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Peter Cain

G ‘ THINK that cars today are
almost the exact equivalent of

the great Gothic cathedrals,” a

breathless young Roland
Barthes wrote in 1957. By that he meant
“the supreme creation of an era, conceived
with passion by unknown artists, and con-
sumed in image if not in usage by a whole
population which appropriates them as a
purely magical object.” The quotation,
minus the key bit about mass consumption,
could just as well have been written about
the paintings of cars by Peter Cain.

Nearly unknown today, Cain passed
away, a budding treasure whose unfulfilled
promise sadly overshadowed his significant
gifts. Dead at the age of 37 from a brain
hemorrhage, Cain had just managed to do
what many thought was impossible: paint
himself out of the tough thematic impasse
he had set himself by picturing automobiles,

For his posthumous exhibition in March
1997, which he had been working toward
until his death in January, Cain broke with
the “car guy” mold and exhibited three
large, awkwardly cropped paintings of his
lover, Sean, lying on the beach with prize
desuetude. Universally praised for their skill
as well as their ambition, the paintings drew
comparisons to the two irreconcilable elder
statesmen of painterly figuration: Alex Katz
and Gerhard Richter. Another four paint-
ings of gas stations included in the show sug-
gested Hopperish landscapes reconceived
through the formalist concerns of Mark
Rothko and Kenneth Noland. The sixth and
last full-fledged show of Cain’s work, it left
people wanting much, much more.

More, of course, is impossible to ask of
Cain’s memory, his estate or his faithful
dealer, Matthew Marks, who has long car-
ried a torch for Cain’s place among the
painterly notables of his and subsequent
generations. An argument has steadily been
made to connect his work with that of other
better-remembered, albeit living, painters of
the 1990s: John Currin, Peter Doig,
Elizabeth Peyton, Richard Phillips and Lisa
Yuskavage, The shoe, on first gnd second
examination, appears to fit. But perhaps it
has never done so as well as during the cur-
rent mini-retrospective of Cain’s work at
Matthew Marks’ 22nd St. gallery.

If it's impossible to expand on Cain’s
lifetime of production (only soine 60 paint-
ings), it is at least possible during the next
few weeks to revisit his brief if brilliant
career by actually studying the paintings in
person. The current exhibition, enigmatical-
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PETER CAIN, PATHFINDER, 1992-1993

Accessible and erotic, obscure yet totemic.

ly titled “More Courage and Less Oil” after
a note found tacked to his studio wall, packs
together 14 canvases made between the
years 1988 and 1995. Their effect, individu-
ally and jointly, is one of bizarre contempo-
raneity. All other things not being equal,
Cain’s paintings have never looked so
“Now” as they do at this very moment.

In the words of Cain pal and fellow
painter Carrol Dunham: “[IJn a relatively
brief period, on a steep learning curve,
Peter took an idea of questionable promise
and drove it hard.” Anticipating not only the
current resurgence of fine art painting but
the real-life design of 21st-century smart
cars and tank-like SUVs, Cain picked up
and adopted a few creative leads that the art
world had cruelly orphaned. Like other

important artists, his influences appeared at
once to be many and few. Shuttling uneasi-
ly between pop, the meticulous renderings
of photo-based realism, the sexy vapidity of
finish fetish and the enigmatic appeal of Ed
Ruscha’s photographic work, Cain estab-
lished a practice that ran counter to most
developments in art in the early 90s.
During a period in which art turned
inward on itself and its myriad, warring iden-
tities, young Cain moved ever closer toward
a sleek, male-dominated strain of vernacular
culture. Whether through third-eye vision or
out of perverse instinct, Cain was able to
gain the attention of several notables, includ-
ing Whitney curator Elizabeth Sussman. She
became an instant convert and included his
work in two Biennials, celebrated in 1993
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Cain, who died in 1997 at the age of thirty-seven,
hatched a dissonant style—call it photo-surrealism—
that is growing in retrospective prestige. A crisp
show celebrates his paintings of mutant cars: gleam-
ing sedans reduced to a pod of their front and back
ends, set on a single wheel; a head-on S.U.V.
squeezed toward telephone-booth proportions; and
coupes elongated like exactingly pulled taffy. Many
of the images are set sideways or upside down, fur-
ther straining their realist manner with assertions of
the painter’s impunity. Grating at first, Cain’s sleek
grotesqueries prove unforgettable. His transforma-
tion of our definitive machine—making it symbolize
indivisible love and hate—takes willing viewers for a
fast, rough ride. Through Nov. 23. (Marks, 522
W. 22nd St. 243-0200.)

