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RETHINKING DAMN PAINTING! 

 

“I want success” 

 Marco Aurelio 

 

I love the thrill you get from art in general, but above all from painting in 

particular; that irrational shiver down your spine that sometimes happens when 

you look at a painting. And that is heightened even further, of course, when the 

thrill is more intense and reaches that very rare category of “an inner 

earthquake”. 

 

Any form of art can trigger it and the majority of people, even if they do not 

realise, are able to receive it. Yet, in the specific case of painting, I get 

the feeling that the receiver circuit is different and its effects end up safely 

hosted in different parts of our brain.  

 

I think that the painting circuit is more of a complex and irrational gut 

reaction. E. H. Gombrich explains it with the accuracy of a clockmaker when he 

says: “Painting, as we understand it, may be described as the forging of master 

keys for opening the mysterious locks of our senses... They are complex locks 

which respond only when various screws are first set in readiness and when a 

number of bolts are shifted at the same time”. 

 

I was stunned when a graphologist explained to me that just by observing how a 

suspect had written, for example, the word Guadalajara (because it has many 

“a”s) could reveal whether or not he was guilty. And I imagine that this is 

closely connected with how you, sometimes, are absolutely baffled when you are 

looking at an apparently dull painting. During a conference in 1836, John 

Constable discussed that very idea when he said: “The art of seeing is a thing 

as almost as much to be acquired as the art of reading Egyptian hieroglyphics”.  

Our genetics may have become used to deciphering that ritual systematic of veils 

and glazes on a flat surface, which has been repeated monotonously on this 

planet for so many thousands of years. A curious combination of beats, rhythms, 

calligraphies, messages and meanings that dance and blunder within a format, 

which is nearly always rectangular. In the words of one of the “the four giants 

of landscape”, from the Yuan dynasty, Ni Tsan, the eccentric Chinese painter 

(1301-1374), “What I call painting is no other than playing with a paint brush”.  

Surely that is why it is so intriguing, in the current state of the art, and at 

a time of such deep economic, political and social changes, to consider what may 

or may not happen in painting, and how.  

 

On the other hand, it we look backwards through history, we see that each era in 

the case of painting is even more irrational in its approaches than the previous 

one and the differences of interests between one period and another are absolute 

in the majority of cases. Surely as “painting” has the strange habit of bringing 

down all artistic theories. Or simply, as André Malraux put it, “artists 

theorise about what they want to do, but do what they can”.  



There have been many deaths foretold and many unexpected resurrections in 

painting, and while some rub their hands with the arrogance of the digital 

gravedigger, others opt for the surprise of the inexplicable. We recently have 

gone through a long anti-painting period, mainly based on the furore caused by 

technological advances. Internationally, different experts place the critical 

moment of that fever at Documenta X, by Catherine David, in 1997. Yet we see 

that just a few years later, when digital technologies have penetrated our lives 

even further, few artists continue to overly focus on the digital and many have 

returned to the physical brush. Art, in these complex situations, usually goes 

off at a tangent. Just like when in August 1888, Van Gogh, at the height of the 

industrial revolution and the idea of progress, wrote a letter to his brother 

stating: “In a picture I want to say something comforting, as music is 

comforting. I want to paint men and women with that something of the eternal 

which the halo used to symbolize, and which we seek to communicate by the actual 

radiance and vibration of our colouring.”  

 

In the catalogue of the last abc art berlin contemporary exhibition, entitled 

about painting this year, Dieter Roelstraete pointed out that after so much 

death and resurrection of painting, it should be not referred to so much as 

“immortal” (a term that has been greatly used in history), but rather as an 

“eternal” invention of the human being, such as the wheel or maybe the book. 

On the other hand, it is strange there is a logical evolution of materials and 

techniques in the other facets of history: in the history of war, we have gone 

from the catapult to chemical weapons down through the centuries; there has been 

an evolution in architecture from buildings made out of sun-dried bricks to 

titanium panels, and we have moved from bartering to junk bonds in the history 

of the economy. However, when it comes to painting, it has remained practically 

unchanged since the start of time. In around 1050, Kuo Hsi said: “They ask me: 

‘what type of ink should I use?'. I answer them: ‘You can use burnt ink, or you 

can use ink left over from yesterday, or faded ink, or that power ink that 

schoolchildren use. And if none of those are any good, look for another one”.  

It makes your mind spin if your rewind and think about what has been achieved 

using pigments with paste, spread on a more or less flat surface, using a stick 

with pig hair attached to the tip; if you rewind, I repeat, everything that has 

been done for so many thousands of year... in what has been commonly, and to 

simplify, has been called “painting”...  

