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Madeline Stillwell – “Clip from Photoshoot III” (2010) at Wilde Galerie, Berlin 
  

 

“If you can manipulate clay and end up with art, you can manipulate yourself in it as well. It has 

to do with using the body as a tool, an object to manipulate.” – Bruce Nauman 

 

American artist Madeline Stillwell’s body of work combines elements of sculpture, graffiti, 

environmental art, dance, and theater, evoking themes of temporality and permanence, and 

highlighting the processes of breaking down and regeneration. Most of her work centers on 

performances in which found objects and debris from the city streets are brought inside and 

transformed into an indoor urban wasteland. Stillwell gathers her discarded industrial materials 

from local dumpsters and construction sites and arranges them aesthetically; by the end of her 

performances, these surroundings are in ruins. 

http://madelinestillwell.com/home.html


 
Looking for materials; Photo: Chloé Richard 

 

Stillwell’s performances consist of her navigating through these assigned spaces and 

introducing wet elements such as paint, plaster, and clay. Watching her maneuver through 

broken scaffolding, wooden boards, concrete, bricks and plastic elicits a visceral response from 

the audience. Often she becomes entangled in these materials, or suspended above the ground 

to the extent that it becomes difficult to imagine how she might extract herself. The promise of 

physical pain evokes a specific type of response. One is captivated by all that could go wrong, 

but seemingly never does. Stillwell assures me that she has never been seriously hurt during 

one of her performances. 

Stillwell taught ceramics, drawing, and sculpture in New York City for six years in the early 

2000s. During this period, she started producing what she terms “wet, unfired, ceramic graffiti.” 

She made ribbon-like clay forms and placed them around Brooklyn, documenting them over 

time as they deteriorated and changed shape. This was the first time she connected materials 

with performance. “All of a sudden,” she says, “it was as if the pieces were performing for me, 

because they were changing over time. And I thought, how can I make them move without 

having to wait so long?” In 2008, as she was completing her MFA at Cranbrook Academy of Art, 

her interest in working with organic materials gained a new dimension when she started 

constructing clay installations. 

Stillwell’s current performance work applies these earlier concerns in new ways. She sees 

herself as a vehicle for making the materials move. Her performances employ the same 

methodology as her installations, and she notes “often, I’m finding spaces to collage an 

installation into or to collage myself into.” Depending on how it is approached, graffiti, in addition 

to installation and performance, also acts as a type of collage when integrated into the urban 

landscape. 

Stillwell works using additive processes, layering and building forms, and yet her choice of 

media is also ephemeral, requiring documentation for posterity. Her fascination with trash may 

stem from a similar set of concerns; namely, what is trash but the after-effects of too much 

accumulation? A fan of dumpster-diving and repurposing materials, Stillwell readily 

acknowledges the beauty that can be found in discarded objects, describing some of the things 

she’s seen, from bundles of plastic bags to slabs of abandoned concrete and wood, as 

containing “traces of human activity.” 



It should come as no surprise that Stillwell has a strong background in theatre and dance. She 

moves with a dancer’s consciousness of the space around her and often relates to the jagged 

surrounding objects as fellow performers, allowing their presence to spontaneously influence 

her own actions. Stillwell is at once subject and object. At times she surrenders control to her 

environment, allowing accidental factors to manipulate her body in ways that leave her 

vulnerable and precarious, placing the viewer in a self-consciously voyeuristic role. Though they 

are public displays, there is something about the nature of Stillwell’s performances that makes 

them feel like private moments. 

There is a rhythmic nature to Stillwell’s movements, and she uses her entire body as an 

expressive tool. Stillwell says “movement and music have always been active in how I make 

marks” and that she desires “some kind of harmonious flow with the material.” Sometimes she 

hums when she finds it necessary. Her work is an expression of a type of human consciousness 

that is beyond everyday language. 

Stillwell’s performances contain a tension between control and chaos, specifically, of pushing 

elements to the edge of chaos and then reining them in. If something unplanned occurs, she 

explores it and somehow incorporates it into the piece, much in the vein of Jackson Pollock’s 

assertion that “there is no accident.” Stillwell does not stage her performances in dumpsters for 

good reason; there is a precision in her placement of debris and the selection of materials inside 

the gallery. During the performance, the originally ordered space becomes more chaotic, but it 

is an ordered chaos because of the consciousness the artist brings to it. 

 

 
Madeline Stillwell – “Banquet 5,6,&7”, 2010; Performance at MMX Berlin 

 

Stillwell also produces drawings, which are an extension of her live work, reflecting the same 

restless dynamism and rhythm. Some are detailed preparatory sketches, and some of the most 

interesting are her collages, combining gestural drawing with her own cut-up photographs. 

Stillwell approaches collage in the same way she does performance; the result is a clash of 

materials that eventually combine to form a heterogeneous, synchronized movement. 

A thread of futility can be found in her performances, as one can not ignore the palpable 

suggestion that everything that can be built will someday turn to rubble, and that dealing with 

destroyed environments reflects something inherently fractured within the human psyche. 

Stillwell cautions against such a singular reading of her work. “I want to create something that 



represents not only futility but also productivity, so that there is a relationship between both the 

energy you put out and the entropy of something decomposing. I see a connection between the 

two. I sort of see life that way. When I first came to Berlin, I saw these monuments and then 

these huge piles of construction and scaffolding next to them. The fact that there were both was 

what interested me.” 

In her fearless communion with sometimes dangerous materials, Stillwell highlights the human 

capacity for endurance and survival. Through presenting the dynamism of building and taking 

apart structures, she signals the constant of change and our simultaneous propensity for 

continuous creation and destruction. 
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