Same as it ever was

Let’s simply admit it: sometimes we are bored to tears with the rut we keep on following, day in day out. We are all too happy to find diversions, to laugh at brash advertising and allow the TV programmes to wash over us - and sometimes we even end up watching the cartoons for kids (after all, it’s what we grew up with). And before we know it we’re recalling the cartoon heroes of our childhood: Mickey Mouse, the Smurfs, The Flintstones: Fred, Wilma, Pebbles, their pet dinosaur Dino, Barney Rubble, his wife Betty and their super-strong son Bamm-Bamm. Not to forget Bugs Bunny, Popeye and Olive Oil, Felix the Cat, Snoopy, Tintin and Snowy, and so on and so on...

You can’t get enough of those old series, they’re so wonderfully naive and to tell the truth they’re pretty mean and violent. The good thing about them is that the characters can plunge without a second thought from the tallest cliff, land as flat as a pancake at the bottom, and simply dust themselves down and carry on without as much as a scratch. And we burst out laughing every time the laws of nature, which even children are familiar with, are turned like this on their heads. In essence, of course, the cartoons reproduce our own world; mobbing at the office, neighbourhood feuds, the daily battle driving through the traffic. Cartoons take everything to the extreme, hold a mirror up to us and place a fool’s cap on our heads. The world of comics is a kind of parallel universe that distorts our own to the point of recognisability. It’s hard to imagine a funnier way of discharging the daily aggressions that have built up. 

By the early fifties at latest, artists began to seize on these popular motifs; in England, in the USA, and a little later in the rest of Europe. Richard Hamilton, Peter Phillips, Andy Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein, James Rosenquist, Erró, Fritz Köthe and a host of others made use of comics and cartoon films and the like in order to bring their art closer to life and place the trivial, everyday world with its leisure time icons at the focus of artistic interest. David Spiller is unmistakably a part of this artistic tradition, albeit in his own highly individual and inimical way. The English artist remains somewhat removed from the brashness of his motifs, or that at least is the impression: mostly they are treated as a backdrop in front of which the true story is enacted. Spiller combines characters from the world of comics with, for instance, lines from pop songs, which are no less plangent and catchy to our ears than the characters in our virtual parallel world are familiar to our eyes. But David Spiller doesn’t stop simply at montaging images with written texts. The picture surface is sprinkled with a confetti of brightly-coloured dots and rectangles that punctuate or erase it wherever they are placed, thus creating an abstract level that acts quite autonomously and creates a distance to the motif. In a way the artist superimposes an abstract painting on a figural one, or intertwines the two; in some of his paintings (such as "Love is", 1997, "Wooden Figures", 1992, or "The Power of Love", 1997) an additional geometrical level is placed behind the figural motif. 

In his early works from the beginning of the nineties, it was not in fact rare for him to divide these levels in the work into zones, as for instance in "Same as it ever was" from 1990. This piece is split up into three like a triptych: to the left a black and white drawing showing three figures balancing on a ball. In its approach, the drawing has something of a child’s scrawl about it: the figures are clumsy and distorted from their normal proportions, like a caricature. The right-hand section consists of eight squares in different colours, while the central section uses the same square pattern (fading progressively downwards) and presents in block capitals the words: SAME AS IT EVER WAS, which is also the title of the work. "Same as it ever was" could, for instance, be a reference to a song that the band Talking Heads recorded in the late seventies, "Once in a lifetime". There David Byrne sings his fantasies revolving around one of life’s sudden about-turns: "...and you may find yourself behind the wheel of a large automobile, and you may find yourself in a beautiful house, with a beautiful wife. And you may ask yourself - well...how did I get there? ... Same as it ever was, same as it ever was..." The "eternal return of the same" (Nietzsche) more or less describes the ritualised division and underlying hostility that has prevailed since the end of the Second World War between the champions of figurative and abstract art, - something that David Spiller is not ready to give his support. In his work, figuration and abstract are blended consummately together.

He also focuses on other rituals in his work. A contrast to the large painting "War" from 1992 is presented in a work from 2002, "Live and Love" in the form of the peace sign that attained emblematic status during the sixties, and which was adopted by youth movements the world over. Another work picks up on the title of Alain Resnais’ film from 1966: "La guerre est finie!". In tiny letters the artist has added the subtitle: "Si vous le voulez". In this painting the artist has dispensed with elements from comics (as also in the painting "War") and kept simply to geometrical surfaces. War and peace (Tolstoy) are characteristic of human civilisations, regardless of whether we like it or not – although here, too, it is always within our power to break with this eternal return of the same.

Spiller enjoys leading the viewer up the garden path; things that seem quite innocuous may prove to be anything but that. On top of which the action often takes place on a level that is noticed at first sight, because the paintings are frequently covered in scribbles, done spontaneously like telephone doodles, fresh and immediate like children’s drawings, and written over with texts, notes and comments. Only on closer inspection do these reveal themselves as the complex, second visual structure that they in fact are. Consequently the paintings sometimes resemble pages torn out of notebooks, as commentaries on the genesis of the painting, which may have been prompted by a whole range of stimuli or events, memories or current affairs. The artist uses the nostalgia that fills us when we view these motifs as a means to hold our own firmly entrenched picture of the world up before our eyes - not with the raised finger of the moralist, but with a distance that allows matters to become clearer. 

But Spiller does not turn solely to comics or cartoon films for his stock of images. He also draws on art history and advertising. Motifs from Rembrandt or van Gogh, advertising brochures from Ford and General Motors, or photos from newspapers are all to be found in his works. At the same a melancholy undertone can be sensed in all of his output, such as when he combines the image of a topless beauty with a "censored" bar and a triple-x rating, along with a love song from the Beatles ("Do you want to know a secret", 2006), or, in an earlier painting, Felix the Cat with the drawing of a girl brandishing an enormous saw blade along with bar-like structures - all combined as if in a collage ("Girl sawing her head off", 1992). 

Spiller is a poet of everyday life, an artist firmly anchored in reality who sees what he sees and renders it in images that are both complex and pensive. In some ways he sets us visual traps that we willing step into – only to find ourselves in a maze of mirrors in which we keep on confronting our own selves. It is up to us to find the exit.
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