Take a walk on the wild side… 

David Spiller is feeling the urgency and it shows in his new work. Out of the side of his mouth he tells me that; “being 70 means you know you have to say what needs to be said”. The resulting works, while obviously coming from the Spiller hand, reflect his new-found determination to explore new methods of work while still retaining much of his familiar iconography.

Spiller is a conceptual artist, relying on a structure of composition based deeply in formalism. In the past he has famously co-opted cartoon characters to fill his world, most commonly from Disney. In a recent set of works, gone are the plump and hyped up primary colours of Mickey and Minnie; they have been replaced by a new group of

characters drawn from the comic book series Krazy Kat by George Herriman: Ignatz, OffisSa Pupp and Krazy Kat. In these versions the figures are in dishabille – scrawny and portrayed in black. There is an unsettling quality about the cast of characters, their jauntiness pushed to the edge.

Not all the usual symbols have completely disappeared.  Carefully stenciled circles appear in Spiller’s recent work, a motif that has never gone away but recurs here in a new fashion; ghost-like circles scrubbed away; half circles obscured by other panels; circular splotches of paint, some captured and some disappearing. With Offissa Pupp in “Never want to let you go” a spry persona dominates the canvas. The background is composed of a Spiller “patchwork” of mazes and doodles, a Renaissance window remembered, he tells me, from a trip to Venice, juxtaposed with what could be a children’s maze game found in a Christmas cracker. Pupp’s codified body is composed of more Spiller circles that appear as buttons next to his deputy star.

Ignatz is a far cry from the grinning Mickey Mouse of earlier Spiller works. His tail is indecorously kinked and twisted; there is a feeling of disquietude about him that captures the eye. Spiller is clear with these works that he “wasn’t doing pop art, I was making people real.” He says that his inspiration is more Kurt Schwitters then Warhol, and with the collection of images this comparison seems apt.

Alongside the cartoon characters, text work has been an abiding characteristic of Spiller’s work.  In a student work from the 1960s his inspiration a film poster led to a multilayered drawing/silkscreen, complete with an elegantly penned quotation ranged against a cartoon-like  grinning murderer.    In the late 1980s Spiller was living in NY and absorbing the current music he heard, integrating lyrics into his work- All we ever wanted was everything quoting the band Bauhaus.   Spillers inspiration for his words come from a wide variety of sources: poetry, music and even the Bible, appear over the years.

Spiller is proud of his technique of sewing canvases together, and rightly so, as it is not at first apparent that many of his works are made of patch-worked remnants of cloth sewn together, until you turn them over and view the backs. “I would rather you don’t know” he says, and adds “I am a snob and I feel it would be seen as craft – this is the real thing”. In his eyes this is not collage, as with collage you know that the works are stuck together. It is important to him that the viewer doesn’t know the labour intensive quality of the work, and in this Spiller has triumphed as these works look pleasurably effortless. At the same time, “I hate it when I’m on the verge of something that is built very well.” It is at that point that the pencil comes out, sometimes one feels almost inadvertently, “and the surface comes alive”, “or at least it does when it works”, he admits, rubbing a canvas that he is not yet quite pleased with.

Spiller recalls things visually, and remembers his first look at a cubist work by Picasso, the surface enlivened by the inclusion of newsprint, something that has burnt deeply into the Spiller retina. It is not the only image that has imprinted itself in his mind – he recalls a pigment shop he saw as a youth in Paris, the lovely, glowing colours inspiring his artistic journey.

Alongside the cartoon series Spiller has been working on a series about: LOVE, a set of beautifully crafted and sewn together works, each exploiting the word in all its glory. This reflects Spiller’s continuing practice of using scraps that he works on, one guesses, at the end of the day, or even when he does not know what he wants to do. These canvases on the surface are quieter and less frenzied, the predominant palette being quiet creams and eggshell.

Closer up they reveal that Spiller had felt the need to add to the basic structure, interrupting the fastidiously painted surface with his own personal graffiti, penciled lyrics underscored, “I never meant to make you cry”, a splash of paint leaking poignantly over “cry”. “A love like yours” is annotated by a heart. In parts the pencil loses its meaning, turning almost into a form of desecration of the surface, as if an angry child has been let loose in his parents’ art collection. With the urgency comes rawness creeping onto the surface, reminiscent of Basquiat at his most vital and intimate moments.

Spiller has always incorporated lyrics from songs into his works, and they are here in abundance. While he admits that he hears contemporary music on the radio when with Xavier, his son, the words on these canvases come from a different age. “I hear things in my head – sometimes they’re songs – sometimes I make up a line.” Perhaps not surprising, the word LOVE is here in many different guises.

With this new work Spiller has found license within himself to play even with familiar territory. Nowhere is this more apparent then in the LOVE series where in “Such a perfect day” the letters LOV are ranged across the top while the E has slipped to lie on its side at the bottom of the painting. It is a work that is courageous and asks questions, and pushes the envelope of structure. In the corner is a rectangle within a rectangle, a key to the work, Spiller reveals. “Everything was so neat that it needed a dash in the corner. I wanted to add something for the viewer as a way to get into the work”.

While the LOVE series is restrained in palette, neutral beiges barring pops of brighter colours, a new series of singular canvases integrate brighter labyrinthine twists of vibrant hues, and incorporate some of the automatic writing of Andre Masson that have entered the Spiller vocabulary. Here “With love from me to you” a canvas completely covered in a black and white stands next to the more polite series.  The clashing oranges and yellows relate to Frank Auerbach,  his first art teacher, who taught him in Sidcup in Kent. Although he never wanted to use the depth of paint of Auerbach, he credits his freedom of use with the palette box to him. Spiller recalls an incident when the class were working outside in powdered paint and it started to snow. He said to Auerbach that his paint was running and received the laconic response “work faster!” Perhaps it is this background that has led indirectly to his more recent urgency.

While he may be in a hurry, Spiller is an old fashioned romantic at heart who wears his heart on his sleeve. Love is all that counts, he literally admits in all his works. Memory plays its part as well, for the young boy who saw the beauty in pure pigment in Paris to the first time he saw a field of sun flowers in the south of France and he knew why Van Gogh wanted to paint them. “In the end”, Spiller says, gazing

around the studio, “I wanted to stop piddling around.”

