Karen Wright  2013 Q&A

Karen Wright Where did you grow up?
David Spiller I grew up in Swanley in Kent. When I was a boy it looked like a set for a cowboy film.  It felt like the walls were stuck up on boards. The most exciting thing to happen was on Sundays – It was near Brands Hatch racing track and all these posh cars would go by us while we would sit watching them.  

 

KW Did you draw much when you were a child?
DS Yes - as an escape. I had something that took me somewhere - Somewhere that I did not know... I used to go to jumble sales and buy books I didn’t know that you could buy sheets of paper. I used the first page of the book, that was always clean and then I loved following around the words, it gave me an order. It was a game. 

 

KW What did you draw?
DS I can’t remember what I drew. I just remember sitting drawing and no one shouted at me for doing it – So I had a bit of peace and quiet. I liked looking at the illustrations in the books and seeing if I could draw like that.  It could be anything, it might be a bicycle book and I would try and draw the bike as accurately as possible.  

I went to art college and I think there was a time in the 1950s that there was no such thing as bad drawing, it was a part of the curriculum. Everyone could draw well. 

 

KW Were your parents interested in art?
DS Not really but they came to see what I did for my end piece at school.  I went to the local college; Sidcup. I didn’t do a foundation course - I should have done - But the head there said, “just come and do a painting course”. 

 

KW What did you like doing there? 
DS Drawing was good - I could do it at any time. I couldn’t afford many materials but always had pencils and paper. I knew how to get into the college when it was closed – How to undo the windows and get in.  I did it all the time. I really wanted to do it - To keep working. 

 

KW You were really young then?
DS I guess I was, I was 16 when I left home and I never went back to live there. 

 

KW It sounds like you led an eventful life?
DS I was shot when I was younger. I was in the army cadets, we were training and a gun went off. My mum always hoped to find the newspaper article, I think it made the front page. I was a two-striper so I led a section of my own. They would drop us off at Salisbury Plain and we would have to find our way back. I loved it - It was like having an adventure. I was one of the characters in a book or a movie. 

I also had a great racing bike an AJS7R and I loved taking it to the tracks – I loved the element of danger...

 

KW When did you properly start studying art?
DS I went to the painting department in Beckenham at 16.  I went to Sidcup first at 15, I was only there for a year. It was really a design school not an art school but I made some really good friends there.  We would go off at the weekend to Southend and we would get the milk train back at 4am and what we did I can’t remember.  We walked around.  Maybe we did a bit of kissing. 

 

KW  It sounds really free and fun? 
DS I lived a very poor life… We had very little money.  I didn’t get a grant until I was 18. I spent my time working on building sites at weekends and holidays to make enough money to pay for my little room in the attic… That was 10 schillings.  Luckily next door there was Beckenham Baths and there was a room just filled with wash-tubs and we would go in and have a weekend scrub up and talk.  

 

KW What did you like to do when you were younger? 
DS When I was a kid I loved movies - There was more freedom to make different sorts of movies; A cowboy film, a romance,  a war film...  I always felt artists got stuck with the one thing that they paint over and over.

 

KW How did you get from Kent to London?
DS I guess that college ended with me doing a big painting of the Rape of the Sabines after Rubens, and a painting from Velazquez; of a military man- Philip III on his horse. My paintings were nothing like them – A bit scrubby, a bit physical.  But those paintings got me into the Slade. I also got a place at the Royal College but I was not old enough to go get my grant. But the Slade said they would take me, and I didn’t think there would be that much difference.  I spent the whole first year drawing. I remember William Coldstream sitting up there in his room overlooking the studios. While I was at the Slade I won the Henry Tonks prize for drawing. Coldstream made me look at Ingres and Rembrandt, who with a few lines could make it all come alive.

 

 

****************************************************************************

 

 

KW How did you start exhibiting? 
DS I went to some art fairs in the 80s. The first one I went to was in Cologne. I met a big guy sitting there with a cigar, I asked him if he liked the work and he said, “no!”  It was a good thing to learn.  

