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David Spiller enjoys a unique situation in the contemporary art world, because he is able to draw on a multitude of different traditions and ways of making art. He belongs to the Pop tradition, but he is in no sense an orthodox Pop artist. He is a graffitist, but manipulates scribbled inscriptions and images very much to suit himself. Essentially what David Spiller does is to let the spectator eavesdrop on a conversation or reverie that is going on in the artist’s head. If this implies that there is often a confusion between seeing and hearing when one looks at Spiller’s work, then this impression is in my opinion accurate. The frequent references to pop songs are linked to the idea that they both preserve memories for us – a few bars of a half-remembered melody can be the key that unlocks a whole scene – and at the same time provide a continuing narrative that carries us forward. They are both monuments to the past and doors to the future.

These phrases snatched from songs provoke a whole series of associations. For Spiller, the manufactured icons of mass culture – commercial logos and slogans – are constantly challenged by the crude energy of urban graffiti. The two modes of representation seem totally incompatible, but can be made to resonate with one another in intriguing ways. More and more often, he introduces a third element – a commentary on the history of Modernist art. Roy Lichtenstein was perhaps the first artist to realise that the discoveries of Cubism, Futurism and Surrealism could be subjected to a process of democratic transformation by paraphrasing them using the visual conventions of the comic strip. His aim in embarking on this process was twofold. The first element was an examination of the grammar of representation, that is, Lichtenstein set up a clash between two very different kinds of expectation by forcing what had become totems of cultural elitism into a visual language that was associated with the lowest common denominator of taste. The second element was more straightforward – he wanted to make the discoveries of Modernism accessible to a new generation by putting them into a fresh and deliberately provocative context.

Spiller’s aims are simpler, and also less didactic. He assumes that the discoveries of the Modernists – those made Picasso in particular – are now part of everyone’s consciousness, even if they have very little interest in art. He therefore feels free to use ideas borrowed from Picasso in as a ‘given’, in the same way that the image of Mickey Mouse was treated as a given by the original masters of Pop. An example is Spiller’s painting Beneath the Shady Tree, where the main image is adapted from Picasso’s portraits of Dora Maar. What he is telling us is that we are now living in a world that has been radically changed by Picasso’s vision. We are in fact so much acclimatised to this change that we never usually think about it.

All successful works of art reflect the time in which they were made – no good artist can ever escape the zeitgeist, despite claims frequently made to the contrary. In fact there is no greater illusion than the oft-revived Platonic concept of Ideal Forms. One proof of this is the way that basic body images change in response to changes of fashion. For example, when we look at Goya’s Naked Maja lying on her bed we realise that her body has very little in common with Cranach’s female nudes, or indeed with Titian’s. We also realise, when we look at her clothed twin, that the shape of her body has been largely dictated, in Goya’s eyes, by the clothes she was wearing before she stripped. In particular, her breasts keep the shape imposed on them by her bodice – unsupported, they continue to defy the force of gravity.

Spiller’s paintings do of course exist as separate units. Each has a statement of its own to make, about what the artist was thinking and feeling when he painted it. Yet it also important that each painting reflects a moment in a continuous flow of thoughts and emotions. The artist makes no claim for the absolute authority of any one of these images – they remain provisional. Their function is simply to tell us “how it was at the time”.

Current art theory, as it relates to contemporary art, has often interested itself in the idea of ‘appropriation’, which a number of influential critics have seen as one of the essential hallmarks of Post Modernism. Its appearance, for them, marks the moment when Modernism’s insistence on total originality, on every work being a complete renewal of perception, finally wrecked itself on the rocky shore of things-as-they-really-are. This does contain a grain of truth, but it tends to ignore the fact that no work of art, even in the epochs directly previous to Post Modernism, emerged from a void where art had not existed previously. In addition, no work of art has ever been the product of the unaided observation of a single individual. Post Modern theory may have consecrated appropriation, but it did not invent it. William Blake’s friend Henry Fuseli once remarked rather smugly that Blake was “damned good to steal from”. He was perhaps the first artist to confess to larceny so frankly, but he certainly wasn’t the first to steal ideas and motifs. A history of art is also a history of paraphrase, sometimes acknowledged and sometimes not. It also goes without saying that paraphrase can be hostile as well as admiring. In other words, an important weapon, even for art that presents itself as very serious, is caricature.

What Spiller does is to treat visual ‘readymades’, some of them already classifiable as artworks in their own right, as components in a constant flux of experiences that can be structured in different ways to produce new meanings. He uses images that haunt him in the same way that the uses pop music and pop lyrics that haunt him. By encapsulating them in his own work, he identifies a mood, a particular nuance of feeling. Yet he also remains very much aware of the humorous nature of what he does – though it is a sunny kind of humour, not aggressive mockery.

The special nature of his work is its essential light-heartedness, its absence of gloom as well as its absence of guilt. The paintings are not simply inert objects, they are part of an ongoing exchange of ideas and emotions. This process takes place between the artist and the world that surrounds him – the spectator can participate to the extent that he or she wishes. The playfulness of the relationship is a part of its charm.

One can most easily define the work by saying what it is not. It needs no additional explanations. In other words it is not hermetic. It is not pretentious. It does not hector or shout.  Which gives it an attribute that is unfortunately now rare in art – it can be enjoyed for its own sake.
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