At first sight David Spiller’s paintings seem very simple: huge, stencilled capital letters that spell out the lyrics of popular songs; allusions to long-familiar cartoon characters; Van Gogh’s Sunflowers passed through the sieve of contemporary Graffiti Art. In fact, the more you look at and think about them, the less simple they become. 

One stepping-off point is Spiller’s view that Vincent Van Gogh is the originator of almost everything that has happened in art since the late 19th century. Spiller’s drastically simplified sunflower images allude not only to Van Gogh, however, but also to Matisse and Andy Warhol. Similarly, his rigid, stencilled letter-forms can be understood as being both references to the Constructivists and also to the American Conceptualist painter Christopher Wool. What Spiller seems to be saying is that Conceptualism on its own is not enough, the eye still hungers for something to feed on.

In Spiller’s case, the way this hunger is fed is through the use of colour – which was exactly Van Gogh’s approach to painting. In his famous letters to his brother Theo, Van Gogh complains of the labour involved in balancing one colour against another, since each addition affects the hue of every other in the composition.

Spiller tackles the problem in a very literal way. What seem to be large canvases in fact often consist of a larger number of smaller ones, skilfully sewn together so that the joins are invisible. Each of these small paintings has a single dominant colour. But within each colour area there may also be small patches or dots of contrasting hues.

The rigid black forms of the lettering are sometimes used as cloisons, to separate a particular area from the impact made by the rest.  The paintings are thus essentially colour symphonies, with each element carefully planned to enhance the impact made by its neighbours.

The musical metaphor is in one way particularly apt. The paintings are planned to have the same subliminal effect that certain kinds of music produce. Music can enhance our sense of emotional and physical well-being without our being fully aware of the fact. The shock here is, perhaps, that Spiller is a devotee, not of classical masterpieces, but of music in its most popular form. The paintings shown quote lines from songs written by, or closely associated with, singers and composers such as Elvis Presley, Bob Dylan, Frank Sinatra and Buddy Holly, together with David Bowie, Lou Reed and The Troggs. There is even one work that celebrates a famous song from West Side Story, music by Leonard Bernstein, lyrics by Stephen  Sondheim. But this is as far towards ‘classicism’ as things are permitted to go.

Spiller says these songs are the soundtrack to his life. They continually run through his head, whether he wants them there or not. Born in 1942, he has of course lived through the whole age of popular music as we now understand it. In an odd way, though it was originally thought of as ephemeral, music of this kind now represents the continuity of Western culture – something in which most of us share and which creates a common bond. 

There is one other element in his paintings that perhaps needs explanation. Most of them feature small areas of graffiti-like scribbling, as if a gang of urchins had crept into the artist’s studio in his absence in order to desecrate his paintings. I think that, where Spiller is concerned, these represent a visible revolt – visible in the most literal sense of the adjective – against the inherent pomposity of so much of the contemporary art world, and against the solemnity of intellectual art theorists in particular. It will be remembered that Picasso, especially in his later years, was prone to impulses of the same sort.

What matters to David Spiller is the idea of continuity – ordinary life, lived as most people live it, is for him an inseparable part of the process of making art. The songs ripple through his day as he works to solve the many visual problems he has set himself. They are part of what makes the work seem ‘real’ – an element that binds him to the society in which he lives.
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