“Peter Cain,” The New Yorker. October 28, 2002, p. 25.
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HEAD OVER WHEELS

Dunham, Carroll.  “Head Over Wheels,” Artforum. April 1997, pp. 19-20.



PASSAGES

painter,” but for most of his working life that's
what he was. While | would have been happy to
continue seeing him as a rogue post-Minimalist,
as he began to exhibit more, | realized you couldn’t
deal seriously with his work without thinking
about cars. A hundred years ago there were no
cars on earth, and now look around. Who was
consulted about this? Who voted? If you spend
time driving, you get whiffs of Peter's paintings
constantly—the anonymous character in your rear-
view mirror, or the one you're tailgating. Thinking
about his work, | remembered how cars functioned
in my childhood imagination. First the realization
that a car's front or rear could be a face, and
that those sailing along the highway could be
huge heads on wheels or aliens. Later there was
an obsession with brands: going for family drives
and pointing out Chevrolets, Fords, whatever,
excited about being able to tell the difference.
Peter's work conflated these levels of thought
into one demonic, unconsumable presence.

Superficially Peter's
paintings resemble nothing
so much as billboards of
car advertisements, but
devoid of their sunniness
or idiotic libido. Everything
is turned inward, toward
thought and myth. They
feel like “good design” run
amok, with no human com-
ponent. The cars balance
on one wheel, they have no
room for passengers, they
hang upside down or race
vertically up the edge of a
painting. The fields around
the cars define a place
simultaneously cramped
and streamlined, filled with
a bright, ubiquitous light
that seems to emanate
from the cars themselves.

Through 1995 Peter’s
focus on the cars was
almost complete, but there
seemed to be action at
the fuzzy edges of the pro-
ject. Drawings appeared
that were less labor-inten-
sive, concerned with defin-
ing the images using a
blunt, wobbly line. There
was a group of small gri-
saille paintings of cars
based more directly on
straight photographs,
which seemed to be a bit too close in feeling to
Gerhard Richter's Baader-Meinhof series. Now
they can be seen as a transition, all grist for
some future mill. At some point, the edges must
have started to feel more like the middle to him.
Less than a week after he died a poster arrived
announcing an exhibition of his recent work. It
showed a painting unlike anything he had made
before. Clearly when he died he'd been having a
growth spurt,

Peter made three paintings and numerous
drawings based on the same three images of
his boyfriend Sean lying on the beach. They all
show him from the side, close to his head,
viewed from the level of the sand. The one on
the poster has him lifting his head and looking
out, at what? The waves, a fly on his foot, some-
one's head in his lap? He has an urban-primitive
haircut, long tail hanging from his head, goatee
on his chin. The moles on his neck and shoul-
ders are rendered with great care. The other

images have Sean inverted. In one his face is
abruptly cropped. In the other he's laughing, but
it's hard to tell because he's hanging vertically
down like a slab of beef. The same formal con-
siderations, fused with that careful, imploding
paint that Peter had applied to the car subjects,
had been brought into the most intimate realm.
The process is subtly opened up—you feel a bit
more direction in the surface, and the edges of
objects have an ambiguous glare, like those of a
cutout. Peter was finding a way to create an
entirely new formal vocabulary for himself by
painting hair, and profiles, and trees. It's hard
for me to get the goatee out of my mind,
painted like a nest of little worms growing from
Sean's chin. These works have an almost domi-
neering presence infused with a disconcertingly
gentle, pillow-talk type of content. | can imagine
artists as irreconcilable as Alan Turner and
Georg Baselitz occupying some virtual chat room
in Peter's mind while he made these things.

