David Spiller on drawing, the Slade and his life as an artist

In conversation with Emma Lilley, 2010 & 2014

Has drawing always been important to you? 

I drew as a little boy. It was my way of escaping. I used to go to jumble sales and buy books – I'd use the first page because it was always clean. I didn't know you could buy actual sheets of paper. It was like something that could take me somewhere – at school I was always the kid that'd sit at the back of the classroom and mime canoeing down the rivers, like King Solomans Mines. The teacher would be reading a story and I'd be play-acting it. 

Presumably you drew at the Slade, too?

I ended up having to do three years at the Slade instead of two, which was the standard. I flunked the art-history books bit on the Foundation Course... and it cost me a year. That year I had no money. All I could afford was to draw... to buy sheets of paper and draw. Bill [William Coldstream] used to give me jobs to do. I remember there was a room for drawing which had a studio space downstairs and he'd be up in his crow's nest – he had a little balcony thing. And he'd say, 'Dave, cup of tea?' He was nice, he looked after me. 

What did your time at the Slade teach you?

It was actually the worst time of my life. It brought everything into question; it was, 'What can you do if you've only got this?' But by the end of it I was doing fantastic. I drew and drew every day, I was the first 'in the book' in the morning – the beagle used to have to sign you in. The first in and the last out: I was a tough worker. 

And after the Slade?

I remember the curator Bryan Robertson who was then in charge of the Whitechapel Gallery in the East End coming to the Slade and picking out my work as the best. I did go down to the Gallery but there was nobody there and so I didn't follow it up. I went off to Oxford and taught instead. 

Have you always been disciplined about your work? 

No, I think I wanted to be heroic. Everybody knew Van Gogh cut his ear off. I wasn't going to do that. But I had my AJS7 motorbike, which made this wonderful 'vroom' sound, and I used to think I'm going to do a painting as good as the thrill of this. 

Had you always wanted to be an artist?

I was aware of wanting to do something with my life. My elder brother finished school at 14 and I thought that was child labour. My other brother left school at 15. I thought, 'What the hell am I going to do?' I got up one morning and saw my brother on this building site and he was carrying these glass panes and it was Christmas and I remember thinking, 'Oh my God, I can't do that...' So at 15 I went to Sidcup [School of Art]. There were a lot of musicians there so I bought a guitar, the cheapest guitar you've ever seen – the arm kept breaking off so I'd glue it back on. I could do a few blues – we used to play the blues with a smile. The blues became that for me – about turning bad times into good. 

How would you describe your work?

My work is basically abstract; it’s about colour and space. My first idea is usually the size of the canvas. I’m dealing with the physical reality of the blank canvas, opening up things and starting something without knowing what it’s going to look like. 

And your working process?

First I choose the colours I want to use, then I float the pigment on to swatches of material, which I machine-stitch together. The trick is finding the right colours – you put one colour in to fit another you’ve already got and that then makes something else happen. You could spend the rest of your life searching for the right colours. 

I work lying on the floor, like a kid playing with his car. The gaps between the stencilled letters become like spaces to say something that’s not in the song. But I don’t like things to look too pristine, too tight-arsed. It’s as though I make my own wall, and I then scribble on it, defacing it, adding a few words, a series of scratchy lines, a human figure, whatever comes into my head. 

How important is the interplay of words and lyrics and imagery in your work?

Essentially the words and images just pop into my head, which is full, like everyone else’s, of this and that; a Bob Dylan song, a passing thought, snatches of the cricket on the radio. If someone makes a bad shot, I might go, ‘You prat’, and that ends up in the picture. It’s all stuff that’s important to me – it wouldn’t be there if it wasn’t.  

What is the significance of popular culture in your work?

Cartoons of Mickey and Donald Duck were the first things I ever drew. And my mother used to sing to me as a child. For me, the songs of the 1940s-60s, which I grew up with, are an attempt to make sense of it all. Aren’t we all touched by the emotions in these lyrics? But I’m not sentimental, I’m not saying, ‘Let’s go back to the Beatles’ era’, because it’s a much better world now. I also use all sorts of popular motifs, like Van Gogh’s sunflowers. They’re not there for the sheer hell of it; everything has a meaning to me. I remember hitchhiking to France as a boy and seeing fields of sunflowers for the first time – suddenly there was the history of art laid out before me. Of course you paint the sunflowers; just look at them, they’re fantastic. 

Why is the cinema so important to you?

Well, there was no telly. I was 15 when it first started. I used to go to the cinema three times a week. You'd get in for a tanner or threepence. I liked all the cartoons as well as Bella Lugosi and The Three Stooges, Laurel and Hardy, and all that. Sometimes in the summer now I'll lie in bed on the top floor and I'll watch comedians and I'm laying there at midnight  and thinking, 'What a great job!' If you live in the countryside you'll paint trees but I didn't. Olive Oyl... Mickey... these were 'people' I knew. I was at home with them and could get on with painting them. 