 

KW Did you try London galleries?
DS  I went around all the galleries - there were not many, only a couple doing the kind of thing I was interested in - I used to sit and chat with Edward Totah… Then a friend of mine from Beckenham, (Alan Green) suggested I went to Germany,  his work was being shown there. He was with Annely Juda  gallery. I really liked Alan’s work. He used scrapers and he would scrape really hard, and they were a bit like mine.  So I decided to go to the Cologne art fair. I met a young Swiss guy (Maurice Ducret) who was making a living out of painting – And he suggested I met his gallery dealer (Ferdinand Maier) - He was one of the first galleries to be there.  He said,  ‘Bring some work next year’ - So I did and he sold some drawings and said; ‘Well you better have a show then’- So that’s how it all began – I’d meet one person and they said come here and do this show. Then I’d meet another person and so on... The following year I was asked to show in Basel.

 

 

KW So times were hard? 
DS In the beginning it was hard, I had to spend a lot of time in Europe - But I began to do ok... I had a show in Belgium and a Danish gallery, Gallery Moderne  (Willy Omme) came up to me and asked me if he could visit me at the studio in London - He brought 13 of the biggest paintings you have ever seen. He asked Moira the price. “I want the paintings now – Do you want deutsche marks? Here’s the money, send them to me.” He was such a great man. He had a joke for every occasion. He worked with Karel Appel and had the biggest stable of the Cobra Painters. I liked their paintings, they were kind of near to Frank (Auerbach) – But with more colour.

 

 

KW So this kept happening - New people seeing the work? 
DS Adrian Mibus from Whitford saw the work and said he had a friend in Belgium who liked the paintings and he would do an exhibition. Adrian and I  took  some work there in an old post office van, and we got there, to Knokke, and I thought - “Fuck, I have come to the seaside, this is not serious!” But  Knokke is a strange town filled with art,  some really bad stuff, but there are a couple of really good galleries there like; Guy Pieters - He saw me there, and said, “you are him,  I have been looking for you for 10 years, and I couldnt find you!” 

 

KW You have such a different trajectory from artists today. 
DS I seem to meet people - I met this guy at a party in Venice who is doing a show for me in Antwerp soon.  I met the guy and his wife and I really liked them, I think he had a Michelin star restaurant but he loves art. So he shows some of Guy Pieters artists. I used to feel that if somebody came to me and asked me to have a show, I would do it – It was a new adventure. 

 

KW So would you still do it now? 
DS I was in Switzerland and someone said I just saw a fantastic exhibition of your paintings in the Czech Republic. And I would say, “I don’t know about this show - How did they get my work?” One gallery would have it and lend it to another.  So I have lost track of quite a bit of work.  I would ask the galleries and they would say, “They got lost David” or “The gallery burnt down David”. Now I just work with a few galleries: Guy Pieters in Belgium and France and Portland here in London. 

 

KW How did you land up in NY in the 80s? 
DS I was always drawn to New York – I used to go there regularly to look at what was going on.  I rented a studio in China Town behind Pearl Paint and got the guy from OK Harris gallery, Ivan Karp, to come and look at the work... I only had enough space to work on paper, he said, “it won’t pay my electricity bills go home and bring me some paintings” – I didn’t do it but I began showing with Twining’s gallery on Broadway…

 

KW How did you meet them?
DS I met them in Switzerland and then while I was living in New York I had a couple of shows with them. Then one day I met a guy who’d bought a painting in Cologne, a guy from Berlin and he found out I was in NY and he offered me a studio in Berlin. So I went there and worked for a few months… I had a show there and on the night of the opening it snowed about 6 feet. So you never can plan for everything. I did some very nice very early paintings. There are some in the book - Somehow he got away with keeping some of the paintings - I don’t know how.

 

KW Was this upsetting? 
DS Moira says that the important thing was that you got to show your work and that is; the most important thing really. It did irk me. 

