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A hundred and twenty years ago in Arles, Vincent van Gogh dreamt of a new kind of painting. ‘I don’t know whether you can understand that one can make a poem’, he wrote to his younger sister Wilhelmina, ‘only by arranging colours, in the same way that you can say comforting things in music.’ Whether or not poor Wilhelmina van Gogh ever grasped that strange new idea is not clear (she, like Vincent, ended up in an asylum). But David Spiller, a contemporary artist, naturally can. After all, a great deal of the art of the last century was based on Van Gogh’s insight.

As a kindly act Spiller has painted a couple of pictures, It’s a mystery to me and Blue skies, in which he provides Vincent with the works in pure colours he never lived to paint. He had asked himself the question, ‘What would Vincent do if he had all the freedom of today? I was giving him the chance to do something abstract.’ In the second, a crow flutters in the background – just as they do in Van Gogh’s last pictures of fields. Spiller noticed some outside his studio in South London, which made him want to paint some, too.

He also has sympathy with the great Dutchman’s most celebrated subject. ‘When I was young’, Spiller recalls, ‘I hitched down to the South of France and for the first time a boy from Kent saw a field of sunflowers, and it was obvious why he painted them. I thought, my God, look at it, the colour in this field is fantastic!’

Are these random connections between two very different artists? Well, all painters in a way are connected - and since Van Gogh, many of his successors have looked back on him - his heroic struggle, his desperation, his triumph in art, if not in life. As Vincent himself put it, ‘as an artist you are only a link in a chain.’
Spiller certainly has, like Vincent, a powerful sense of the connection between painting and music and the way in which it is possible to ‘say comforting things’ in both. His work is filled with music – Jerry Lee Lewis, Bob Dylan, old hymns, bits of Louis Armstrong. It amounts to a whole lifetime in song: a chorus of lyrics which seems to rise up from the collective memory of everyone who was – as Spiller was – growing up in the mid 20th century. (He was born in 1942.)

‘At this time of life’, he reflects, ‘you’re thinking all the way back through. You’re trying to make sense of it all. Aren’t we all touched by these emotions? But I’m not sentimental. I’m not saying, “I wish we were back in Beatles’ times, because it’s a much better world now.” It isn’t sentimental in that way.’ Words, music and colour fill his art, but in complicated ways. Some of these new paintings – such as Always look on the bright side of life with its ironically optimistic title from Monty Python’s Life of Brian and You shake my nerves – look like those advertisements one used to see (perhaps Van Gogh saw) painted on the walls of French buildings. ‘Gitanes’, they would proclaim, or ‘Ricard’. Spiller likes the way in which they couldn’t get the whole message into the space, so some of it would bleed round the corner, or sit vertically up beside a horizontal word. In a way, these paintings are like that old Gallic signage, but his are advertisements for love – You make my heart sing – or simple injunctions: ‘Fun!’ (With you). He means these quite sincerely. ‘I really believe, “It’s only love”.’

At the same time, the pictures are much more than simply messages. A lot of them are also, an art historian might say, complex colour-field abstractions. Love for you, for example, is a mosaic of rectangles of deliciously saturated hues: mauve, two kinds of pink, three of eau de nil, turquoise, yellow, green, red. To make works of this type, Spiller uses a technique that is, as far as I know, unique.

He ‘floats’ the pigment onto pieces of canvas that he then sews together with incredible neatness and precision, so the final work is a sort of combine, made not with glue, like a collage, but with needle and thread. This process makes Spiller think of the Dadaist Kurt Schwitters who made art out of old bus tickets and fragments of urban detritus. Another sort of precedent is the work of the Italian artist Alberto Burri, made from pieces of old sacking. But no one has ever, as far as I know, fitted geometrically precise squares and oblongs of colour together in this fashion, like a precision-engineered quilt. The big, clear letters are then stencilled on top of the pure greens, reds, yellows and blues.

