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Sarah Cain believes in 
abstraction. She is well 
aware of its fraught and 
rocky history – one with no 
shortage of episodes 
demonstrating that this 
mode of representation can 
be marshaled to ends both 
personal and political. And 
yet, beyond evidence in the 
work of a highly productive 
relationship between the 
artist and her chosen 
métier, there is a sense 
here of relief and perhaps, 
gratitude, that abstraction 
is available as a means of 
artistic expression. For Cain, abstraction has the singular capability to convey meaning outside of 
words: a feeling, a state of mind, a relationship to something or someone. 
 
Cain is, to invoke a recent description of a young Frank Stella, a painter in a hurry. In the course of a 
year she has moved from site-specific installations in which she painted, collaged, and sculpted 
directly on the walls of galleries or abandoned buildings to self contained, large-scale paintings on 
paper and also smaller canvases. Even in the newer two-dimensional pieces, the work is changing by 
the minute. In Believers #4, part of a series from spring 2006, Cain uses spray and latex paint, ink, 
gouache, and watercolor to explore space (mental and emotional as well as physical), forging a 
relationship between the form of work and the psychological terrain it seeks to manifest. Some 
passages, for example, are brash and confident, while others are reticent and awkward. Indeed, one 
wonders if the look of the paintings reflects her state of mind while making them. A raw, ragged, and 
more chaotic piece from a few months later, I’ve Come to Talk with You Again, marks a striking 
contrast. Here, the flat rectangles of color that she had placed over the scribbled unbound lines in 
Believers #4, as if calm them down, have entangled in the frenetic maze of marks they had previously 
controlled. 
 
Perhaps those places of color were not only calming down the more gestural areas, but more 
physically literally holding them down. Despite her conviction that language often fails us, Cain writes 
informally, and recently penned a story called “interstate INFINITY” about being on the road, itinerant 
and unsettled. There is a sense too, that her line is a wanderer anchored by planes of color, without 
which the painting might fly away or disperse into the atmosphere. Other titles, such as Think of Me 
as the Night Sky or A River of Ifs, point to natural phenomena that are unbounded or in motion. 
Abstraction, it seems, is also freedom. 
 
There is a connection here to the early work of the influential French writer, theorist, and poet Hélène 
Cixous, who in the 1970s called for women to write their own bodies’ desires. In her oft-cited essay 
“The Laugh of the Medusa,” Cixous explains that this woman “cuts through defensive loves, 
motherages, and devourations: beyond selfish narcissism, in the moving, open, transitional space, she 



 

runs her risks.” Abstraction is precisely this kind of space for Cain, and she takes plenty of risks here, 
not only formally, for instance by spraying a canvas with hot pink paint or stringing bells across its  
expanse, but through her content, by making work informed by trust and belief, which are as far from 
irony and its bedfellow, distance, as an artist can possibly get. 


