
Sarah Cain often attributes her exuberant candy-coloured palette 
to her time growing up during the 1980s. As a child in upstate New 
York, she recalls watching the multi-hues of hot air balloons landing 
on a field of bright white snow. Abandoned buildings in the area 
also served as the site for the first significant paintings she made 
after college. In 2002, for example, she painted floorboards down 
the centre of an abandoned nineteenth-century hotel in Chatham, 
New York, in three shades of red, explaining: ‘I started making 
works on site because I wasn’t ready to deal with everything that 
went along with making objects. In a lot of ways, the works on site 
began out of an attempt to eliminate control. By embracing the 
ephemeral, I had to think and act in the present tense.’

Although her work has evolved considerably since she moved 
to California in 1997, temporary site-responsive painting remains a 
crucial, evolving part of Cain’s practice. In the past decade, she has 
used painting to activate spaces ranging from a former Masonic 
Lodge in Marfa, Texas, a London car park, to a derelict mall in West 
Hollywood. These sprawling installations combine her distinctive 
alphabet (airbrushed lines, brightly coloured stripes and geometric 
shapes) with forms that take their cues from the architecture and 
history of the spaces they occupy: ‘I work with and against the  
flow of architecture.’ Bold X’s cover walls while intimate shrine-like 
elements pop up in corner spaces. These ambitious, ephemeral 
works wrestle with improvisation and control, offering assertive 
gestures while simultaneously suggesting vulnerability and trust. 

Cain also produces discrete canvases that test the boundaries 
of painting, pushing both the literal rectangle and the edges of 
taste. These works frequently incorporate found objects that one 
would more readily expect to find in the backpacks of schoolchildren 
than on a canvas – colourful beads, crystals, ribbons, scarves, 
leaves, seashells and a hula hoop. While these materials could 
easily be dismissed as saccharine or overly feminine, Cain deploys 
them with an unabashed ferocity, rendering them as talismans of 
power. As the critic and poet Quinn Latimer recently wrote of Cain’s 
works: ‘they court seemingly bad ideas – drawings sport feathers 
and doilies; installations feature eggs and hippy art teacher-like 
fabric swatches – and then transform them so deftly into serious 
painting that it can take a minute to understand what you are 
looking at.’

Recently, Cain has begun to incorporate domestic furniture  
into her repertoire as well. In love seat (2015), she painted a seat 
abandoned by a neighbour after his engagement ended. Covered  
in red splattered paint, love seat is a totem to breakups and the  
site for a contested battle over painting itself, in which hard-edged 
abstraction fights it out with raw gestural expression – and loses. 
Propping up an oversize canvas, love seat humourously insists 
upon its status as a painting, while readily conceding its inability  
to provide the ease it was designed to offer. At any minute, the 
canvas could topple over. Cain refuses to let painting – and the 
viewer – get too comfortable.

– Veronica C. Roberts
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SARAH CAIN

1.  hole punched, 2014
 Acrylic, confetti, paintroller heads  
 and beads on canvas and acrylic 
 on wall
 182.8 × 188 × 10 cm / 72 × 74 × 4 in

2.  Marc, 2015
 Acrylic, oil pastel, name tag  
 and nail on canvas
 264 × 182.9 cm / 104 × 72 in

3.  love seat, 2015
 Acrylic, beads, gouache and gold 
 leaf on canvas and sofa
 241.3 × 132 × 76.2 cm / 95 × 52 × 30 in
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