in Rocky and Kat Hawkins’ kitchen.
Beyond us, nothing interrupts the fields and grassy
hills rolling into sky, or the movement of South
Willow Creek across the land. A hard wind bends
the high grass. Bends. Releases. The early afternoon
light portends autumn. We drink tea, and talk about
art. Rocky’s art, all art, life as art, environment as art,
imagination and creativity in all its manifestations.
Rocky talks about art as passionately as he paints. His
canvases, masterstrokes of movement and color, burst
with all the meaning a viewer brings to them.
Classically trained, Rocky Hawkins’ vision extends
far beyond art-school lines, beyond the boundaries
of ordained form. His combination of color and
movement invites viewers to enter their own worlds
of imagination. Is that a head, a hat, a horse, a fleeting
moment, an instant of heat, of sun? Has a man passed
by, a tribe, a cloud, a thought?
Although he refuses to label himself as a particular
kind of painter, there is no question that abstract
expressionism, with all the power of that genre, has
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formed him as an artist. The pure, physical action
involved in painting in such a way allows the color of
his paint, the energy of his brush, the emotion in his
soul to birth figures out of abstraction. In combining
the abstract and the figurative, he invites the viewer to
participate in the painting. The viewer’s imagination,
the viewer’s experience of life, constructs meaning in
the painting; the viewer’s insights a vital part of the
communication established by the artist. Every stroke
of paint, made as movement, becomes palpable as
movement.
Abstract expressionism is an American form of art.
Emerging in New York in the 1940s, it propelled
New York into the center of the art world, a place
long claimed by Paris. In its pure form, abstract
expressionism is a style without figures, a method more
of painting thought and energy than it is of anything
we might actually recognize. It is an intensely personal
process. But Hawkins, a Westerner born and raised in
Washington State, sometimes deliberately weaves what
he calls “partial realism” into an abstract painting. At
times he even paints a tightly rendered realism. In his
most recent work, as he writes in his current Artist
Statement, he is exploring his “fascination with myth
and legend in the human form, where ties to nature were
woven into everyday existence and beliefs.”
Figures, heads, torsos seem to evolve out of his color so
that the viewer is looking at something that is personal,

human, animal, a dream growing out of the movement
of his brush. Or, as he will say, out of his own
subconscious. A painting becomes a dialogue entered
into by his subconscious, his hand, the color that may
appear without being deliberately chosen. Rocky calls it
“a journey into the unknown, when getting lost becomes
the answer to which direction to take.”
Rocky and Kat both love the old west, the frontier,
the world created through sheer grit by all those
adventurers who imagined building themselves a life
in a hard place. Had he been born in the nineteenth
century, Rocky would have had to invent abstract
expressionism in order to express those subconscious
thoughts. But born in the mid-twentieth century, he has,
instead, invented the old west. Moving and restoring
old buildings, Rocky and Kat have built themselves a
town that allows for the kind of play most of us only
experience as children. This seems right to me. Children
and artists share that same unself-conscious entrance
into the world of imagination, of creation.
We walk over to the old barn used by the rancher whose
place this once was. Aged timbers and stone, abetted by
a certain amount of reinforcing Rocky has put in place,
keep the timeworn structure standing. Envisioning its
expansive space as his studio, Rocky describes to me
his vision for every part of it. Eventually. The appeal
of it is easy to see. So is the immensity of sheer labor
required to make it work. But he loves it because it’s
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real, because it’s old, because it’s the
kind of space that he recognizes as his
own.
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Afterward, we enter the studio he uses
currently, a huge, open space carved out
of a garage, magnificently lit from its
high ceiling, outfitted with everything
he needs to paint his large canvasses,
including well-padded stools next to
the wood-burning stove so his two cats
have proper perches in front of one of
the windows.
What he needs, he builds, including a
hand-cranked pulley system that allows
him to lift and lower large paintings,
enabling him to both reach the top
Rocky Hawkins’ artistic style can best be defined as abstract impressionism.
of a painting, and not have to bend
over to reach the bottom. A painting
in progress sits on this brilliantly designed system. Another work in progress lies on a rotating table, designed
to make working on all sides of a smaller canvas comfortable. A couple of traditional easels stand in a corner.
Tables hold sketchbooks. A chair is placed at exactly the right distance to view a large canvas, a place to sit and
contemplate. He longs for his barn, but he has outfitted this studio with everything necessary to work.
I first saw Rocky Hawkins’ work sometime in the late 80s at the CM Russell Museum in Great Falls. I’d gone to do
a story for The Wall Street Journal and was obviously impressed because I’d taken his card, a thing I usually did
when I saw someone as a potential story. I found the card a few months ago while I was unpacking boxes in my own
new workspace. I would never have imagined we’d be neighbors. ◊
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NOW HIRING!
Offering FT&PTEmployment
Competitive wages
Excellent Benefits Package
Must be available to work some Holidays & Weekends.

Offering

2 Bedroom Cottage, Private 1 Bedroom or Studio Apartments

104 N. Main • Three Forks
(next to Stageline Pizza)

285-9911

Hankook Kumho & Michelin Tires
Lund Bumpers & Brushguards
We repair all Makes & Models!
Call us for in-town service calls and lock outs!
100 Hamilton Court • Manhattan, MT • 406-282-7488
www.parkhavenretirement.com
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