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Several years ago David Spiller did a painting called ‘Where my heart belongs’. At first glance you might be forgiven for thinking it was an abstract image. The main part of the canvas is filled with a black mass, and around this were interspersed dots of various sizes and colours – red, pink, a darkish blue, a pale blue, brown purple and green. What is it? Then it dawns on you it is a four-leafed clover. Spiller recounts the story (he has many great stories to tell) that his mother used to put a clover in the heel of her shoe for good luck. Around the bottom of the canvas he has written, in his now characteristic painted lettering (you could even call this the Spiller typeface), the words - ‘Calling me back where my heart belongs’. 

Much of Spiller’s work has autobiographical threads running through that are not immediately apparent, but form an intrinsic part. He does this in two ways. Firstly, by painting an image that has a direct reference to himself or his family, or secondly with a line of text, often hand-scrawled on the rough concrete surface of his studio wall. Sometimes he mixes in both. 

Most commentators on Spiller’s work have focused on its more formal elements. They have made reference to his post-Pop credentials – the bright colours, the punchy text lines, the appropriated imagery – especially the cartoon characters that range from Mickey Mouse to Felix. This certainly gives his work great energy and presence but it is not the whole story. By adding his personal memories and sentiments, he creates a much more layered sense of imagery that goes beyond the flatness and surface immediacy of a standard pop image. In other words, Spiller blends a personal expressionism with his fine-tuned aesthetic language that has been distilled over the years – from his early rigorous training as a teenager with Frank Auerbach, to a passion for Picasso, Dubuffet and Leger and to his later experiences of living and working in Germany. 
Spiller grew up in Swanley in Kent and recounts the glorious sunny summer days of lying in fields of barley, cooking crayfish on the banks of the Darent River. He makes a reference to those fields in It’s in your heart (2006), a painting dedicated to his son, in which he has written ‘We’ll take a walk in the fields where Vincent painted.’ He also remembers listening to the voice of his mother singing (she wanted to be Judy Garland). Since then, many of his works have retained the titles or at least the lines from a song. In You say yes, I say no. You say why and I say I don’t know (2006) Spiller borrows a few lines from The Beatles song ‘Hello Goodbye’. (He obviously loves the Beatles as their lines appear in lots of his works). Around the cartoon-like picture of a grinning cat with a bird at its feet (did he see this outside the window of his studio, or in the Kent countryside?) he has added more lines from songs: Thank you for the days. When once you held me in your arms. How does it feel to be all on your own? These lines are heartfelt, spontaneous, urgent; You say yes, I say no. You say why and I say I don’t know and other work like it reflect Spiller’s ability to create memory paintings which are neither sentimental nor distant. And with these musical references he is, it feels, making a wonderful homage not just to his mother, but to his partner and his children.

Even the cartoon characters that he borrows have a history. Spiller’s love of drawing was given a very early boost when, as a young boy, his elder brother would teach him how to drawing cartoon pictures of cowboys. There is nothing like a bit of family mentoring to instil a passion.

Spiller wears his heart on his sleeve. We see this affectionate spirit in other key works such as Ever in my Dreams (2007). Here he has borrowed American pop artist Robert Indiana’s iconic text and sculpture work LOVE, - a piece originally conceived in a square format, (first created for a Christmas card for the Museum of Modern Art in 1964 then later as a stamp). As always, Spiller makes it his own, not just with his added text but also his trade-mark coloured spots that dot the canvas. In some cases, he uses text on its own, as in I could hold you for a million years (2007) to create an even more direct effect.

So, Spiller’s works exists as love letters. They reflect not just his generosity of spirit, his restless mind and balanced sense of humour, but also an unbridled appetite for life in all its forms. 

