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David Spiller says fairly early on that he doesn’t want to talk too much. By the end of an immensely enjoyable two hours he has failed in this and done so pretty comprehensively. He says that he wants me to write what I think and thinks that perhaps I can work out what he is doing. Later he admits he rarely reads what is written about him and suggests that the most honest response would be two words long: ‘Fuck It’. Succinct admittedly, though, as his partner Moira points out, most likely not quite what the gallery are looking for.

It would be difficult to describe what occurred as a conversation, though neither is it a series of proclamations, a dictated script about what his art really means. Instead it is something like an externalized, zigzagging interior monologue, if a very companionable one. Given impetus or briefly diverted by my responses it soon veers off, digressing endlessly,  slightly manic, frequently contradictory and consistently revealing.

One sequence somewhere near the middle begins with an observation about the natural, unforced beauty created when the leaves of a tree fall to describe a circle on the ground. Then somehow we shift to the raw expressive power of Grünewald’s Isenheim altarpiece, identified in part though a mime of John the Baptist’s pointing arm. Following this we cover Spiller’s love for the ‘movies’, specifically the promise those of his childhood held for a ‘sunnier world’, and then onto his more recent attraction to opera and the ability it has to move even when its words are not understood. The run draws to a close, though it is really just a pause, with his admiration for a friend’s band he once saw in New York; pogo-ing’s unaffected excitement is something he wishes he could provoke in painting.

Elsewhere and in no particular order, we cover Michelangelo, the cave paintings at Lascaux, his continuing friendship with early tutor Frank Auerbach (when a young Spiller complained that falling snow was making work en plein air impossible he was simply told ‘paint faster’), the impossibility of ever saying anything original about love, attempts to bring back politeness between strangers on the street, The Beatles, how every piece must stand ‘as a painting’, Dubuffet, Van Gogh, Picasso painting in shorts in the south of France, Cowboys and Indians, Koons’ Bilbao flower-puppy (‘fantastic’), the climax of Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ, the necessity of work, optimism, the artworld, the importance of making mistakes and leaving them in, a friend’s recent exhibition in Venice for which the gallery floor was covered in gold leaf (where you had to wear felt booties ‘like Beuys’), the idea that people could hold his paintings aloft as demonstrators do placards, the possibility that abstraction can say what words and recognizable images can’t, crying in the studio (‘I shouldn’t admit to this’), how it would be better if everyone could occasionally be a wild thing, that perhaps all he is doing is knocking on heaven’s door (though ‘I can’t be sure I’ve got the right one’), and that sometimes he needs to tell himself to just let it be.
------

As some of the subjects raised in the above encounter may suggest, David Spiller is best characterised as a Pop Expressionist. In classic expressionist mode he aspires to direct communication and has a commitment, completely sincere as far as I can tell, to authenticity. As with much expressionist art, his mark-making records his presence as much as it contributes to the structure of his images, and though he is more than anything an optimistic artist, these marks often show signs of desperation or frustration; as if the force of what needed to be expressed overwhelmed the means for doing so. Yet many of the things with which he attempts communication are taken from the mass-media and so are far removed from the typical expressionist pose of the isolated but self-assertive individual. Pop culture is unavoidably present in his transcriptions of cartoon characters and fragments of song lyrics, the latter both scrawled graffiti-like across his canvases and more rigorously arranged in large san serif capitals. Making frequent appearances are Minnie and Mickey Mouse, Felix the Cat, Eugene the Jeep (a minor Popeye character found in a number of recent paintings); snatches of Dylan, The Troggs or The Beatles. [Footnote 1: Eugene the Jeep is a four-dimensional creature living in a three-dimensional world. In the 1938 cartoon ‘The Jeep’ Popeye introduces him to Olive as ‘a magical dog and can disappear and things.’ http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rYK66ysrhiY (accessed November 2011)] Even his recent abstract paintings, from which cartoon characters and text have begun to fade away or have completely disappeared, have something cartoon-like about them.

Pop art is often intentionally cool, offering a vision of a detached world in which proliferating mass-media has removed all possibility of truly individual expression or experience. To function within this world, this vision of art posits, the artist has to depersonalize himself and become a manipulator of signs. Rather than attempt anything original or personal he becomes another mirror in an endless web of reference and reflection. Ironic distance is key, whether it is used to ambiguously celebrate the images and products of the mass-media or to satirize them and so reveal something of the workings of the system which raises them to ephemeral prominence. Increasingly it seems that Pop was the most important movement of the twentieth century. Not because of the local significance of individual artists or of the value of Pop art in general, but rather because a detached, ironised stance has become the de facto position of much contemporary art, even in the absence of specifically Pop subject matter or material.

