
Interview with Susan Maddux 

 

Your work exists somewhere between painting, sculpture, textile, and garment. Do you 
consciously resist these traditional categories, or do you see your practice as creating an 
entirely new visual language? 

 

I see my practice as utilizing what serves my ideas. I took my paintings off the stretcher bars and 
spent a year exploring different forms a painting can take. I am trained as a painter, and worked 
as a designer for many years in New York. I used a designer’s methodical approach to this 
exploration, turning the idea over, looking at it from different angles. One of the things that 
motivated this was my work as a surface and textile designer. I began to consider my paintings 
as material: something to create with.  

Being between categories is something I’m familiar with. I’m from Hawaii and biracial. I’m a 
painter, and a designer. My work is painting, and sculpture. I’m comfortable existing between 
neat definitions and creating something new in that space.  

 

Folding is central to your artistic process. What does the repetitive act of folding canvas 
mean to you, both physically and conceptually? 

 

I’m very interested in the idea that a profound transformation can come from a simple gesture.  

My experience of folding is of a gentle manipulation that has profound implications.  

Folding is a metaphor for time, for memory. The repetitive act is a meditation, and an act of 
transformation.  

I work on my canvasses flat on the ground. Early on I noticed that the process of wetting 
expanses of canvas with water, moving around them, applying paint- pouring, brushing then 
when they are dry folding and smoothing, it felt like I was using very familiar gestures that I’d 
performed many times and that countless generations of people working in the home had also 
used.  

 

Many of your works reveal and conceal at the same time. How important is the idea of 
discovery and uncertainty in the way you want viewers to experience your art? 

 

Discovery and curiosity are central to my process as an artist. These are the things that keep me 
engaged, and that keep my work evolving. In that way, the mystery and the unfolding are an 
integral part of the work, even if it works on an unconscious level for the viewer.  

 



Your Japanese-American heritage plays an important role in your practice. How has 
exploring your cultural identity influenced the formal language you have developed over the 
years? 

 

My aesthetic and formal language comes very much from my upbringing in Hawaii.  

I consider my relationship to my heritage a function of memory but also of imagination and 
fantasy.   

Growing up, I was exposed to artisans and artists creating in clay, wood, fabric, glass, ink, 
flowers, leaves -  a very fluid creative atmosphere, and the deep connection to the land that 
many people in Hawaii have is an integral part of that creativity. It’s like creating is part of 
respecting and honoring the abundance of the land.  

My drive to explore different materials and methods in my search for different ways to express 
my ideas comes out of this upbringing, where I was not aware of a hierarchy of art / craft / design 
and different cultures came to Hawaii and continued to make things that reminded them of 
where they came from and made them with so much longing and celebration.  

 

Having started your career as a textile designer, how has your understanding of fabric, 
garment construction, and craftsmanship shaped your approach to contemporary art? 

 

I went to school for painting and have painted my whole life. Surface and textile pattern design 
was my second career as a designer, and it taught me a lot about what is possible within very 
specific limitations. Patterns are so powerful and a large part of how we navigate the world has 
to do with pattern recognition. Diving into patterns altered the way I think, and it allowed me to 
step back and see my paintings as material. It broke some kind of fourth wall for me: the 
preciousness of the painting, the relationship to art history that every painting has- so much 
time and energy goes into creating a painting, and to take it apart and reassemble it in another 
form was very liberating. 

 

The pigments seem to flow into the raw canvas before the material is folded back into its 
final form. How much of the final composition is carefully planned, and how much is 
determined by the behavior of the material itself? 

 

The most interesting compositions often come from combining pieces I’ve created intentionally 
with something unexpected. I don’t throw anything away, so I have an inventory of paintings to 
play with, and eventually they all find a place. One of my favorite creative flows is trying different 
combinations of discarded paintings together. I can get lost in that for hours, and something 
happens in my brain when I can physically move things around and make connections that 
produce unexpected results that feel beyond anything I could plan.  

 

 



You describe your artistic practice as a search for the essential. After years of refining your 
process, what continues to surprise or challenge you each time you begin a new work? 

 

Like any good studio process, mine continues to challenge me every day. I make a lot of plans, 
and they are often confronted by the nature of the materials. Part of my challenge is control, and 
I am constantly humbled by what I cannot control in my process. Paint changes color when it 
dries, raw cotton canvas shrinks at different rates, sometimes what looks good on paper does 
not translate to sculptural dimensions. The final piece has to be discovered to some extent, and 
even with the best planning there are opportunities to go beyond my initial idea. A lot of faith is 
required to move through the process, and patience. I have come to think of my process as an 
ecosystem designed to address the exact psychological issues I struggle with in everyday life.  

 

Where do you see yourself and your art in 10 years’ time? 

 

I see my exploration of materials continuing and showing up to answer the question I am always 
asking: what forms can a painting take?  

I see traveling and making art influenced by different environments happening more.  

I’ve wanted to grow my practice to be able to create more freely and at a larger scale with 
support in the studio and space to do that in.  

I embrace curiosity over certainty more every day, and I believe this idea will continue to grow 
and be more embodied in my work over time. 