 

KW So were you getting better known then? 
DS I got to Knokke - And as I said, I thought fuck me what is this place... But the guy (Hedwig Van Impe) did the show and he did not sell a thing but we got on really well – He liked me.  It was his first gallery. We went to the Ghent art fair, Lineart, and one by one everything sold and next we went to the Frankfurt art fair, he hired a van and if we sold one it was delivered straight away, the space was getting emptier and emptier and we had just three paintings left - Adolf von Ribbentrop came over and said, “I love these paintings can I take them on approval?” and my dealer said; “no, you buy them, and if you want your money back I will buy them back.” The Belgian gallery was working with lots of New York artists and my work was being shown with people like: Keith Haring, Barbara Kruger and with Kenny Scharf, he put me up in Miami and he had a nice studio there…

 

 

KW So Belgium was working for you. 
DS Yes it was a good time - I worked with Hedwig and I am not joking,  I would have a car filled up with work and there would be a queue at the door to his gallery, going back a long way and I would go in and start unrolling canvases.  It was incredible, I thought what the fuck is going on? 

 

 

KW What happened with the Belgium dealer? 
DS Hedwig was concentrating on his new gallery in Barcelona and I had wanted to show in London so we sort of fell out.  His gallery in Knokke was just a few doors down from Guy Pieters, the guy who had been looking around for me for 10 years and I used to go and sit with Guy Dellaert who works with Guy Pieters - He is such a great story teller. He always makes me laugh. Guy Pieters is a really good dealer and he treats his artists really well – He works with Christo and Fabre and so many well known artists on the international circuit. We have been working together now for about 12 years.

 

 

KW How did Beaux Art come on board.
DS Reg and Patricia (Singh) saw a one man show I had in Ghent at the art fair and saw it was doing well - They really liked the work, so they took me on and we never had a bad show. I had always wanted to show in London and really enjoyed having a new audience - Tom and his wife Jane Hewlett from Portland Gallery saw my work there and bought a painting. They visited me at the studio and were so enthusiastic about the works, I decided it was time for a change of direction.

 

KW So where would you ideally like to now? 
DS If I had my wish, I would go back to NY. I loved it. The first time I saw Jean-Michel Basquiat and his frames just came out of the wall.  There was no respect for the canvas. And so much energy.

 

****************************************************************************

 

KW Is  there something that you want to do at the moment? 
DS Yeah, I really want to do some portraits. Picasso could do a portrait and I really want to do that. I think I could make it work. We just got back from Monaco where they have this Picasso show on - Which is the finest thing I have seen since the 6os...

I also really like Freud’s portraits. I know there are people who don’t. I don’t like the ones that are like lumps of meat but I love the beauty of the figure. 

 

KW What do you like about Picasso’s portraits?
DS Like if I were painting you; where would I would start?  Probably with your red necklace.  Picasso does it that way – He manages to make the person an individual - Alive.  Drawing is okay but you have to get painting. I can do little drawings with Mickey (Mouse) but it is about painting and Picasso does them so powerfully - So much colour. 

 

KW Do you have a long list of ideas of work you want to make. 
DS The thing about my work is that every time I start, I am lost. There is no nice charcoal drawing on the canvas underneath.  I can’t stand leaving canvases lying around. I’m always making changes - But my failures are often my real winners.  I’d really like to take on something that I don’t have the answers to.  

 

KW You have a great studio here in the Elephant and Castle but it is not enormous for the amount of work you do. 
DS I like my studio but I would have liked a really big studio. 

 

KW It sounds as if you still want to make a lot of work – That you still have a lot of ideas. 
DS Now, I feel like I have to do ten (paintings)a day and I’ll fucking crack it.  I can’t get through my ideas quickly enough so I think I am going to make some smaller paintings with big ideas. 

 

KW So will you be doing loads of smaller works? 
DS Maybe... They often take as long as doing a large one. 

 

KW Did studying with Frank Auerbach when you were young inform your work? And in particular wanting to make portraits? 
DS I went to Franks recent show at Somerset House - I like the painting that you can do with your hands.  You are a labourer. I do really want to do something quicker and more physical.

