
 

PRINT Summer 1982  

Michael Smith  

We are now used to the idea that everyone wants to be a star. It is the dream of fame, and the 

wealth that is supposed to accompany it, that sees us through disappointments and dreary jobs. 

Everyone wants to be a winner, and daytime television, with its game shows and talk shows, has 

long provided a framework to contain that wish for a great many people. It is a cruel fantasy, but 

a potent one, and one that will inevitably become ever more available with the new surge of 

activity surrounding cable television. 

Such a world of momentary celebrity is the one reluctantly inhabited by Mike, the sad-sack 

character Michael Smith has been developing over the past several years. Mike is too perplexed 

by life to get out of the house much—in fact, he rarely manages to get more than his underwear 

on in the morning. In past tapes and performances we have seen him dreaming of having friends, 

of throwing a party, of meeting a girl. Now, in It Starts at Home, he suddenly finds it all, or 

nearly all, happening. He has cable TV installed, and as a result of some mystifying technology 

finds himself on the tube, live in living rooms and bars throughout the city. He becomes a star, 

and never leaves his own home. Before he knows what is going on his deadbeat friends and 

neighbors are dropping in to stare, and his home is taken over by Bob, just flown in from the 

Coast, a deal-making piece of fur (literally) perpetually on the phone. 

Smith’s presentation places the viewer in a strange space and time warp, an oddly imperfect 

mirror effect which works as a destabilizing device in tandem with Smith’s deadpan clowning. 

The tape is shown in a set, on the same monitor that plays the part of Mike’s treacherous cable 

TV on screen. But the set is not quite the same comfortable room that Mike is seen to inhabit in 

the tape, with its melancholy, worn-out furniture and secondhand mementos. It has become the 

home of The Star, with its bric-a-brac carefully arranged, and a disembodied voice welcoming 

you and guiding you to your place. And in a far corner—further evidence of Mike’s new-found 

celebrity—is a study area lined with showbiz caricatures. 

The tape itself contains similar mismatched mirror play, discomfiting sight gags too corny to be 

funny and too funny to be anything less than deeply unsettling: Mike’s first discovery that he is 
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on TV, watching himself watching himself on the screen, repeating movements endlessly in the 

empty electronic space; Mike sitting, dazed, in front of the TV, beside the mailman, another slob, 

only bigger; Mike dancing, in top hat and tails, with a beanpole partner, each reflecting the other 

as in some grotesque distorting mirror; even the space of Mike’s house, with its suburban garden 

out back and tenth-floor cityscape out front. What is real in Mike’s world is its unreality, the 

confused doubling that makes everything appear false and hopeless, a world of ersatz duplicity in 

which the only certainty is Mike’s star quality. 
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Bernd Koberling  

Annina Nosei  

The first wave of “violent painters” from Berlin—Rainer Fetting, Helmut Middendorf, Salomé, 

and Bernd Zimmer—were of some interest, because they were so sophisticated in their use of 

style. They seemed to make references to a national culture (German Expressionism in 

particular), but did so in order to link that culture and its trappings in a provocative way to that of 

America of the ’60s by keying their allusions to color field and stain painting, Pop, performance, 

and rock ’n’ roll. The work came from Berlin, but attested to the Americanization of Europe in 

as sly a manner as possible by making fake American paintings in Europe (this in odd contrast to 

the work of some painters in New York, who want to make fake European paintings here). 

Unfortunately the success of the younger Germans has encouraged their elders (who are often 

also their teachers) to present their wares over here as well. As a result we have been recently 

overwhelmed with second hand, second-rate expressionism of the worst sort—a sincere 

expressionism, which is unable to recognize its own entrapment within the conventions of a 

style. 

Bernd Koberling is only the latest of these, an art teacher from Berlin and Düsseldorf who has 

spent a good deal of time in Lapland seeking inspiration. The pictorial results are predictably 

dark landscapes and seascapes with threatening rock formations, close-ups of cormorants, and 

the occasional solitary figure, arms outstretched as if mimicking the sea birds. The paintings are 

somber in effect, with blacks, browns, and purples predominating, lightened with touches of pink 

and yellow over the dark ground—emotive highlights of a banal kind. The canvas is coarse, of 

course, and the paint splashy and mostly thin, with a lot of those feathery drips caused by too 

much turpentine. The brushstrokes, and the marks that delineate form, are sketchy in an 

extremely mannered way, making the artist’s “visions” appear doubly inauthentic: borrowed 

ideas dressed up in a borrowed style, but presented as if they were the result of some long and 

arduous struggle with the self, alone in nature. 

—Thomas Lawson 
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