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Bud Cook: Hey! Nice to see you. I’m so glad we’re doing this. 

It’s eleven am on a recent Tuesday morning and I’m about to interview local artist Bud 

Cook about his new body of work, Tribe: Portraits of a Community, a collection of twelve acrylic 

paintings and assorted sketches currently at the Silver Circle Gallery in Putnam, Connecticut.  

The paintings are portraits of those who have inspired him. Some he knows very well, 

teachers and artist friends and a couple are professional acquaintances whose work he 

admires.  

The show itself is not the only reason I’m here. I want to learn about Bud’s painting 

process, maybe shed light on the creative spark that fascinates me. What is that thing that 

happens when an artist decides to make a creative decision and it changes the course of the 

work? We met at an artist’s group last year and while I decided to pursue writing, Bud is 

http://www.silvercirclegallery.com/
mailto:860.928.2900%7Cinfo@silvercirclegallery.com


 
75 Main St. #3 Putnam CT 06260 | www.SilverCircleGallery.com | info@SilverCircleGallery.com 

 
 

pursuing painting.  We are in the gallery, in the middle of the room with October light creeping 

up the walls.  

I jump into it: 

Christine: When did you know that drawing and painting was for you? I talked to your mother 

at the opening last Friday, and she said you were always drawing growing up. 

Bud:  I didn’t start painting until college. But yeah, I drew, I always drew. As far back as I can 

remember. I started to become passionate about it in 8th grade.  It was Star Wars, Battlestar 

Gallactica and comic books. I was a comic book reader but I bought comic books for the art that 

was on the cover. Even today, I probably have 15 mugs at home, Wonder Woman, Spider Man, 

Captain America. My wife buys them for me all the time. Still to this day, there’s an excitement. 

I’ve always had human beings in my artwork. There’s probably some deep psychological thing… 

C To understand ourselves, maybe. 

B: Yeah!  

C: I know this is something you did for yourself, but not professionally. When did you decide to 

go for it and just paint? 

B: I was at Starbucks, there was a CD by singer-songwriter Glen Hansard on the counter. The 

portrait on the cover just blew me away, this is probably 2 years ago. I knew the portrait was a 

painting, it looked almost photo-real but messy enough to know it wasn’t. The work was by the 

artist, Colin Davidson and it had me saying, ‘Wow this is amazing.’ That’s when I knew I wanted 

to paint portraits. 

C: Something captivated you about that image… 

B: It really started about a year after that, a year ago now. I got laid off from my job and had a 

lot of free time. But I’d been drawing… 

C: Coffee sketches, I’ve seen you in Victoria’s Station doing them. 

B: Yeah! I draw them with ball point pen and coffee. 

C: You’re painting with the coffee? 

B: Yeah, it wasn’t supposed to be literal.  

Laughter 

B: You know Don Munson said to me ‘You have to do something every day. You have to have 

that daily discipline.’ So I get a shot of espresso and just do it. 

We start to walk around the gallery, and stop in front of Bud’s painting of Don Munson.  
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C: Your portraits are all so different. 

B:  This is a homage to what Don does, he has beautiful architectural forms in his work. The 

photo I used for this painting was taken while we were talking about his recent work.  

C: I can see your focus in this portrait- it’s on the right eye, it reminds me how we can only look 

at one eye at a time. 

B: Yes, exactly. You do that thing where you look back and forth between people’s eyes, but 

with a painting, it’s different- you have to bring the attention somewhere. All that gets to 

composition and then we’re getting into formal concerns about art. I left geometric forms as an 

homage to what he does.  

We walk over to stand in front of Bud’s portrait of artist Terese Nielsen.   
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C: Ahhh. Gold leaf. 

B: It’s so hard to work with, it’s not like any color. This is Terese is in her studio. There’s an 

implied line where she is looking, these shapes help to pull the viewer in. She sent me a high-

resolution image because I have to have the information. A lot of these paintings come up to a 

certain level and then I deconstruct them. It’s hard to paint directly in a deconstructive way. 

Painting women is a totally different thing. I was stuck on Carly’s portrait.   

We walk a few portraits down and stand in front of Bud’s portrait of Carly Martin, the Silver 

Circle Gallery owner and renowned jewelry artist and supporter of artists. 

 

B: I was painting her jaw and just couldn’t get it right. I got to the point where…have you ever 

cursed out an inanimate object? 

 Laughter 

B:  I got to a point where I said ‘I’m the boss.’ I didn’t know what I was going to do, I ended up 

turning the canvas 90 degrees... I painted her twice. I’m still not satisfied.  When you put a big 

thick glob of paint down with a palette knife, and it dries- it’s essentially hardened plastic. If I 

want to go back over this and correct that color, there are layers and layers of paint.  I could 

take a brush and go over the entire thing with a one color wash, you would see this beautiful 

landscape… 

C: A topography.  

B: Yes! Painting with a palette knife, it’s difficult to paint the smoothness you want in a 

woman’s portrait, and I don’t paint smooth. 

C: So, you have to counteract your social intuition, not paint pretty.  
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B: There’s less pressure when I’m painting men. But either way it’s still got to be the portrait I 

want to make. It’s not like a commissioned painting where in the end, if there’s something you 

don’t like, let’s talk about it. These, these paintings are for me.  

We are quiet for a moment and look at the paintings. I know many of the people in them, they 

are friends, a watercolor instructor of mine, acquaintances. Something hits me. 

C: You are revealing things in these paintings, maybe qualities your subjects don’t even know. 

B Yeah, I think that’s right. Carly said, ‘Thank you for revealing a different side of me.’ It was 

neat to hear that. 

