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Until recently I thought I knew a lot about painting. I thought that 
contemporary paintings following the guidelines of last century´s 
art had a better artistic quality than those differing from those 
patterns. In other words: that the paintings that resembled less 
those created by the great masters of contemporary painting, 
were worse than those more similar to the paintings from those 
great artists. This preconceived idea proved wrong after I paid 
attention to the work of Mariana Laín. 

I thought I had known her work for a long time. Now I see that 
was not the case. In reality, what I was looking for in her paintings 
was what I always look for in paintings from past epochs, works 
which, denying the passage of time, I had turned into a rigid 
paradigm of the contemporary. The most intense feelings that I 
experienced when I looked at Mariana´s work, turned out to be 
inappropriate from my academic background point of view, so I 
tried to focus my attention on aspects such as the composition 
and the execution of her work, which appeared to be 
“appropriately contemporary”. I was trying to forget what I felt 
when I stood in front of her paintings: that feeling of vertigo that 
resulted from being outside of time, or more precisely, “outside of 
the expectations of our time”. It was such a powerful feeling of 
nostalgia that I was getting a lump in my throat. As expected, my 
automatic reaction to that aspect of her paintings was rejection. 
One has his own principles and cannot let himself be dragged by 
what I considered sentimentalism from a lost and pleasant past. 
According to the moral tradition in which we have been educated, 
nostalgia is a capital sin because it softens our determination to 
transform the world the way we know it into a modern paradise. 
This unavoidable program demands that we confront reality with 
an implacable spirit, with “virility” and audacity. Melancholy is, 
consequently, the sign of the weak, the pliable and the indulgent, 
those who shy away from the mandatory commitment of 



confronting the system. But, what happens when we want to 
carefully explore the reasons that make nostalgia something 
suspicious?   

The most radical contemporary art encourages artists to question 
and even violate established moral codes, confronting the most 
deeply rooted taboos of our culture. Why not consider then the 
lack of inhibition from nostalgia as a risky and disturbing 
proposal? Isn´t it true that we´re scared of letting that feeling flow 
unrestricted like a liberating passion? Aren´t we taking for granted 
that this is an unhealthy passion because we have been brought 
up with that idea? We could say that if this idea is correct, it will 
not cease to be so just by studying it, and if it´s not correct, we 
might as well study it, lest we reject something particularly 
valuable.   
The research on nostalgia that I am proposing could start with the 
following question: What is it that produces that feeling in the 
paintings of Mariana Laín? The immediate answer that occurs to 
me is: the images of an idyllic past. Assuming that this was the 
reason, we should ask ourselves then: Why is it wrong to let 
yourself be seduced by that kind of image?  Is it perhaps because 
it is reactionary to want the past instead of the present or the 
future? This way of thinking would be logical if all about the past 
were horrible and all about the present and the future, wonderful.  

Otherwise, I wouldn´t understand why I should always choose 
what is most modern, even when what they are selling me as 
modern seems to be something foolish. Or should I push myself 
to believe, so that I don´t cast a doubt on the current ethical 
principles, that any recent transformation would mean an 
unquestionable improvement of the world? I´m talking about the 
principles that marked the development of art in the 20th century, 
where the use of images of the past was only acceptable when 
they illustrated its darkest and most unorganized side. An artist 
can rebel just as simply against the basic postulate which states 
that it is necessary to be absolutely modern.  

That´s fine, but let’s not leave the following question unanswered: 



How do you represent the present and the future in this modern 
art? with the same dark and unorganized image of the past. In 
other words, what is reactionary is not to think that something 
from the past deserves being contemplated today, but to think 
that all three, the past, the present, and future can be better than 
a nightmare for those of us living and imagining them. That 
nightmare is the only interpretation of the reality that we accept as 
“real” and “truthful”. Is reality like this? Is the reality in which 
Mariana Laín is interested less real and less true? I have to say 
that for me it is actually more authentic, because it defies a 
concept of the world that appears to me false and just as equally 
sterile in its monotony. Let´s suppose for a moment that the world 
of Mariana Laín is a nostalgic one, which is only alive in our 
memories of a better time. Since I´m interested in her work as a 
life proposal, I am determined to make a list of the memories she 
has selected and the suggestions that these memories offer in 
order to fill up the shortages of our present as well as our feeble 
illusions for the future. 
When I look at the paintings shown in this exhibition, I´m taken 
aback. Where are the elements that are supposed to take me 
back to the past? There is nothing in them that belongs to another 
epoch. Mariana Laín portraits the present. However, these 
paintings convey a warm feeling, something unusual in 
contemporary art. It´s a feeling of emptiness, of something that’s 
missing in the model of the world that we are used to work in. And 
since it is not nostalgia, it might perhaps be correct to identify this 
feeling as melancholy.  
I consider that Mariana Laín´s paintings produce in the observer a 
melancholic feeling, because he/she finds in them something very 
dear and lost. If I am this interested in these paintings it is 
because they also narrate what we have lost. What we have lost 
is what we find in them, that which we cannot find in our daily life: 
serenity, tranquility, inner peace. This prolonged peace that I 
discover in her work attracts me profoundly because that is my 
goal in life. Now I realize that this is also the objective pursued in 



the artistic activity of Mariana Laín. That is her message. The 
paintings of Mariana Laín do not suggest that we escape from an 
inhospitable present to take refuge in an idealized past. What she 
proposes is to live the present with inner peace. At a first glance, 
we seem to be in the presence of a new utopia, more typical of 
the 19th and 20th centuries than it is of today: a beautiful 
objective, easy to reach but unreachable when you want to make 
it real. Are we in the presence of yet another well intentioned but 
useless proposal that is not even worth considering as a 
program?  
After two centuries of building our hopes with utopian programs 
which have accomplished nothing – whatever their causes might 
have been - it may seem smarter to take things with a grain of 
salt: the future is bleak, so let´s try to enjoy it now while the boat 
is sinking. With that criterion in mind, any other approach to life 
can only be interpreted as sheer naïveté, typical of those who 
don´t really know what the world is like.  

