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David Spiller has a genius for play - or as some would say more simply, a playful genius. The paintings included in this exhibition cover a wide variety of different themes. The reason is that Spiller, exhibiting in this distinguished context, wants to offer some idea of the range of his work. It is also, however, that he can't resist temptation. Many things interest him. Because they rouse his visual and intellectual appetite, he wants - indeed needs, - to make paintings about them.

The thing that holds the enterprise together is his consistency of style. His paintings, no matter what their ostensible subject-matter may be, are always instantly recognisable as his.

Spiller belongs to a generation of artists for whom Pop Art was already an established fact - so much part of the visual universe they grew up in that references to Pop themes seemed as natural as breathing. There are numerous Pop references in this group of paintings - images of Mickey Mouse, Marilyn Monroe, a Brillo box, dollar signs. Spiller knows as well as we do that these images are inextricably linked to the life and legend of Andy Warhol. Indeed, this is why he uses them. He wants to explore the way in which Warhol altered both the artistic and social sensibility of his time.

He also wants to point out something that the art world is notoriously reluctant to admit, which is that Warhol is no longer, in any sense of the term, a contemporary artist, since he has now been dead for twenty years. This fact is suggested in numerous subtle ways. The picture of Marilyn, for example, uses the grainy texture of blown-up newsprint to distance the image emotionally. It also uses what has become one of Spiller's signature devices - large coloured spots clinging to the picture plane, which prevent us from apprehending the main image as a complete whole.

In the 'Mickey' picture, these distancing devices are considerably elaborated. The spots are conflated with the circular forms that depict Mickey's ears, and become spaces used for pictures-within-the-picture. The ears contain graffiti-like drawings; the blue spot in the left lower corner contains the inscription 'IT'S IN OUR HEARTS'. The picture thus becomes a commentary on various forms of supposedly popular art - images produced by quasi-industrial methods for mass consumption, as opposed to images produced by graffitists and children. The inscription comes from a rebellious working-class anthem by the American rocker Bob Seger:

To workers I'm just another drone To Ma Bell I'm just another phone I'm just another statistic on a sheet To teachers I'm just another child To IRS I'm just another file I'm just another consensus on the street… The image is a palimpest, and offers different layers of communication and art-making activity.

The same is true of the paintings that feature a Brillo box and a couple of dollar signs. The Brillo box is presented frontally. Spiller deliberately gets rid of the three-dimensionality that characterises Warhol's versions of the theme. At the same time he emphasises the fact that the Brillo label has been made in four parts, and that there is not only a colour shift - the upper left and lower-right components are fractionally bluer and also fractionally darker - but also an actual physical slippage. In the word Brillo, the tops and bottoms of the two Ls and of the O that follows are not quite aligned. In other words, the industrial world that Warhol strove to represent in his work is constantly undermined by the anarchic elements it contains within itself.

The dollar-sign image is taken, Spiller says, not directly from Warhol, but from scrap-material that Warhol collected to use as notes. It disrupts the iconic nature of the sign by making this scraps the basis of a composition using two overlapping rectangles. The colour-spots in this case service to emphasise the anti-Pop, decentralised nature of the design. The longish inscription, 'Just Listen to the Music of the Traffic in the City', is taken from a song written by Tony Hatch for Petula Clark in the mid-1960s - a great karaoke favourite, it received a recent airing in the film 'Girl Interrupted'. It emphasises the nostalgic nature of the image as used in this new context, forty years after Warhol first employed it.

Spiller has always shown remarkable ease and self-confidence in handling the conventions of Pop iconography. His Falstaffian figure of Neptune in 'Love and be Happy' is a case in point. The painting is in fact not only a representation, however distant from the original, of a Greek god, it is also a personification of summer - a time when the members of modern urban societies go to the beach to enjoy themselves. As such, this particular version of the god also has some of the qualities of the kind of Father Christmas who appears on a dime-store Christmas card.

This is not the only, and certainly not the most complex, of Spiller's negotiations with different levels of cultural engagement. 'Tell me There's A Heaven' seems to take its title from a Chris Rea song, though the lyric doesn't continue with the two phrases that Spiller adds: 'Tell me there are angels…Tell me there is love." The imagery consists of four items, reading >from left to right. First, there is the kind of colour strip for calibration purposes that can be found on many colour transparencies. Next comes a 1912 sketch by Picasso, from his early Cubist period. In the middle is a paraphrase of a much later 'Femme Fleur', also by Picasso. To the extreme right is a representation of an African sculpture. Spiller sees this succession of images as a kind of tribute to the context of his exhibition. He is excited by the fact that he is following in the footsteps of so many of the artists who were the true gods of High Modernism, and he understands the way in which they plundered non-European cultures in order to renew the vitality of art in 20th century Europe.