What are the main influences in your work – how important are typography and design?

A big influence for me was seeing those beautiful blue advertisements on the sides of old French barns as you drove along. I’d never seen anything like it back where I came from in Kent. They couldn’t always get the whole message into the space, so they’d wrap it round a corner or run a word vertically. They stood out like beacons in the landscape, and I guess that’s what I’d like my paintings to do. 

My initial training was in graphic design. I spent just over a year at Sidcup School of Art in 1957. Design at that time was very influenced by Bauhaus, and typography had great aims – to speak in a language that everybody could understand, to make a train timetable that anybody could read. Those were the ideals. The other hot things at that time were the Blue Note record covers from the early 1950s. You’d get a face that was cut in half with words running beneath it. And I’m sure that had a big influence. 

The word is a very important thing to me. I did a painting that was just a big ‘A’ once; it was me tipping my hat to Gutenberg, because without his invention we’d have never had books, never have had all those wonderful stories I used to get lost in as a kid. Graffiti’s a big influence, too; private marks that people make in public, a kind of inscription as ancient as cave painting. It’s not always polite, it’s a kind of reaction against ‘nice’ mark-making. 

Tell me about now – how has your work changed in the last few years? Do you feel less able to spend hours bent over it?

No, I still do it the same way. I do it and suffer. It does worry me, it's very labour-intensive. I think I do it this way to try and lure you into the fact that I do intend it. 

I think if you look at my work you'll see I'm still doing things I learnt back at Sidcup. Typography was the big thing at the time – endless laying out of letters. It was like learning a craft. Frank Auerbach had just left the Royal College of Art and he used to take us for half a day. We got quite friendly. I remember one day he put us all up on the roof to paint and it started to snow. And I said, 'It's all runny', and he whispered, 'Work faster.' And I thought that's what painting is all about: time. It's about time and what you do with it. I think it was a big lesson. From there I went to Beckenham [School of Art, Kent] and then to the Slade [School of Art, London]. And who's the first person I meet there? Frank Auerbach. And now I meet him in Camden in his old overcoat in the little bookshop there. He said the other day, 'I'm getting fucking old.' And I said, 'I'm old, you're fucking old.' 

And what has time taught you?

I've learnt the lesson that what you think is the right thing is the wrong thing. Or something like that. People can't help but measure themselves against someone else, Rembrandt or whoever. But no, be David Spiller, be who you are. If you want to be rude, be rude. I'm not saying, 'Be rude – just do what you want.'

So if someone says to you what kind of artist are you what do you say?

I don't know. But maybe this is the answer. I walked in here, into my studio, the other night and there was a painting of a mouse I'd done. Not Mickey Mouse but an ordinary mouse. And I had tears in my eyes. I thought I've got this far and now I'm painting a fucking mouse. I thought I've finished now. This is the mouse I should have painted in the first place. 

Do the ideas still come thick and fast?

I think about it slightly oddly, like someone who's going to make an album. You always want something at the core of it. I love the phrase, for instance, 'What becomes of the broken-hearted?' Well, what does? It makes me think of my mother. It was a pretty tough life for her back then. She was probably 18 when she had her children. I was born when there was a war on so I didn't meet my father until I was about four or five. I used to dance with her on Saturdays at the working men's club. It was a strange time – my class was full of boys whose fathers had been shot in the war and never came back. 

I really love the abstract paintings. I have great fun when I'm on my own, painting and jumping from one thing to something completely different. I remember when [the critic] Martin Gayford came here and we got talking about Rembrandt and Van Gogh and the way in which they're all links in a chain, reaching back to Michelangelo. And he looked at me, and said, 'You're caught on the chain, too.' And I thought I like being on this chain. You've got to make strong links to stay on the chain. 

What reactions/feelings do you want to evoke in visitors to the exhibition?

When I use a well-known phrase or lyric in my work, it’s like I’m whispering to people. It’s a way of dropping the façade, of saying, ‘This is me.’ So if I write, ‘May Angels Bright Watch Over You Tonight’, then I’m thinking of the instant for it; it could be somebody that you love, and I guess that’s what happens when people come and look at them. They come with their own history, so the words will mean whatever they do to them. 

But ultimately how people feel is entirely up to them. I don’t have any grandiose expectations about the effect of my work on people. It’s enough if they want to stop and look. I like to show my paintings, though, because otherwise I’d be like a comedian with the best joke in the world and no audience. You want to make a difference, even if it’s only for ten minutes. 