 

KW Tell me about studying with Auerbach? 
DS We used to have an afternoon with Frank, when I was 16, it was probably his first job. He put us up on the roof at the college, at Sidcup,  so we were painting these back gardens we could see, we only had cheap powder colours - Like kids paint - It started to snow.  I said,  “Frank, the paint is running” he said, “work faster!” That is the best advice that I ever had.  

 

KW Is that about advancing age? 
DS Possibly. I feel the need to work faster. 

 

KW  But isn’t it tempting just to make the cartoons and works that made your name over and over? 
DS Recently I painted a character called: The Jeep from Popeye and a writer wrote about how its ability to appear and disappear at will was interesting, as to how the cartoon characters in my work come and go. I recently painted a mouse called Ignatz and I cried when I when I saw it again the next morning - It was such a sad and pathetic creature...  

 

KW I want to ask about some of the abstract almost architectural shapes that appear and reappear in some of the latest Love works.
DS Those curving shapes and the black and white diamonds are based on the Baptistery in Florence - I think it was an early Roman temple. 

 

KW This is one of the sewn together pieces isn’t it. Can you explain how that all works? 
DS All the pieces of canvas are in a box and I keep moving them around on the floor until I find a combination I am happy with.  I think that painting of Krazy Kat has bits of other paintings in it - Some hand-prints from the late 80s. Bits of canvas are left lying around and get walked on and painted on – They gain a bit of history that I then sew together to make a single canvas.

 

KW Do you know where that passage in blue comes from? 
DS I don’t know. Maybe it is like passing someone in a crowd and they walk through. I like the fact that it was deliberately not made for a particular spot. I used to use a lot of triangles at one time as Pythagoras was one of my heroes. He could work out the world.  And it is a really big thing, Mathematics.  It is also because I had a friend who was an artist - Brian Fielding. At the end of his life Brian was just painting triangles, and I often feel “I will do this one for you!”  

 

KW Some of them seem almost deliberately naive.
DS They are painterly and naïve - Sometimes I really want to do that.  I think I could make it all nicely done, perfect – But that is not what it is about. 

 

KW  There seems to be a lot of sex around on the works as well. 
DS The sex thing was from Casanova.  I was in Venice a couple of years ago  and I was reading a book about him at the time. I could have made a tour around Venice and done some work on the sites with Casanova - Sex and Love and Casanova.

 

KW What about the music?
DS When I went to Beckenham everyone was in a band.   Music was a very big thing, and the new thing that was invented then was - Portable radios.  

 

KW What did you listen to? 
DS It was the American stuff - Before the Beatles - “Rock and roll.” 

 

KW Tell me about the lyrics pencilled in to so many of the works? 
DS I probably get the lyrics mixed up, a lot of it is rock and roll, and things that I remember, things my mother used to sing.  There was an ad on tv today and there was Dean Martin singing.  I remember that music really well.  My mother could play the piano.  She could just listen and play. 

 

KW Do you listen to music. 
DS Yes all sorts of things; The Beatles, Pogues, U2,  Bob Dylan - A gallery dealer in France was listening to a piece of music in the car while he was driving me to the airport - Elvis Perkins; his music makes me really sad. There is a song he sings that is called Ash Wednesday...  

 

KW What do you want to say  with your paintings?
DS I really want to make paintings that  put some magic on the wall. Some of them are straightforward things.  Some are wild things but underneath - it says I love you. 

Years ago I met a collector, a doctor, and he said, “I have your painting over the bed and every morning it makes me smile”.  

 

KW That is a nice sentiment – Does coming into the studio make you smile? 
DS No, that is not me - I am fucking miserable.  I am blurting out the words because all too soon I won’t be able to. I want to stop piddling around – Please give me some energy.  

 

KW So you have no regrets about being an artist? 
DS It is a great life and you meet the craziest people. 

 

KW So what do you want to do now? 
DS I want to have some fun and paint... 
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