Something else was on his mind as well,
leading to something perhaps riskier and not as
immediately easy to see, a path into a more
sociological space. When he died he had also
finished four of a group of “landscape” paint-
ings, and was at work on two more, based on
his photographs of the facades and parking lots
of gas stations and convenience stores. At first
glance they play right into the hands of those
who never stopped seeing him as a Photorealist,
but then his “alterations” and “improvements”
begin to creep forward. Chain stores are
stripped of their logos; colors are changed, the
type on signs is eliminated; things become more
abstract and simultaneously yield up more of
their essence, full of potential motion, waiting
for something to happen. These environments,
shaped for automobiles and people, are drained
of both. The slightly loosened handling and hard,
cold edges of the paintings of Sean are here too,
giving the scenes a loopy sort of calm. Their flat,
lonely narratives bring to mind Edward Hopper's
canvases, but emptied of people and turned into
something nearly amusing. That Peter was will-
ing to let his work take him so near to Hopper
and certain of the Photorealists bespeaks his
confidence. These are courageous paintings.

With Peter's death, I've never felt so aware of
art history's contingency on the actual. We don't
count what people think about or what they
might have done, only what they do. The devel-
opments at the end, the opening up onto new
trains of thought, leaves one feeling deprived of
all the potential growth. Peter’'s contribution
stands as it is; | hope younger artists will know
his work, and use it. []

Dunham, Carroll.  “Head Over Wheels,” Artforum. April 1997, pp. 19-20.
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“Sean Number Three” (1996), by Peter Cain (Marks).

“Peter Cain,” The New Yorker, February 10, 1997, p. 16.
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ALETTE 1 the last two years of i life, Peter Cain, who died last month at age 37, broke away from
his signature car imagery and began painting portraits and landscapes of industrial Los Angeles. These
canvases, like his earlier ones, display Cain’s talent for extracting iconic possibilities from ordinary
subjects. At Matthew Marks Gallery, 523 West 24th Street; through March 15. .

“Peter Cain,” New York Magazine. February 10, 1997, p. 131.



MATTHEW MARKS GALLERY
523 West 24th Street, New York, New York 1oo1r Tel: 212-243-0200 Fax: 212-243-0047

Karmel, Pepe.  “Peter Cain,” The New York Times. April 7, 1998.



MATTHEW MARKS GALLERY
523 West 24th Street, New York, New York 1oo1r Tel: 212-243-0200 Fax: 212-243-0047

THE

NEW YORKER
L ART

Auto Exofic

N Peter Cain’s paintings (Marks,
I 1018 Madison Avenue, at 79th
Street; through January 28), auto-
mobiles like the Mercedes S00SL and the
Bugatti EP 110 appear as de-luxe mu-
tants. The original showroom images of
the cars have been sliced up on Cain’s
drawing board and reassembled in such a
way as to suggest a faintly sinister, if
timely, reversal of the process by which
limos are ‘‘stretched.”” These disconcert-
ing contractions were then projected onto
canvas, rendered in oil (with some taped
edges), and set against sleek, painterly
grounds that would very likely get an A
from Clement Greenberg.

In one outstanding work, the largest in
the show, a blue bumper hits the road
upside down, in a highway landscape of
refracted planes in fruity pinks and
peaches that evoke Poons, Noland, and
the whole mandarin color-field gang of
the nineteen-sixties. In addition to these
ties, there are strong echoes—in Cain’s
high-resolution technique and in his very
subject—of that abstract movement’s con-
temporaneous flip side, hyperrealism.
Likewise, the artist’s relation to Pop is
not at all a subtle one; his debt to
Rosenquist in particular is apparent
throughout.