The Future is a utopia because we will never be able to reach it. 
However, feeling inner peace in the present is perfectly possible. 
It might seem that reaching peace in the present world is only 
possible by isolating ourselves from it, by escaping from the harsh 
and authentic reality, in accordance with that saying: “stop the 
world, I want to get off”. What really happens is exactly the 
opposite.  One experiences peace by living life to the fullest 
through the limitless fusion with the environment, however hostile 
this one might be. 
To illustrate my point, I can refer to the paintings of  Mariana Laín, 
so peaceful and at the same time so intense. This irradiation of 
peace which seems to emerge from her paintings is indifferent to 
the scene represented in them: we find it when we´re shown a trip 
to school, a day of work, a sports competition, or a burial. It is not 
necessary to change the world, just to be involved in it.  
Are we saying that we do not need to change the world in order to 
have it as we want it to be? In our current way of thinking this is 
outrageous. What happens then with our commitment to improve 



it? Can we demand that things be fine with ourselves, and don´t 
care about the others?  

I must confess I don´t know what the world is like in reality, and I 
don´t think I will ever find out no matter how hard I try. From 
experience I can say that when I feel down, it seems insufferable 
to me, and that when I´m in love it seems wonderful.  Then I feel 
immunized against whatever used to hurt me before. It seems to 
me that my opinion of reality depends more on my mood than on 
how the world is “objectively”. So, if I decide to change the world, 
with what criteria should I try to do it? With the criteria I have 
when I am upset or with the ones I have when I´m in ecstasies? I 
don´t think it is a great idea to address such a complex and 
delicate issue based on an analysis derived from depression and 
rage. In the hypothetical case of not only being able to transform 
the world, but of also obtaining a satisfactory result, could I 
ensure that this would be the case for others too? Experiments of 
this kind conducted during the last century do not make us feel 
very optimistic. 
On the other hand, when we feel ingratiated with the world, and 
the world seems fine to us, what sense does it make to try to 
transform it instead of just living it out? 
And what can we do then with those that feel unhappy? Here I 
could apply the program suggested by the paintings of Mariana 
Laín: How are her paintings treating me? Based on the feeling I 
get when I stand before them, I would say that they are caressing 
me. I must say that caresses produce one of the nicest feelings I 
know, and that they are able to transform my mood. If this 
caressing is the social program of Mariana Laín, I really wouldn´t 
be able to imagine a more appropriate social program. I ‘d like to 
take advantage of this opportunity to make a comment about art 
with a social content - something so scorned at sometimes, and 
so widely applied so many others, to highlight any work of art that 
defends a senseless social proposal only because its author 
portrays him/herself as a person who worries about the others. 
And the thing is that sometimes we forget that every work of art 



defends a social program. It is precisely our agreement with this 
program, which is a personal thing of the artist, and which 
becomes a social phenomenon by sharing it with the observer, 
what makes us feel attracted by the work of art, or on the other 
hand, what makes us reject it. That is why I love the fact that the 
paintings of Mariana Laín allow me to talk about my favorite social 
programs. 
Let´s suppose that we have two options to transform the world: 
the traditional one, the shocking one, which applies to the current 
academic art, where a good painting is equivalent to slapping the 
observer on the face; and on the other hand, the caressing option. 
If we had to apply one of the two, I would prefer to apply the 
second one. Not only for a change. It would be, above all, so that 
caressing, instead of slapping on the face, become the normal 
way of treating people. My perception of the world would greatly 
improve. And since I would feel grateful, I would respond in the 
same manner, feeling much more satisfied with my role in the 
world. 
I insist in that the stance taken by Mariana Laín seems to me very 
risky, because it is far from the current guidelines managed by 
modern art promoters, who will probably understand the exact 
opposite message: an easy-going stance, something typical of the 
most boring commercial art style. That is why we should 
remember that commercial art stores are filled with paintings that 
are supposedly “nice”, responding to people’s taste, but which are 
really as horrible as the most kitsch paintings of institutional art. Is 
this nuance too scarce so as to differentiate it from the paintings I 
am talking about? In that case, we are also liable to confuse the 
apprentice work from any of the art schools with the most 
emblematic paintings of vanguard art. 
Perhaps the big question in our days is not what should the world 
be like in the future?, nor what will it be like, regardless of what 
we want?, but rather what is it like today?. Here, we can fit every 
answer, if we think the world is the way I want it to be, the way I 
want it to be interpreted. The world and I are the same thing. The 



evolution of the world is not a Project, is a life experience, the 
richer and more attractive, the more we take advantage of it – by 
the way, I am talking about another type of riches. As Alan Watts 
used to say, it is our image that we have to adjust, and not the 
world, whose essence or organization is of a vastness that no one 
can cover. We do not know what the world is like, because its 
nature is mysterious. This might seem like a tragedy if our goal is 
to control it. But it might also be the very good thing about it, 
because in this case, it can be whatever we like it to be. Without 
looking any further: like the one that Mariana Laín treats us with. 
That is the world I am interested in. Or in other words: that is the 
painting I am interested in. 
	   	  

	  


