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MAÍLLO: TRAPPED BY THE CRAFT OF PAINTING 

 

Maíllo’s work shows a certain diversity of styles and motives without fear 

of the grotesque, imitation or even copying. No room for prejudices. 

Multifaceted to the limit. Yet always within the yardsticks of painting. 

Interruption, fragmentation and repetition are the basic premises that the 

artist uses and transfers to his way of painting, which make up and are the 

roots of intentionally sought polymorphic aesthetics. 

 

“All art was always about inebriation, not about drunkenness,” wrote 

Agustín Valle. 

 

Experiencing everything known led Maíllo to a short-circuiting of ideas 

that explosively fused into a new concept that avoids any prejudice, any 

apparent coherence at first glance. Overexposure to artistic knowledge 

generates a new experience in his way of working, which is an amalgam of 

many others. 

 

The work process is individual, but the result is combative in the way of a 

guerrilla fighter, linked to a committed way of life, as was the case of 

painters in the distant past. Maíllo coexists with painting viscerally. 

That is not considered to be a good thing nowadays, as if it were an old-

fashioned way of tackling things. His experience is based on a lost 

tradition: that of being a painter because it is a physical necessity. 

Maíllo himself talks about a “way of understanding art and life”, in that 

order and is not embarrassed to mix both things. 

 

Crosses, dots, springs, spirals, stripes and doodles are the base of his 

latest work. Compared to the simple appearance, they are elaborate works in 

depth and the artist tells us that their inspiration includes the great 

artist Picabia. Call it anything, the title of the whole series, leaves the 

way open for a free interpretation, but these paintings are not as generic 

as they may appear. These are portraits with references to Antiquity, 

primitive schematic paintings, and the signs and symbols of early 

Christianity, along with the funeral masks and the frescos of Pompeii. A 

certain anarchical mythology is arranged on the canvas in the artist’s own 

way. 

 

Maíllo is not frightened of formats, as he works with total freedom from 

the smallest to the largest, with elements being lavished on the painting 

with no chinks. He is not interested in separations between painting and 

drawing. The gestural sign of the drawing is repeated, filling the canvas 

and thus creating a painting, but we can turn this around and say that his 

painting consists of drawn graphical signs, which is also true. Graphical 

signs that range from a simple spiral that is repeated, cleft firmly in the 

fresh paint that splatters many of the works, along with anthropomorphic 

symbols from primitive cultures, including totemic animals from the Nazca 

civilisation, among others. Contemporary and primitive graffiti are mixed 

in a gibberish that the artist perfectly understands. All those apparently 



chaotic elements in some of the paintings are in a very clear order to the 

artist, who driven by inspiration generally works quickly and nearly 

automatically, but who also leaves a work to one side to then go back to it 

and finish it later.  

 

Between the spontaneous and the deliberately prepared, Maíllo produces 

working drawings that, highly surprisingly, capture in black ink paintings 

that have been previously worked in detail in school notebooks with graph 

paper, which help him to then transfer the drawings in scale to the large 

format.  

 

Maíllo calls on elegance among the thousands of references that I see as 

clues to decipher his works, when his paintings seem at first glance to be 

a type of deliberately intentional bad taste.  

“The discoveries of other artists are there to use, to be seized freely.” 

This is how Maíllo declares his intentions and there is something of the 

pirate about it. But we should not wrongly interpret this quote. The artist 

then goes on to tell us that he likes technique, an annoying issue that is 

taboo to most painters nowadays. And Maíllo refers to the great masters of 

the tradition and their use of colour, varnish, the proportions, etc. 

Between not knowing and knowing, studying is one option for us. Stupidity 

and ignorance is also another one. Error as a good guess, as Derrida 

explains: “Any work runs the risk of failure, and it is nothing unless it 

takes that risk”. 

