Everyone should have a heart.

David Spiller is a distinctive figure in the London art world: his work has little in common with other painting being done here. For one thing it is inherently optimistic and presents a predominantly joyful and celebratory view of the world. His paintings are big and bright and full of what might be termed ‘Pop’ imagery, together with material culled from high art sources and printed ephemera. Cartoon characters and song lyrics are layered with scratches and scribbles, more lyrics. The range of material and technique that goes into a single painting is extraordinary, and Spiller holds it together with admirable skill. ‘This is all the stuff I love,’  he says. The punky energy and good humour of the paintings reflect the character of their maker.  He wants you to love it all too, to share his joy.

These are sincere and joyful paintings. One might be forgiven for imagining that Spiller is motivated to paint Felix the Cat, Popeye, and lyrics and slogans from the 60s, through some kind of nostalgia. Certainly there is a superficial resemblance to Pop work from that period by Lichtenstein and others (although there are probably closer connections with artists such as Twombley, Dubuffet, Warhol and Rauchenberg all of whom Spiller mentions in conversation). But Spiller is not motivated by nostalgia, simply a desire to somehow affirm the value of the things he loves and that he surrounds himself with. And it is noticeable that in these new works there are quotations from very recent pop songs 9a song by Travis little more than six months old), and an engagement with a wider frame of reference, now encompassing landscape imagery.

The other quality that marks Spiller out as different is his lack of irony. I believe that he is playing it straight and that his paintings are an irony-free zone. This is in a sense a very 60s way of working. Pop art was predominantly a celebration of popular ‘low’ culture and its icons, and this is essentially what Spiller is doing now – applying this approach to his own particular obsessions and enthusiasms. He doesn’t present us with these images so that we will smile knowingly, or laugh at them. He is not taking the piss.In a sense these are very simple paintings, motivated by the simplest and most powerful of emotions: love.  In an art world where irony, shock and nihilism are common currency, this makes Spiller seem special. Spiller is certainly closer to Gary Hume, who has talked of making paintings that are beautiful and pleasing that people can enjoy, than to Damien Hirst, with whom his use of coloured dots has been compared.

Look at those cavemen go

Formally, and in terms of technique, Spiller’s painting has more in common with work by the artists he got to know in New York and Berlin in the 80s. There is a group of German artists, and associated Americans who had spent time in Germany at this time, rising to prominence after the ‘Capitalist Realism’ and Neo-expressionist groupings of the 60s and 70s, whose work is little known and has been little exhibited in this country. Included are artists such as Walter Dahn, Ford Beckman and Donald Baechler. Interestingly despite being closer in age to Richter, Baselitz and Polke, Spiller has more in common with this later group. Despite having exhibited widely throughout Europe and the US (like Spiller) neither Dahn or Beckmann have had solo shows in the UK, while Bacheler has shown only once. There are interesting correspondences between Spiller’s work and that of these artists. All of them, as well as both Polke and Richter from the older generation, make use of mechanically produced imagery (or imagery that looks as if it is mechanically produced) culled from both high and low art sources, combined with abstract brushwork and colouring. Beckmann’s Pop paintings of the 90s feature silk-screened clowns overlaid with grids of coloured dots. Dahn’s work of the late 80s, such as Hair, 1987 combines screen-printed photographic and graphic material. Dahn and Baechler both use childlike scribbles and scrawls, massively enlarged, as motifs in their paintings. Baechler currently uses collage extensively. There is much variety here, and in each individual’s oeuvre, yet interestingly all these artists share a similar concern for the relationship between figure and ground, and create work that relies heavily on a layering of imagery and veils of colour and texture and sometimes text. Spiller and Baechler stand out again here, for making work that is essentially joyful (typical Baechler motifs include flowers, Christmas trees and beach-balls).

It is interesting to see that since his return to London in the 90s Spiller’s work has taken on what might be characterized as a kind of Englishness, whereas previously the German and American aspects were perhaps more apparent (work made from Germany in the 80s included texts in German and featured overtly expressionist brushwork). There is a sentimentality here that is not overt but is definitely present, alongside the landscape drawings by Grimaldi snf the Cerne Abbas giant which feature in some of the new paintings in this exhibition. At its heart Spiller’s art is truly international, all encompassing, open and human. He seems to be saying, if he is saying anything, that we all belong to the human race.