Less obvious, perhaps, is what Cain
makes of his customized auto bodies. His
galleryful of seductive crippled vehicles,
in fact, find their exact counterparts in
Alan Turner’s lyrically painted muta-
tions of flesh and faces. Cain’s cars are
likely to rack up a lot of mileage in the
new year.

“Auto Exotic,” The New Yorker. January 11, 1993, p. 9.
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NOTES ON A PAINTING
Jerry Saltz

Wild Thing

Peter Cain’s Untitled

eter Cain makes paintings of cars that

are not cars bllt \\'I'Iicl'] convey lhe

essence of “car-ness” (whatever that
may be). His paintings operate in an area bor-
dered by Photo-Realism, Minimalism, Pop
Art, and Surrealism. With incredible realistic
precision Cain pesents the car as either a sleek
abstract form or a strangely truncated, dis-
turbingly amputated “thing.” In Untitled, he
turns something that is known and familiar
into something weird and unfamiliar—paint-
ing a kind of visual oxymoron, he creates
something that is perfectly imperfect.

Cain is tantalizingly difficult to classify.
Going against the prevailing winds of raste,
he is decidedly wn-Neo-Geo and
Simulationist (though in some ways he does
relate to Ashley Bickerton), nor is he a tasteful
painter of Neo-Nostalgia. Cain is a strange,
unorthodox, and odd young artist. Employ-
ing technigues more in keeping with indus-
trial and graphic design than fine art, Cain's
paintings have non-surfaces of carefully
blended and rendered painted areas that are
both obviously handmade and airbrushed or
otherwise mechanically applied. Half perfect
and focused, half blurred and confusing—
Cain’s paintings create highly disjunctive, bor-
der-to-border, edge-to-edge effects. The cen-
trally pierced, off-kilter, imperfect paintings
of James Rosenquist come to mind. Rosen-
quist painted food, body parts, and house-
hold items—Dbut he also painted cars and car
parts, though almost always life- or larger-
than-life-sized. The connection between the
work of these two painters lies in the mysteri-
ous irrationality and inconsistencies in com-
mon things both bring out. Cain, however, is
never as abrupt or jarring as Rosenquist—pre-
ferring simple, less visible solutions.

ROR-

Peter Cain, Untitied, 1989, 0il on canvas, 58" x T0". Courtesy Pat Heam Gallery.

The skeleton key to understanding
Cain may be the paradoxical moving rarget
Gerhard  Richter. Richter peripatetically
throws his audience off balance with visual
curveball after psychological screwball. Cain
attempts to negotiate the same aberrant gap
between what is real and not real, painting
and photograph, photograph of a painting,
and painting of a photograph.

Cain paints in a way that, if not execured
just right, will slip off into one of two sur-
rounding styles and be critically sucked up
and immediately neutralized—banished to
some nether world of bad art, an eternity of
suburban artfairs and Greenwich Village
sidewalk shows. Cain seems to have a built-in
early warning system, because in Untitled he
avoids these two nearby and hazardous traps:
the pit of Pop, on the one hand, and the pen-

dulum of Photo-Realism on the other. While
the styles and names of the Pop artists are not
only remembered and all but canonized, the
names of the Photo-Realists have all but been
forgotten. (With the exception of Chuck
Close—who never really fit the label, what
with his ways of converting marks into im-
ages, his gargantuan scale, and his defiant
techniques. )

Photo-Realism was a kind of phantom
or dream movement of the '70s. In a decade
permeated with pluralism and art that was
resistant to dealers and collectors alike,
Photo-Realism came along—almost prepac-
kaged, ready to be bought up by hungry col-
lectors. A return to any kind of Realism is
never really far off—because the desire for a
recognizable image is never far off. It could
be argued, in fact, that the headlong rush to

Saltz, Jerry. “Wild Thing,” Arts Magazine. March 1990, pp. 13-14.
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