Bud touches the painting. The spot that still bugs him. 

C I’m glad someone gets to touch the paintings… 

Laughter 

B Yeah, not to compare myself to any master, but don’t we think that DaVinci or someone ever 

grabbed a painting and a cup of coffee and thumped and bumped into another room? They 

probably weren’t always precious with them. It was just this thing they were making and now 

it’s in a museum behind glass and you can’t get within twelve feet of it.  

C: Who’s inspiring you now?   

B: Jennie Saville, Colin Davidson, Alex Kanevsky. They capture the likeness and then nothing 

else matters. When I look at their work, I say what is it that makes me crazy?  Makes me want 

to paint? If you get the trinity correct- The eyes, nose and mouth in the right location with the 

right value relationships then the person is there and you don’t need the top of their head. And 

you don’t need the edge of their neck…People think their faces are symmetrical and they aren’t 

even close… 

C: There’s an evil and a good – 

B: Yes, one side looks pretty evil and the other looks kind of passive but they aren’t the same at 

all. 

We’ve moved in front of the painting of artist Jean-Paul Jacquet. 
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C Look at all his eyes. Now I am noticing that he reminds me of Thing from the Fantastic Four.. 

B: Yeah!  It’s funny that you see that. When I was choosing the photo reference I had this one 

picture and I said, this is JP. I want to see the person in the painting, the person I know. But 

then the other picture was what I think of as the other JP. I painted one and then laid the other 

painting over it.  

C:  What are your tools? 

B:  75-80% is brushwork. When I get to a point where I want to start making bolder moves and 

challenge myself, that’s when I’ll get a palette knife out and I’ll mix a pile of paint. But mostly I 

work with square brushes. I used to use Filberts- back when I worked with oils. They have a 

round shape that gives a softness.  But I like to see the square marks of the brush. They show 

up in the planes of a face. The direction of the stroke helps define that. 

We walk to the far end of the exhibit and stand in front of Bud’s self-portrait. At 4 X 4, it’s the 

largest piece in the show.  
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B: This was one was the most fun. 

C: You’re a super hero, red white and blue. 

Laughter 

B I’ve put super-cool colors on one side and all the warm on the other. It’s the opposite of what 

you do in painting. Cool colors tend to recede and warm colors come forward and you can play 

with that, with the viewer. Here, it’s just one of those things that works when you break the 

rules.  

C Some people may think that painting is just something that happens, but you are approaching 

this intentionally and very systematically and not just the composition but where you want the 

viewer to focus. 

B Yes, I’m focused on making these decisions about composition, color and value. You could 

make a painting and call it ‘Joe.’ It doesn’t really look like Joe, but he was the inspiration. It’ll 

stand up to a traditional portrait if you do it right. It’s a split second of a person. You can imply 

time in all sorts of ways. By showing two faces, sometimes when you imply movement you are 

also implying the passing of time. You can do stuff that’s almost conceptual but in a figurative 

way.  

C How do you classify your work? 

B That’s a good question. I’m a realist and a representational painter. I’ve always painted 

representationally. 99% of the time I am painting something I am looking at, whether it’s a 

photograph or in real life.  

C You have abstract elements in all of these…  

B That’s some of what I’m trying to do with the face as well. Yes, it does look like the person, 

you’ve got the likeness. But then you can ask questions like: where is the edge of his head?  

C Now we’re talking about where the physical being ends and the surrounding space begins and 

where in space this person is. 

B Yeah- with Don it was the cool light on the wall behind him, it’s hard to discern where the 

edges should be. The values here are so close you have to come right up here and see that they 

are different colors. 

We walk across the tile floor to stand in front of Bud’s portrait of Henry. 
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This one is the last one I painted. He was one of my art teachers. I painted the voice bubble in 

last and it’s important to me for a couple different reasons…  

C: I don’t think you have to know him to understand this painting. 

B: You know he’s going to say something. But with Henry, you never know what he’s going to 

say next.  

Laughter… 

So that’s the first important reason. Second, if I left the painting alone, it would have been fine, 

it wouldn’t have been missing anything. But by painting the voice bubble in, I added the 

element that something is missing, I created a vacuum.  

C This one doesn’t have a black frame. Did you work your way out of it? 

B That’s neat. I love to hear what people have to say about my paintings. I think the important 

thing in a painting is not to finish the story. You have to let the viewer do it, leave enough open 

to them that they can make their own story, pull something out of it.  

C: What do you want someone to remember about the collection? 

B: I hope that someone will walk in and something about a portrait will draw them to look 

closer. From across the room they see a face, they get closer and realize it’s these loose, messy 

abstract shapes that make up this thing and it gets them to back up again. Like, you might not 

know how art is made but you want to find out. 
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C: Do you feel like this is a rebirth? I mean, less than a year ago you had a different, full time 

job. 

B: Yeah. I’m really excited. This is the journey. I’m going to keep doing these. Push them further 

and further. It feels like I was skydiving and I’ve landed. And I can say, ‘I’m OK career-wise.’ I 

was not brave enough to jump out of the plane. Someone had to kick me out. But now, if 

someone said, ‘You have a year to live. What will you do?’ I’d paint. I just want to paint my 

masterpiece, not a masterpiece. My masterpiece. 

He picked up his coffee and took a sip. His travel mug was covered with super heroes. 

 

Bud Cook’s work is on view at The Silver Circle Gallery, Putnam, CT through Mid-November, 

2014. 

To view a short video of Bud Cook in his studio click HERE. 

www.budcookstudio.com 
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