What becomes of the broken hearted

Reviewing Spiller’s show at Beaux Arts in 1999 James Lawrence wrote ‘… one imagines (his) delight in providing so much rope that even the most agile of theorists might hang themselves’. He certainly combines a vast array of material – quotations from art, music, advertising, poetry, cartoons, films, TV – in quite a dizzying way. Here we find Travis, The Sex Pistols, David Bowie, The Psychadelic Furs, Tom Petty, Bauhaus, The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, Bob Dylan and Talking Heads alongside Marilyn Monroe, Felix the Cat, Popeye and imagery drawn from prints and drawings by Grimaldi, Michaelangelo, Leonardo and Rembrandt.

Spiller’s painting has been described as post-modernist, but I don’t believe this is the case. An essential quality of post-modernism is irony, and we have to take these paintings at face value. The artist is knowing about the welter of references and layers of possible interpretation he is piling into the paintings, but fundamentally he is sincere. Theses are the things he loves. These are essentially celebtations. When he writes ‘love is all you need’ across one of his pictures (in that studiedly erratic scrawl) he really means it. He hopes that it is true.

The new paintings depend less on imagery culled from cartoons. He has been exploring the possibilities of juxtapositions of wildly contrasting imagery, as seen previously in works such as Everybody loves somebody, 1999, which featured a lower torso and legs of Leonardo’s Vetruvian man and a call girl brandishing a flower like a whip. There are a number of paintings in this new exhibition in this mode, and they are characteristically set up male/female oppositions. Fields of Gold  features a Picasso reclining nude and the Cerne Abbas giant. What becomes of the broken hearted presents two torsos, one from an old lingerie advert or catalogue, the other with a Leonardo anatomical drawing. These works show Spiller at his most effective, creating densely allusive and poetic images which can be read in a multitude of ways.

Something new we can see in the current exhibition is the introduction of landscape imagery, and in one of the most compelling paintings in the exhibition, All the Vampires, Spiller juxtaposes a drawing by Grimaldi with the mechanical ‘anatomy’ of a flying saucer. The possibilities offered by landscape, which he has not previously explored, are something he is keen to pursue in the future. What is interesting is the the way Spiller uses this imagery: it may be read both as landscape itself, and depiction of landscape (note that he retains the British Museum reference number to make it clear that the source is a reproduction of the original drawing). Spiller’s paintings can also be seen literally as landscape – and are laid out flat on the floor while he works on them. The scrawled texts draw us in close to the picture plane – so that the larger image dissolves -  and we can begin to see the canvas as an intriguing place across which we can travel.

With so many of the texts in the paintings addressing a ‘you’, and referencing an ‘I’ (wipe your tears away… hold me close, never let me go…), it is tempting to read the paintings as part of a dialogue, addressed to a particular person. Spiller denies this. He is attempting something more general. He hopes that the texts will function as something more general. He doesn’t want to trigger a specific response but any response. He has his own set of reference points and memories but they are his alone and he has no illusion that the viewer will understand what the personal meaning he constructs in the painting is. Every viewer will react to a line from a Bowie song in a different way. Some will remember a particular moment associated with that song, some will have more general associations, some may be unfamiliar with the song and read the text in a more literal way.

La guerre est finie!

Writing in 1998 Edward Lucie-Smith perceptively pointed out a particular trap that anyone attempting an analysis of Spiller’s work might fall into. ‘One of the problems faced by critics of art is that their intellectual processes – the contextualization of the work, the laborious comparisons with other, similar or dissimilar kinds of art, the attempts to find a place for what is being discussed within a historical sequence – are not at all akin to the way in which painters actually create paintings.

In conversation, discussing the work, how and why it is made and what possible meanings it might have, it is common for Spiller to conclude every sentence with a statement that ‘I don’t know...’  It is as if he sets out to explain something that has happened by chance and intuition and then pulls away, fearful of defining something that is essentially indefinable.  Fearful of bursting the balloon by sticking a pin in it to fix it.  It is this lack of certainty, a kind of openness, coupled with the refreshing and distinctive optimism, the sheer joy, of these paintings - which want to make us smile - which makes Spiller such an interesting artist.
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