 

From my point of view, in this period of new approaches, I think that the 

historical organisation of painting is wrong, apart from being absurd and 

irrelevant. I, for example, would begin with Millares long before starting with 

Altamira; then Miró and Velázquez; a few centuries later Brueghel and Picasso; 

perhaps Polke and El Bosco in the 18th century, and, clearly, Seurat and Giovanni 

Bellini in the 20th century. Particularly I would make Bellini coincide with the 

LSD era. I would perhaps put Egyptian art at the end of the century and end with 

Chinese painting from the Tang dynasty.  

 

But well, let’s get down to the crux of the matter: on 28 March of this year, I 

received an email from the Art Department of Fundación ICO, where I, as the 

artist with a piece of art in the ICO Collections, was asked to showcase or 

introduce a young artist. It was signed by Gonzalo Doval Sánchez, Head of the 



Art Department. 

 

That was where “Rethinking Damn Painting!” began. The question could be: what 

does a young painter do at a time like this? Three names came to mind as we 

searched over and over again, and who by order of age are: Fernando García (35), 

Miren Doiz (30), and Juan José Maíllo (25). I then sent my 3x1 offer to 

Fundación ICO. The fact that there was a difference of five years in age between 

each of them was totally by accident, but it turned out to be nearly crucial 

when developing the exhibition, as I believe that that distance of 15 years 

revealed the positions of three very different generations.  

 

I must confess that I only knew of Fernando García out of the three of them, and 

that was by sight. It was slightly comical when he opened the door of his studio 

and I recognised him: oh, but it is you! I had met him over a beer with Philip 

Fröhlich a few weeks before. I only remembered that he played the guitar and 

that he was not very forthcoming about what he worked in. I discovered that he 

liked to be mysterious and to create a sort of intrigue about himself, so when I 

told him what I had seen of his work online, he dodged it like a centre forward 

and suggested that I had got the wrong Fernando García; he is also García 

García.  

 

Fernando is not a painter, although he is called one. He also plays the guitar, 

is a striker in a football team and has a very good photo of himself with Hugo 

Sánchez. Although he began as a striker, he is now more a sweeper, like 

Beckenbauer. Getting back to his artistic work, I was impressed by the skill of 

his dribbling, he reminded me of those incredible situations of Julio Salinas in 

the area, apparently stumbling all over the place as he made his way to the 

goal, and when it seemed that he had finally lost control and everyone was 

wondering how a striker could be so ungainly and clumsy, a leg appeared that he 

must have had hidden away and he scored a goal while the stunned spectators 

wondered if it had been an accident... or how had he done it? 

 

I like, and I am surprised that I like, the painting of a painter who does not 

paint. Fernando García, let me make it clear, experiments. I asked him for an 

experiment with paint for the exhibition and God only knows what he will come up 

with, as he is shrouded in mystery as he stumbles towards the goal line. 

Miren Doiz is more otherworldly and I see her in a more expansive and even 

therapeutic line. She must have fallen into a druid’s caldron back there in 

Navarra. She began using the mixing dishes, then she began to leave the painting 

and continued along the wall, and then the roof, and painted the whole house 

(which an uncle of hers had left her), and then came a bus, and the office of a 

gallery owner, and... She does not tend towards performance, in which she is not 

interested, but rather considers the space as if it were a painting. She has 

recently added some objects where she also intervenes. There are several artists 

painting directly on the walls of exhibition rooms, but what surprises me about 

Miren is her pictorial complexity in her interventions: with desecrated parts, 

chromatic ranges, stripes, and she even uses glazing.  

 

She only produces small sketches and tiny studies using collages in her studio. 

The rest of her work is in situ and with an expiry date. From my perspective, 



her work is refreshing, makes you think and freshens you up, apart from having a 

very special wealth and forcefulness. 

 

Maíllo is proud of being 25, is pure disorder and is a whirlwind when painting. 

His images are linked at full speed like those rap singers where the slipstream 

of their text is paralysed in the air, pure speed, and when you manage to work 

out what they have said, they are already many rhymes ahead. 

 

Maíllo works starting from a rhythm, like a mantra. Musically, apart from rap, 

he can be compared to jazz, hip hop, psychedelic rock... His philosophy goes 

from dirty to clean, and back again, with a near total mixture of styles and 

ways of painting. 

 

I was also struck by Maíllo's attitude towards the canvas and his crazy process. 

When he has explained to me in his studio the process behind a specific 

painting, I have not really understood where he was going, but strangely enough, 

I find the result works.  

 

With regard to my part in the exhibition, apart from Gato ZZZ, which belongs to 

MUICO, a work that marks the start of the exhibition, Maíllo, Doiz and García 

have each chosen a couple of my works to hang. I believe that this, apart from 

slightly restoring the balance between selector and selected, establishes 

unexpected intergalactic connections, or as H.L. Menchken said, slightly tongue 

in cheek: “When noticing that a rose smells better than a cabbage, he concludes 

that it will also make a better soup...” 