 

Maíllo believes that research keeps him alive. His ears and eyes are open 

wide to progress in painting, which he takes on board, freely seizing what 

he likes, snooping around and finding out more about what strikes him, 

based on a criterion that has no logical definition: Velázquez and Picabia, 

and why not together? Knowledge can be fragmented and chaotic, interested 

and with a logic of order or harmony. Thus, there are other very divergent 

references, such as certain aesthetics of the 1980s, the use of bright and 

jarring colours and a symbology and schematism reminiscent of graffiti, 

while Maíllo is twenty-five years old and the Spanish and international 

painting at that key moment, is still too close to have come under his 

gaze. And if we were to speak of Zush or Kenny Scharf? I do not think he 

knows who they are. And if we refer to colour ranges and contrasts, he is 

interested in both of them to the same extent. Maíllo is not worried about 

being contemporary, and even less about being modern. He is fascinated with 

the whole of the history of art – and yet again we have to reiterate, 

without prejudices –, because he is trapped by the craft of painting. From 

the Neolithic to what his peers are doing. From Caravaggio to Twombly and 

Tàpies. And I also believe that we should mention Artaud and Dubuffet, and 

the artist would not be offended. The canvas is a battlefield, a military 

plan where the action strategies to be carried out are carefully painted. 

Reinventing painting after reviewing its whole history, jumping from one 

period to another at whim, not following an ordered and chronological 

course. 

 

In an extensive series of portraits, we wonder if they contain something 

inherent to the artist, in the same way that Bacon produced his portraits 

and where he was basically painting his own devils, and then therefore 

there is something of the self-portrait. Maíllo, without being particularly 



mythomaniac, is interested in the lives of certain artists, not just ones 

in the plastic arts, but also of musicians, writers, directors and film 

actors – there is no point to quote a string of names –. Anybody who 

interests him joins the club and is welcome. Those portraits, many of which 

are produced using elementary graphic signs and some others that are nearly 

figurative, mix the abstract with the symbology in a wild manner. Maíllo 

speaks of his interest in the classical portrait and we can see various 

classifications of the subject in his work: Bacon-portrait, in a tormented 

manner; Gilda sisters-portrait, more like a caricature in appearance than 

anything else; schematic-portrait, consisting of just a few graphic signs; 

nearly figurative portrait, inspired by a magazine photography; landscape-

portrait, where there is no face or body, but rather a name written between 

painted mountains... And the self-portrait, as Maíllo also paints the 

artist in action, in his studio or in a field of stars and constellations 

that surround him when he is working, inspired (but note only 

theoretically) by Miró, in the sense of total innocence as the driving 

force of the painting. As the portrait represents the flesh and identity of 

the person being painted, the real and the fiction. Expressionism and 

abstraction are once again together.  

 

When I am with the artist in his studio, it is fascinating to ask him about 

the meaning of some symbols in the painting or the whole work, or what 

inspired him to get started, as the answers are usually quite different 

from what one might think. There are also hidden graphic signs that are 

repeated and which he does not wish to reveal, as they are private. We can 

find a Gordillo flow in the painting of Maillo, where the flow from the eye 

to the brain and from it to the hand executing the route and the layout is 

rapid. The beat has a rhythm that emerges from somewhere and the neuronal 

nature of the way of working is transmitted to the work in a non artificial 

way and from the canvas to the viewer. Fantasy and reality. 

 

And thus, we can imagine Maíllo alone in his workshop, in front of a blank 

canvas, before he starts on it, feverishly enjoying the desire to begin to 

paint. In the end, the spontaneous and fresh happiness of painting is what 

matters and which never means irresponsible.  

We will end with this quote from Marcel Duchamp that Juan José Maíllo was 

kind enough to give us: “Contrary to popular opinion, the viewers not the 

painters make the paintings”. And I will add a further one from Ferrán 

García Sevilla which I hope he will not dislike: “Painting as naturally as 

breathing, at point-blank range, without thinking about words, without 

interferences or fears, only feeling energy surge in and out”. 