The harmonisation of the colours is in itself a subject requiring complex calculations. There’s another Van Gogh parallel; working out the chromatic combinations made his head spin, the Dutchman complained to his brother Theo. Each colour affects the others, and so of course does its weight and area. A small area of green, as Cezanne pointed out, is not as green as a large expanse of precisely the same shade. ‘You could spend the rest of your life searching for the right colours,’ Spiller comments. ‘You put one in to fit another you’ve already got, and that makes something else happen.’

Van Gogh wrote about ‘the mental labour of balancing the six essential colours, red – blue – yellow – orange - lilac - green. Sheer work and calculation, with one's mind strained to the utmost, like an actor on the stage in a difficult part, with a hundred things to think of at once in a single half hour.’

On the other hand – no doubt this is a requirement for painting this kind of picture – Spiller evidently just loves colour and feels exhilarated by it. ‘Painting saved my life, in a way. I remember standing in Paris in front of a pigment shop, looking at these jars of paint - pinks and madders - and thinking, “They’re so sexy”.’ So the words and the colours, you might say, are part of the same song.

But balancing and orchestrating the big strong colour-chords is only the first stage in the process. The beautiful, clear, clean image he’s made doesn’t seem quite enough, so he begins to deface it in various ways. You could look at what he does as combining two kinds of modernism in one image. The first stage is pure and abstract, even though it uses words. But there is another tradition, equally strong, which is effected by the marks that people make - quick, private, intimate, sometimes rude - on walls and similar public surfaces. This is a kind of inscription as ancient as cave art, universal, and a source for many other 20th-century artists, including Miro, Twombly and Dubuffet.

Spiller is perhaps unique, however, in adding graffiti to his work, as if a group of naughty adolescents had penetrated his studio. As he says, ‘I make the wall and then scribble on it’. This process serves various purposes, one purely abstract: a line of writing or a scratched squiggle may help the surface, by joining two larger forms together, for example. But there is another motivation: to subvert the sharp, neat clarity of what he has done. Or, as Spiller puts it, ‘I don’t want it to be so tight-arsed’. So he carries on adding this and that to the mix, where it seems to fit: a heart, a human figure, a skein of scratchy lines, an ‘I love you’.

The words just pop into his head, which is full, like everybody’s, of this and that: a Buddy Holly song first heard while sitting on a bus in 1959 with ‘a really nice girl-friend’, the cricket commentary that is playing on the radio as he works. ‘If someone makes a bad shot, I may go, “You Prat”.’ And that ends up on the picture. So after sewing these pictures together, he goes on to weave a skein of passing thoughts, annotations, or just lines that, slightly changing the metaphor, tie the picture more closely together. ‘When I’m lying on the floor I guess I’m almost like a kid playing with his car. The gaps between the words become spaces to say something else that’s not in the song. Or you may think, a piece of red will help you see that other red slightly differently.’ Sometimes binding the painting in this way may also involve messing it up a little, which may make it livelier. Another thing Spiller does is drop splashes and dribbles of paint onto the neat geometry of colours and rectangles. It’s a way of complicating things, and also activating them. ‘I can take them off if it doesn’t work, so I can control them in a way. I don’t mind if it’s somehow chaotic, but it’s controlled chaos.’ The dots in Crazy for you, bouncing like balls in a playground, have been messed up with a lattice of quick brushstrokes, while a few splashes of paint have landed here and there, all of which make the picture snap, crackle and pop.

The point of it all, in fact of all art, is to make the thing live. As with much creative work, it involves making a leap, doing the unexpected. ‘I think it is desperation a lot of the time in my work - “What the hell do you do?” You work like a child with a tower of bricks, building this thing, and there comes a point when you want to push it over.’

Vincent, working furiously and desperately in his Yellow House at Arles all those years ago, his head whirling with calculations about colour, would have understood that desperation well. He was trying ‘to express the love of two lovers by a marriage of two complementary colours, their mingling and their opposition, the mysterious vibrations of kindred tones’.  Or, as Jerry Lee Lewis put it, ‘You shake my nerves and rattle my brain, Too much love drives a man insane’. Both Jerry Lee Lewis and Vincent van Gogh combine and mingle – perhaps the first time that odd couple have ever come together – in the art of David Spiller.
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