At the same time, however, he wants us to understand that this art has been profoundly altered, in terms of its impact and significance, by the lavish illustrated colour-plate books that are now a commonplace in good bookstores. The blots and scratches that obscure the main images - these, in addition to a scattering of his usual colour-spots - are a symbol of the way in which these once potent images have begun to lose their impact through over-familiarity.

Another painting that tries to deal with this kind of subject-matter is 'Take My Hand and Dry Your Tears'. This, too, takes its title from a song - in this case 'The Broad Majestic Shannon', by the Pogues. The main image is simple a large lower-case letter 'a'. The arist says that for him this represents the importance and the joy of reading. The title, in the broad sense, therefore signifies that culture, in the broadest sense, serves as a refuge - a defence against the things the world can throw at us.

One of the things that Spiller most enjoys is to engage in playful games not only with the icons of our own time but with others from every period of history. 'Don't Be Afraid of the Dark', for instance, makes use of a diagrammatic drawing of a horse by Leonardo, placed against textured rectangles of colour. The image, in combination with the title, suggests the Trojan Horse, with soldiers awaiting their moment, hidden within the darkness of its belly.

'Its Such A Perfect Day' features an image of a prehistoric dolmen. This is combined with an architectural diagram of a modern fortification. The juxtaposition offer a neat reminder of the fact that dolmens of this sort were probably once completely covered with earth, so as to create subterranean chambers, only now exposed to the air by time and erosion.

The wide range of references in Spiller's art is not something the contemporary audience is accustomed to. Nor, perhaps, is it accustomed to his lightness of touch. The thing that differentiates his art from most current work is its lightness of touch. Here is an artist who works to please himself, playing with any image that happens to please him. Many of his references are ironic, but quite a few of them are not. He is genuinely delighted with the diversity of what is available to him.

This would be admirable enough, but there are other elements as well. When Pop Art first made its appearance, it was regarded as a betrayal of everything that the Modern Movement had so far achieved. Leading American critics, in particular, saw it as a betrayal of the achievements of Abstract Expression, a way of making art that had finally put American culture ahead of Europe, and which, at the same time, suggested that the true subject of art was now to be an exploration of the depths of the individual. What they failed to recognise was that art has not only a duty to the individual psyche, but a duty to reflect what is happening in society.

It has taken some time for commentators to recognise that Pop is something more than just another art style - that it represents a reconciliation between the worlds of high and low culture. This heals a rift that was originally opened more than two centuries ago, by the beginning of the Industrial Revolution.

The temptation is to classify David Spiller as a Post Modern artist, even though the terms Post Modern and Post Modernist have now become almost entirely meaningless because of the wide variety of different, and often contradictory, meanings that have been attached to them.

What is noticeable with much recent art is its sense of unease: it does not feel at home in the world where it is forced to exist. This feeling is absent from Spiller's work.

One can perhaps guess at the reason by looking at one or two images included in the exhibition that do not contain immediately obvious Pop elements. Essentially they are highly stylised, simplified landscapes. Their tenuous link to Pop comes from the fact that they make use of some of the established conventions of strip-cartoon and film-cartoon draughtsmanship.

It is worth asking oneself where these conventions come from in the first place, as they are certainly not without ancestry in pre-20th century art. The answer is of course obvious as soon as the question is asked - the makers of cartoons inherited some of the essentials of their technique from the makers of Japanese woodcuts, who flourished in the late 18th and early 19th centuries - specifically from the work of Hokusai and Hiroshige.

The debt owed by the experimental art of the Post-Impressionist to Japanese prints has of course long been recognised by art historians. Usually, however, this has been a meter of recognising that the Post-Impressionists borrowed certain compositional ideas from this source. What has not been explored is the fact that the Japanese ukioy-e masters were the practitioners of a democratic art work - one which combined 'high' and 'low' elements just as Pop Art began to do much later.

If one asks oneself what the difference is between Spiller's work and the now 'classic' pop of the 1960s, the answer surely is that it is not self-conscious - it accepts the world of mass-consumerism for what it is: a shared and inevitable part of everyday experience, nothing really to make a fuss about.

This has had a perhaps unexpected result - it makes high culture accessible again, since it can now be dealt with on precisely the same terms as Pop icoinography.

What I'm trying to say, I think, is that the really endearing aspect of Spiller,'s work - apart, that is, from its overflowing creative vitality - is its insouciance, it's absolute lack of any kind of pretension. Unfortunately, there are not many contemporary artists about whom this can be said.  
