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sidewalk and nature viewing platform, bridge to
St. Augustine by Sam Cady

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on March 9, 2017.

An intense but unassuming artist, Sam Cady is gratified to
be receiving considerable attention in the world of contempo-
rary art. In the fall of 2016, he received a prestigious Joan
Mitchell Foundation Award (Mitchell was a renowned abstract
expressionist artist); in the winter/spring of 2017, he simulta-
neously mounted a solo show in Boston and the first full-scale
retrospective of his work at the Center for Maine Contempo-
rary Art. Titling both shows “Parts of the Whole,” Cady is
referencing parts of the world, parts of his life, and parts of the
creative process.

Cady grew up mostly in New England, although with his
father in the Navy, the family spent 2 years in Europe as
well. Summers, predictably, were spent in coastal Maine, in
a lobster fishing village that had been part of the family’s
summer life for a number of generations.

Cady says that he had both an appetite and an aptitude for
drawing and painting from an early age. “It wasn’t a matter of
determining that I wanted to be an artist. I just did it.” Formal art
training began during his undergraduate years at the University of
New Hampshire. Cady’s parents were concerned about the via-
bility of painting as a career, although for somewhat atypical
reasons: He was partially red–green color-blind. They inter-
viewed one of his art teachers about whether this would be an
impediment. The professor’s response: “He’s great with values
[the lightness or darkness of colors], so leave him alone.” As Cady
comments, “I’m fine with tone, form, space, and light and
shadow.” Although he loves the color of natural wood, he doesn’t
see the pink or red within it and so has learned to add it in.

This sex-linked challenge has been relevant to Cady’s art in
other ways. He suggests that his shaped art is partly related to the
red–green color-blindness. His color-blindness became apparent
during his adolescence as he and his family, in Europe, drove by
a field of poppies. The rest of the family was excited. “It all looked
the same to me.” Cady notes the compensatory capacities that
humans have: His maternal grandfather, even more color-blind
than Cady, was apparently renowned for his ability to pick out
four-leaf clovers. He was attuned to shape.

Graduate school at Indiana University was when Cady
started making “shaped” paintings. He became restless with
the typical rectangularity of paintings. To give his paintings

more variety and dimension, he started adding pieces to the
rectangular form. From there, over the years he has also chosen
to eliminate the superfluous. “I try to pare down [my paintings]
by excluding the parts of the image that are extraneous to me,
just focusing on the essence of what I’m trying to convey.”

After obtaining a master of fine arts, Cady moved to New
York City. Living in a loft in an old industrial building on
the Bowery, before lofts (and the Bowery) became fashion-
able, opened up his art further. His apartment, on the top
floor of the building, 70 feet long and with two skylights,
“was like a cathedral.” Large walls invited 18-foot paint-
ings; the building was full of artists. “It gave me the breath-
ing room and the space to expand. I let my imagination
develop as much as it wanted to.”

The paintings’ subject matter was affected by the cityscape.
Highways, the Brooklyn Bridge—objects and structures—
“became reflections of people’s creativity, metaphors for the
human experience. I realized I was focusing on human forms
of containment, shelter, or transport, played against or con-
trasted to the exposure of nature.”

After 30 years of painting and teaching in New York,
Cady felt worn down by the intensity of urban life. He
moved back to his “roots” and now lives in his parents’
former summer home in Friendship, Maine.

Cady’s trompe l’oeil (literally, “fool the eye,” in which painted
shadow makes the flat surface appear three-dimensional) style is
especially vivid in sidewalk and nature platform, bridge to St.
Augustine. Subtleties of texture allow us to experience wood,
cement, metal, and even implications of sand. The viewer knows
that the image is a diagonal moving up the picture surface, yet
vividly experiences it on a horizontal three-dimensional plane,
receding in space. Devoid of people, humans are yet around: the
tactile sense of human-made materials and construction as well as
recognition that the viewing platform was built explicitly to allow
people to move beyond the land, to view other aspects of nature.
The presence of Cady’s object allows us the opportunity to inter-
polate that which is not present, whether human or nature or the
play of light on this particular day. By seeing, Cady invites us to
be feeling as well.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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