In stark contrast Spiller’s art is completely attached, some might say hopelessly so. When he paints a cartoon character or song lyric it is firstly a direct and unambiguous act of homage, even devotion. As Ben Tufnell has observed, ‘he is motivated by a desire to somehow affirm the value off the things he loves, and that he surrounds himself with.’ [Footnote 2: Ben Tufnell, New Paintings by David Spiller, Beaux Arts, 2000] Items displayed around the studio attest to this, though perhaps permeated would be more accurate than ‘surround’; pop lyrics constantly flit through his head. A Bob Dylan compilation CD is playing when I arrive and later he reads to me from an old photocopy of a Ray Charles love song. Along the top of a shelving unit are a series of 6-inch high cartoon figurines. The line of Fred Flintstone, Yogi Bear, and friends continues on a lower window sill with a group of similarly sized African tribal sculptures.

More than just homage, Spiller uses Pop culture as part of a broader celebration. Appropriation is the way in which he expresses his attitude to life; an attitude that is enthusiastic, all embracing, wide-eyed and open-armed.  Cartoon characters are painted large in the hope that they provoke not just recognition but also the thrill of the cinema screen. And, though, as he says, ‘you can’t get round the fact that is a cartoon character’, when he is working he treats Yogi, Fred or the Jeep formally, as parts that need to be adjusted in relation to each other in order to create a satisfying image, something that stands ‘as a painting.’

Song lyrics contribute to this celebration in a slightly different way. It is as if Spiller attempts to speak through them, directly and without irony. A series of new small paintings he showed me all contained a hasty scrawled lyric. As he wrote each painting’s message, he explained, he was imagining them addressed to a particular person in his life. Beyond perhaps being an attempt to break their endless looping through his head, he incorporates lyrics primarily because he still believes in the power of the original words, their ability to genuinely represent his emotions. At the same time he clearly exploits the diverse resonances that Pop lyrics accrue as they worm their way through the mass-media and lodge in people’s subconscious. In an earlier interviews he has mentioned that enjoys the fact that everyone’s reactions will necessarily differ. As he writes Spiller appears oblivious to what more restricted minds might see as a contradiction between personal feeling and the working of the mass media, between the deeply felt and the potentially banal; he rides out any contradiction and is very much enjoying the ride. The energy and unaffected fun - an uncommon word in contemporary art discourse - of his ventriloquism and the deft crudity with which he incorporates it into his painting carries us along with him.

------

Describing his work Spiller gives the impression that he is both completely driven and remarkably unfocused; a steady stream of production might be diverted by an impetuous new invention whilst recurring aspects continue to appear, overlap, merge or disappear. There are a number of striking things going on in his recent work. One is a series of very new abstract paintings that have been scaled-up from very small and frantic pencil scribbles. Whilst retaining some of the original scribbles’ frustration the enlargement smoothes off some of its energy. This effect is reinforced by a black frame drawn just inside the edge of the canvas which makes the image seem very much like a cell from a cartoon strip (this reminded me of an old Tom and Jerry cartoon in which the hand and ink-dripping pen of the cartoonist is seen to intervene in the action). In these abstract-cartoon-scribbles, the brash colour of most of Spiller’s work is replaced with black and white, and his normal legibility with confusion; it is virtually impossible to follow the scribbles as they jerk and curve. As with the energy of his ventriloquism, though, these cartoon scribbles manage to be both comic and genuinely emotive, both direct and absurd. 

A similar move away from brash colour and toward complexity can be seen in both Queen of the Slipstream and In the Early Morning Light. Both paintings seem washed out, as if they had faded through long exposure to the elements. The paintings are in part a response to the peeling grandeur of walls in Venice, a city where Spiller has exhibited regularly. Its influence can also be felt in the abstract panels that make up much of both pictures, which whilst suggesting ornate architectural decoration remain strangely cursive, a kind of abstract handwriting. Spiller said to me that he wanted to include the Jeep in In the Early Morning Light because he was a minor character that few people would be familiar with. Spiller has also considered painting the Jeep out entirely, fading him totally into white (something that chimes with the character’s ability to disappear). The muted colour of these paintings creates an elusiveness not very often seen in Spiller’s work and which is made harder to grasp by the equally  uncharacteristic way in which text is split across the rows of boxes which structure the paintings. In general Spiller avoids nostalgia through the directness with which he treats his subjects; rather than presenting them as lost remnants, he manages to convince us that old cartoons and lyrics still live and breathe. But nostalgia does make an appearance here; the general air is one of wistfulness, as if the promise both cartoon and abstract colour held is all the sweeter for being on the verge of disappearance.

All quotations by David Spiller are taken from an interview with the author in October 2011
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